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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This field research conducted in the United Republic of Tanzania combines a 

survey with focus groups and in-depth interviews to examine the promise of community 

radio as ‘public sphere,’ and especially its influence in stimulating social change.  The 

goal was to discover whether use of community radio led to higher levels of political 

participation and political efficacy among listeners. Managers of four radio stations 

(Sengeremaa, Afya, Sibuka, and Saut) and 307 listener/volunteer respondents participated 

in the study. This study finds community radio a useful platform for the rural 

communities of Tanzania, which given the country’s political development, never before 

had the opportunity of participating in the polity.  The results indicate the community 

radio sector currently is providing public space for local culture, gender equality, 

individual productivity, human rights protections, social justice, skill building, and self-

identity development. In fulfilling the information needs of the rural populace, the 

community radio sector in Tanzania is filling a void left for decades by commercial and 

public broadcasting services, and in this regard, is fulfilling the role of public broadcaster, 

informing the public at local levels, and representing their views. A key finding of this 

study is the contribution of community radio talk show to political participation and 

efficacy, suggesting that community radio could serve useful democratic functions in 

empowering citizens. Further analysis indicates strong audience support for the model’s 

program diversity and information value. Although community radio has not replaced 

private or public service stations, the sector is filling the void left by traditional media. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Since the early 1970s when small-scale media emerged in the Western world,1 the 

broadcasting landscape has not remained the same.  In particular, African countries, from 

the 1990s on, began witnessing profound changes on their airwaves in what is largely 

linked to global media liberalization and political democratization processes, 

simultaneously followed by the advent of popular movements seeking greater freedom of 

expression, information and association. Liberalization of the airwaves refers to the 

emergence of private broadcasters and to a much lesser extent, community broadcasters 

operating side-by-side with state controlled stations in most of the world. A study by the 

BBC World Service Trust (2006) indicates that while commercial radio grew in sub-

Saharan Africa by an average of 360% between 2000 and 2006, small-scale broadcasting 

outlets (such as community radio stations) rose on average by over 1,000% in the same 

period.  

For those familiar with Africa’s broadcasting landscape, radio was part of the 

system inherited from colonial administrations, which has since independence been a 

monopoly of the state, justified on the grounds that it was a public service critical to 

development, the fostering of unity and the promotion of national culture and identity 

(Nyman-Metcalf, et al., 2003).  Thus, to some, the emergence of community radio is 

considered revolutionary.  But, what role will the new model play in the transformation 

of the sub–Saharan region?  Most importantly, how relevant is community radio for 

personal and collective politics in Africa, and for the individual sense of identity and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1See Kleinsteuber & Sonnenberg (1990).   
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belonging?  The purpose of this study is to investigate the promise of community radio as 

public sphere and its possibilities for catalyzing community empowerment in Africa. 

The community radio model (heretofore referred to as CR) is neither publicly–nor 

strictly corporately–owned nor managed.  The model is characterized as offering an 

alternative to the mainstream traditional media as a tool for increasing the listener’s sense 

of personal power and community power.  The radio stations are described as operating 

as a ‘two-way street’ communication process in which the sender and the receiver of 

messages are engaged in more sharing than transmission of messages (Chaney, 1982).  

The most salient characteristic of these types of stations is that they are non-commercial 

and they encourage local community involvement in content production and 

programming. Community radio deals with local issues in the local languages and 

cultural context, relating to local problems and concerns, and aiming to help the 

community develop socially, culturally and economically. Often, community radio is 

described as playing an important cultural role in encouraging dialogue among diverse 

components of a community, thus enabling a process of integrating individuals into the 

community social structure.  To this extent, the advent of the community radio model has 

been described as a fulfillment of the radical thoughts that emerged from concerns over 

the influence and control of radio broadcasting by governments after the First World War 

(Hochheimer, 1993). 

Critical communication scholars consider the growth of community radio in 

Africa a welcome response to the perceived dominance of the global media system by 

large media organizations, and their failure to respond to the socio-economic and 

development needs of the countries they reach, let alone the needs of marginalized 
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communities within those countries (Fraser & Restrepo-Estrada, 2002; Herman & 

McChesney, 1997).  Although many scholars have argued that new communications 

technologies (such as mobile phones and the Internet) have enhanced individual choice 

and access to information, others contend that continued vertical and horizontal 

integration of media systems by large corporations, and the stifling of public expression 

by powerful media groups (Downing, 2001), undermines the status of media role as a 

‘fourth estate’ or ‘watchdog’ of the public interest, a condition Jürgen Habermas (1996) 

termed the “re-feudalization of the public sphere.”  The public sphere in Castell’s (2008) 

words is “an essential component of sociopolitical organization because it is the space 

where people come together as citizens and articulate their autonomous views to 

influence the political institutions of society” (p. 78).  

Some development theorists contend that marginalization from public debate and 

a lack of voice in democratic decision-making have been partly responsible for 

perpetuating a circle of poverty in most developing nations (Deane, 2005).2  They argue, 

for instance, that catastrophic but preventable disasters such as famines rarely or never 

occur in democratic states (Sen, 2001).   Marginalization of citizens from public 

discourse was also acknowledged as a key reason for underdevelopment by African 

leaders at a conference “Putting the People first” held in Arusha, Tanzania in 1990 where 

the African Charter for Popular Participation in Development and Transformation was 

inter alia created, stating:  

The political context of socio-economic development has been 
characterized in many instances by over-centralization of power and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2Alternative thinking in development studies emphasizes that grassroots participation is 
key for success of development efforts (see for example Melkote, 2010; Melkote & 
Steeves, 2001).   
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impediments to the effective participation of the overwhelming majority 
of the people in social, political and economic development. As a result, 
the motivation of the majority of the African people and their 
organizations to contribute to the development process and to the 
betterment of their well-being as well as their say in national development 
has been severely constrained and curtailed and their collective and 
individual creativity has been undervalued and under-utilized.3 
 

Thus, commentators on development problems and political theorists (Fraser & 

Restrepo-Estrada, 2002; Tucker, 2013) see community radio creating space for pluralistic 

discussion through the talk show genre with its engaging, popular high energy style, and 

the promotion of audience participation (Deane, 2005; Mwesige, 2009; Tettey, 2011).  

Talk shows on community radio are described as forums for robust political debates and 

for finding solutions and determining development inputs that truly meet local needs.  

This view is premised on the logic that “open access to on-air complaints from the 

audience can pressure local authorities to adopt practices of good governance and 

transparency” (Fraser & Restrepo-Estrada, 2002, p. 69).  The expectation is that 

participation in community media will lead to community integration, which then serves 

as a vehicle for social change.  Therefore, community radio initiatives are cast as a social 

movement acting as an agent for social change and democratization, and as a 

counterpoint to processes of commercialization and de-politicization through the 

adoption of “unique ownership and programming structures which provide for 

management, membership and content to be generated by the community while 

simultaneously meeting its needs” (Gaynor & O’Brien, 2010, p. 4).  The question left 

unanswered by this argument, however, is how the presence of community radio affects 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 African charter for popular participation in development and transformation, Arusha: 
United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), 1990. 
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individuals in societies where oral tradition is the common means of reaching out to 

others (i.e. of making human communication).  Does community radio serve as a catalyst 

or enabler of individual and collective empowerment in African communities?  Can 

community radio model play a role in the social transformation of communities and 

individuals in Africa? 

While there is consensus on the importance of free expression in democratic 

governance, it remains unclear how mass media and the act of deliberative debate 

combines to alleviate poverty, which is found in every society, even in democratic ones.  

For some communication scholars, the answer can be found in the emancipatory potential 

of community radio as a public sphere.  As defined by analysts, the principles of the 

public sphere involve an open discussion of all issues of general concern in which 

discursive argumentation is employed to ascertain general interests and the public good 

(cf. Calhoun, 1992; Dahlgren, 1995; Kellner, 2000).  The public sphere presupposes 

freedoms of speech and assembly, a free press, and the right to freely participate in 

political debate and decision-making.  New media, it is argued, often extend the range of 

access to communication networks and enhance democratic processes in meaningful 

ways.  Viewed critically, the public sphere is grounded in small-scale media operations 

(such as community radio) and in rational discourse among a small population.  Thus, 

this perspective has brought attention to community radio within the context of so-called 

'traditional' societies.  

Some political theorists view community radio as exemplifying public sphere, in 

Tucker’s (2013) words, “for providing alternative conception of democratic participation 

and deliberation, crucially serving as a tool for increasing public deliberation and 
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communication” (p. 392), and as solution to ‘first order’ and ‘second order’ development 

problems.  First-order problems are conceived as political, social and economic problems 

that development is supposed to solve, e.g. poverty, or women’s empowerment.  The 

second-order problems are created by development actions and programs themselves, e.g. 

de-politicization.  Viewed critically, practical strategies for using community radio derive 

from relatively recent innovations in development communications in which advocates 

have argued for the adoption of a participatory paradigm for media development projects 

in poorer countries and communities.  Participatory advocates express concern with 

social power relations, arguing that effective inclusion of citizens in decision-making 

processes can have the radical effect of exposing social inequity through an examination 

of such power relations (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008).  From this perspective, community 

radio may act as issue-based organizations devoted to counteracting the existing 

distribution of power by facilitating coalitions among other issue-based organizations and 

giving these groups a platform for airing their views.  In short, the argument is that 

participation in the station should serve as a bridge to participation in society.  The 

foundation for the participation perspective assumes that if a station can create a large 

pool of volunteers capable of producing radio programs, then a successful community 

service will inevitably follow a large pool of listeners and engaged citizenry.  

Thus, a number of questions arise, particularly given the limited scale of 

community radio – most of the stations operate on minimum transmitting power of 

between 100 to 200 watts as opposed to 2,000 and above watts for commercial and public 

service stations.  How could such a small-scale medium produce an appreciable civic 

outcome in a globalized world dominated by larger media?  What role can community 
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radio perform in addressing the issues of social change in a context of 

underdevelopment?  In what ways does the operation of community radio make it more 

suitable than commercial or public service broadcasting to promote democratic 

governance?  These and related issues are what the present study investigates within the 

context of their operations in some African communities. 

Study Rationale  

While research interest in community media has increased over the last few 

decades in recognition of the potential power and uniqueness of the model, studies have 

largely focused on Western operations of the model in countries such as Australia (cf. 

Day 2009; Foxwell, & Meadows, 2002; Jankowski, Prehn, & Stappers, 1992; Meadows, 

Forde, Ewart, & Foxwell, 2005).  Nonetheless, research findings from related studies 

have revealed dynamic relationships among traditional media (such as community 

newspapers and weeklies) operating within communities and community integration (cf. 

Berelson, Lazersfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Lazersfeld, Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; McLeod, 

et al., 1996; Stamm, 1985; Viswanath, Finnegan, Rooney, & Potter, 1990).  Such 

relationships foster political participation, but we are yet to fully understand the role of 

community radio as a communication variable in local political processes.  Scholars such 

as Curran (2000) have suggested that community media represent the highest democratic 

function, empowering citizens on three broad levels: community, media and society.  If 

this is so, it is necessary to assess the community media model by examining the value of 

of its participatory processes and content.   

Although there is a growing body of research on community radio in Africa, gaps 

still exists with its impact assessment, audience evaluation, and the sustainability of its 
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operations.  A majority of the studies on community radio operations in Africa are 

focused on sponsored development projects which begin with some kind of social goal in 

mind (and with special one-time funding), all too often relying on anecdotal evidence or 

case studies (cf. Jallov 2007).  The problem with sponsored policy studies generally is 

that they cannot be expected to rise above the basic mandate of delivering data that are 

deemed functional for assessing the restrictive policy parameters (such as the degree of 

media use and relation of station activities to overall objective) set by the donors or 

policy objectives of state, if sponsored internally (Jankowski, 2003).  While such reports 

are not necessarily detrimental, researchers’ association with policy institutions makes it 

difficult to determine whether the investigations are conceptually driven and ultimately 

contribute to theoretical understanding of community radio’s place in society.  As 

Jankowski (2003) points out, the lack of empirical studies of the use and effects of 

community radio is especially problematic, in that case studies typically contribute only 

incrementally to our theoretical perspective and model building for further understanding 

of the medium.  As such, it can be argued that we lack anything close to comprehensive 

knowledge of community radio operations in Africa.  The present study responds to this 

gap in the literature by examining the promise of community radio as a unique aspect of 

public sphere in Africa. 

Goal of the Study 

This study’s purpose is to investigate the promise of community radio’s as public 

sphere and its possibilities for social change in some African connunites.  The author is 

seeking to understand whether engagement or involvement with community radio: (a) 

leads to higher political efficacy and participation among listeners, and (b) whether this 
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phenomenon has created space for a more inclusive range of discourses among citizens.  

This follows the argument that these are important behaviors for a healthy democracy.  

According to political theorists, political efficacy is a determinant of political behavior—

without feelings of competency and beliefs that one’s actions are consequential, one has 

little incentive to participate in public discourse (Abramson & Aldrich, 1982).  Political 

participation is important because levels of engagement in a democratic system have 

consequences for the system’s parallel equity and legitimacy (Rosenstone & Hansen, 

1993). 

To this extent, this study will explore how community radio influences people’s 

struggle for social change by interrogating: (a) the model’s style in engaging the public in 

issues of national, regional, and local concern, (b) patterns of community radio discourse 

about public issues; (c) access and opportunity provided by community radio to help 

foster a deliberative  public sphere; (d) how citizens use the medium to facilitate 

democratic accountability; and lastly (e) the social benefits of the model.   In my 

assessment of these criteria, the phenomenon of interest will be community radio while 

the levels of analysis are the community and individuals.  Thus, my expectation is that 

this study will make a significant contribution to our understanding of community radio 

operations in Africa. 

The study is positioned within the overlapping fields of mass communication and 

development studies.  It begins with a rendering of the general historical outline of 

development communication theory (i.e., the study of social change brought about by the 

application of communication research, theory, and methodologies used to bring about 

development).  The historical recounting of development communication will act as the 
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theoretical frame through which the evolution of community radio in Africa is viewed.  

The principal contribution of this study concerns an examination of community radio as 

an open forum where divergent public issues are debated and how this helps to advance 

democratic processes.   

Description of Study Location 

The four community radio stations under the focus of this study are located in the 

United Republic of Tanzania (see Appendix B).  Although community radio has a short 

history globally, its emergence is generally considered a blessing to countries like 

Tanzania.  Tanzania is three times the size of New Mexico, and shares its borders with 

Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, Zambia, Malawi, Mozambique, Burundi, and the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo in East Africa.  The name Tanzania derives from the union of two 

states, Tanganyika and Zanzibar, following a unification agreement signed in 1964 by 

leaders of both countries.  Zanzibar is an archipelago off the eastern coast of Tanzania 

and a semi-autonomous part of the country. 

About 88% of Tanzania’s current population, estimated at 44.9 million (World 

Population Review, 2012) lives in the rural communities where only about 5.3% have 

access to electricity.  Although the country in recent decades, experienced changes in its 

economic structure, driven by the mining, construction, communications and financial 

sectors, Tanzania remains primarily a rural country with an agriculture-based economy 

that employs 88% of the population (FAO, 2014).  A few years after it obtained 

independence from Great Britain in 1961, the Tanzanian government adopted a socialist 

ideology, placing emphasis on an agrarian economy, local self-reliance, and a program of 

‘villagization’—the moving of peasant families into cooperative villages where they 
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could supposedly work together more productively.  The newly independent country’s 

political creed enunciated in a 1967 document known as the ‘Arusha Declaration,’ sought 

traditional and simple solutions for local problems rather than reliance on technological 

fixes and foreign imports.  Although the government has maintained international stance 

of non-alignment, it relied on the Eastern bloc countries– particularly China – for 

assistance in most areas.  

Despite Tanzania’s endowed natural resources, the country remains poor and 

ranks very low on the United Nations (UN) human development index (HDI), at 152 out 

of 187 countries and territories.4    The HDI is a summary measure for assessing citizens’ 

long-term progress in three basic dimensions of human development: a long and healthy 

life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living.  The country’s social conditions 

are quite severe.  Poverty is widespread; life expectancy is among the lowest in the 

world, while maternal death rate estimated at 454/100,000 remains one of the highest in 

the world (Tanzania National Bureau of Statistics, 2012).  Thus, because it is such an 

affordable and accessible medium, radio is an effective platform not just to talk about 

problems, but also to instigate empowerment of the rural populace.  Effective radio 

programming might have the power to improve lives, call for social justice and equity, 

and bring about development in a cost-effective way of achieving social change through 

the use of mass media.  

Until recently, the country’s state-run radio network, Radio Tanzania Dar es 

Salaam (RTD), was the only medium promoting awareness of development and social 

issues to numerous communities.  Public access to the mass media was generally very 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Human Development Report (2013).The rise of the South: Human progress in a diverse 
world. 
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low.  As is the case with most developing countries, most media outlets in Tanzania are 

urban-based.  The 2010 Tanzania Demographic and Health Survey found that 40% of the 

population does not have access to any form of mass media.  Television is accessed by 

5% of the population and only 11% have access to the Internet.  According to the 

Tanzania Communications Regulatory Authority (TCRA), about 15 million Tanzanians 

(30.6% of the population) own radio sets, while there are 21 million active mobile phone 

subscribers (42.8%). With inadequate infrastructure making transportation of newspapers 

to rural areas cost prohibitive, local radio remains the major source of information, 

particularly for the disenfranchised rural communities, women and the youth (Batchelor, 

Scott, & Eastwick, 2005).  

In recent years, UNESCO has helped to set up community stations in Tanzania, 

and the stations have benefitted from capacity building assistance to improve civic 

participation and gender-responsive communication for sustainable development.  

Currently, Tanzania has 28 registered community radio stations located in rural 

communities (see Appendix F), and according to the Community Media Network of 

Tanzania (COMNETA), the stations combined have average 16 million listeners weekly.  

Most importantly, radio broadcasting in Tanzania has become more interactive over time 

with the introduction of more radio call!in shows encouraging participation. A recent 

survey shows close to 83% of Tanzanians now get their news and information from radio 

(Intermedia, 2011), (with many sets having multiple listeners) making it the leader of 

both media and non!media sources.    

Tanzania’s changing media landscape brought about by the licensing of 

community and private broadcasting outlets makes the country a well-suited site for this 
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project. Given that African leaders have also recognized over-concentration of power and 

marginalization of the majority of the African people from public discourse as 

impediments to the development process, the opening up of the airwaves should lead to 

increased participation in decision-making.  This study contributes to our understanding 

of the promise of community radio as public sphere and as a catalyst for social 

development in Africa. 

  

! 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section provides historical 

overview and a brief review of topic-relevant classic scholarship on the relationship 

between communication and society.  In the early studies, scholars from diverse 

disciplines offered valuable perspectives on the relationship between communication and 

social change, and in particular the part played by the media of public communication in 

national development processes.  The notion of direct and powerful effects of the media 

on society appears strongly in the arguments of most early researchers.  Thus, it is 

pertinent to explore this aspect of media’s intellectual history, because it reveals a great 

deal about its central hold on social life and offers us a fresh examination of many of the 

questions we now seek to answer.  The section concludes with the discussions of the 

main theoretical approaches and concepts which are normally referred to in discussions 

on development communication – the modernization and dependency paradigms. 

The second section begins with a discussion of the participatory approach to 

development, focusing on the basic features of the participatory model which emphasizes 

people’s involvement in the development process, and on the equitable sharing of both 

political and economic power.  This perspective asserts that community media provides a 

substantial hope that people can best make decisions or address their own problems if 

presented with appropriate media contents.  Thus, advocates’ argument about community 

radio as public sphere – providing open access to debate about issues of common concern 

– offers great opportunities for dialogue and horizontal flow of information.  Based on 

the literature, a number of research questions are raised and addressed in this study. 
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Section I: Classic Views on the Role of Communication in Society  

While some have argued that contemporary media have “demassified” mass 

communication (Chaffee & Metziger, 2001; Napoli, 2010; Severin & Tankard, 2010), the 

concept of development communication5 has been with us for a long time.  However, the 

important role of mass media in sociocultural, economic, and political development, and 

utilization of its approaches and methods did not gain public recognition and academic 

acceptance until the early1960s.  Interest in this endeavor often begins from a basic 

assumption that the media constitute a force in society that can influence individuals and 

the structure of society (Hedebro, 1982).  For example, Rogers (1994) argues that the 

field of mass communication has a basic belief in technological determinism, a 

conceptualization of technology as an agent for change in society, which has become a 

fundamental assumption of much mass communication research.  

Scholarly discussions of the role of communication in development date back to 

the 1890s - pushed by sociologists and social philosophers who typically held an organic 

view of society and were often under the sway of philosophical idealism (Peters & 

Simonson, 2004).  Historical accounts of social thought about the relationship between 

media of communication and society reveal that intellectuals such as Charles Horton 

Cooley (1864-1929), John Dewey(1859-1952), and Jane Addams (1860-1935), among 

others, made the concept of communication the analytical focal point of what was wrong 

with society and how to fix it (Peters & Simonson, 2004).  This perspective is evidenced 

by their focus on everyday life and communication.  For example, Dewey in 1916 

famously wrote: “societies not only continue to exist by transmission, by communication, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Development communication refers to the use of communication to facilitate social 
development. 
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but it may be fairly said to exist in transmission, in communication” (quoted in Peters & 

Simonson, 2004, p. 13).  To Dewey, communication was at once a social, political, and 

aesthetic principle.  In one of his writings: The Process of Social Change, Cooley (1897), 

noted the social transformation that had taken place as a result of the development of new 

means of communication, “fast mails, telegraphs, telephones, photography and the 

marvels of the daily newspaper, -all tending to hasten and diversify the flow of thought 

and feeling and to multiply the possibilities of social relation” (p. 81).  Cooley further 

suggested that “it is the tendency of communication to give human nature a fair chance, 

levelling before it the barriers of ignorance, blind hostility and constraint of place, and 

permitting man to organize his higher sympathetic and aesthetic impulses” (p. 80). In 

Cooley’s view, social, cultural, and political life all change when new communication 

media are introduced (Peters & Simonson, 2004).   

For the early thinkers, communication and its technologies provided the social 

and moral base for a democratic collective life.  For Cooley, Dewey, and Robert Park 

(1864-1944), “communications were the means by which communities are made, and the 

means by which they were destroyed” (Peters & Simonson, 2004, p. 13).  

Communication joins people in community association; it works not only by transporting 

private thoughts, but by making people in the making of a common life.  Whether borne 

by radio, television, newspapers, books, fads, word of mouth, telephone or railroad, 

communication that broadened perspectives beyond small towns, for this generation of 

early progressives was simultaneously emancipating and unnerving: “it could lead both to 

the dreams of the great community or the nightmares of the irrational mob” (Peters & 

Simonson, 2004, p.15).  For the most part, the early thinkers were hopeful that modern 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

17 
!

technologies of large-scale communication could be brought to serve the cause of 

democracy and social progress.  But it was “the development of radio that set the 

foundation for the relationships between the media and their audiences which exist to this 

day” (Hochheimer, 1993, p. 473).  

Consider for example Hadley Cantril (1906-1969) and Gordon Allport’s (1897-

1967) view of radio broadcasting in their classic publication The Psychology of Radio 

(1935) published at a time when very little was known about the medium.  They boldly 

described the fledgling new medium as “the greatest single democratizing agent since the 

invention of printing” (p. 111).  Cantril and Allport identified the qualities and potential 

uses of radio making it suitable for development and social change efforts in rural areas, 

including its ability to instantaneously connect larger populations of people at greater 

distances and its relative cheapness. Cantril and Allport enthused: 

Any device that carries messages instantaneously and inexpensively to the 
farthest and most inaccessible regions of the earth, that penetrates all 
manner of social, political, and economic barriers, is by nature a powerful 
agent of democracy. Millions of people listen to the same thing at the 
same time-and they themselves are aware of the fact. Distinctions between 
rural and urban communities, men and women, age and youth, social 
classes, creeds, states, and nations are abolished. As if by magic the 
barriers of social stratifications disappear and in their place come a 
community of interest. (1935, p. 20) 
 

These early thinkers set the tone for the North American social theorists of 

communication who followed, including Lewis, Mumford, Harold Innis, Marshall 

McLuhan and others.  They saw communication both as a principle of social interactions 

and as a norm of democratic community.  To them, the notion of communication not only 

described the total sum of human relationships, it also reflected how people connect with 

one another.  Although their writings were not typically informed by ideals of objectivity 
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or value neutrality, but were part of a broadly important social democratic impulse that 

swept through North  American life at the time.  For these great thinkers, communication 

was at the core of modern social organization.  Their hopes for progress in the connection 

between communication and development helped lay the foundation that for theory and 

practice that followed.  However, , the world has witnessed rapid transformation and 

expansion in media technologies since the early 20th century, and another view arose that 

is no less convinced of media’s power, but provided a much less optimistic view of its 

use. 

The Concept of Propaganda  

The concept of propaganda assumed that, under certain conditions of control, 

mass and interpersonal communication—but especially the former—could be 

manipulated to achieve conformity.  All that was needed was to control access to the 

media and to monitor the effects though interpersonal surveillance.  In fact, control over 

communication channels was considered to be the primary means of controlling a society 

(Dobb, 1950).  This view points to mass communication technologies’ dominant role in 

the prosecution of the Second World War, and particularly in the protracted Cold War 

that ensued between the West led by the United States, which rallied around the principle 

of “free flow of information,” and the Eastern bloc represented by the Soviet Union, 

which iterated the need for state control of information.  At various times, the powers and 

significance of radio and television media were demonstrated by their use for propaganda 

as well as recognition of their potential for socioeconomic development during peacetime 

(Thussu, 2000).  These dynamics persists in the 21st century with the conflicts in Iraq, 

Afghanistan, Syria, and elsewhere.  
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As can be seen, fascination with use of mass media to facilitate social change has 

historical antecedents.  A further review of the relationship between media and social 

change provides us a broader perspective on recent thinking about the role of radio in 

community development. 

Historical Overview of Development Communication 

Although the media was put to powerful use during WWII, its influence on 

society became sharpened with the outbreak of the Cold War and the emergence of newly 

independent countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America. It was at this time in history 

that the notion of ‘development’ expanded. The United States recognized many of the 

newly independent countries’ dire need for development assistance to combat poverty, 

illiteracy and unemployment, and quickly introduced aid as an important factor for 

“winning the hearts and minds” of the emerging countries, particularly during this Cold 

War era (Hedebro, 1982; McAnany, 2012; Singh, 2000).  Thus the U.S broadened its 

application of the Marshall Plan–put in place to bring Europe back from the devastation 

of the Second World War–to help the countries that were then “channeling their energies 

towards establishing a solid social and economic base that would help improve the living 

condition of their people” (Moemeka, 2000, p. 1).  As part of its many efforts, the U.S 

government generously funded research–often in conjunction with private companies, 

through universities and development agencies, particularly United States Aid for 

International Development (USAID), United States Information Agency (USIA), Voice 

of America (VOA)– to “harness the powers of the mass media to ‘modernize’ the newly 

independent countries” (Thussu, 2000, p. 57).  Thus, “development”, the process of 

evolution toward a modern society, occupied center stage.  Scholars and development 
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experts assigned mass communications a central role in the development process even as 

development became a prime focus in the contest to win over the ‘Third World’ countries 

(Worsley, 1984).   

Although the East-West dispute was by no means resolved in the 1960s, the 

situation changed with the addition of a North-South dimension in the 1970s.  The North-

South debacle concerned disagreements over imbalances in the flow of information 

between the industrialized “North” and the developing “South.”  It was during this period 

that the developing countries made their voices heard in international fora as never 

before, formulating proposals for far-reaching reform.  First, a set of demands aiming for 

a New International Economic Order (NIO) was put on the agenda; demands for reform 

of existing patterns of news and information flows– in short: a new international 

information order – were soon to follow (Carlsson, 2003).  Following independence, 

some countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America vigorously pressed not only for 

recognition of their national political sovereignty, but included demands for self-

determination in their economic affairs and cultural identity. These new nations shared 

the goals of being independent from the superpowers and moved to form the Non-

Aligned nations.  The Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) is a group of 115 members 

representing the interests and priorities of developing countries. The NAM has its origin 

in the Asia-Africa Conference held in Bandung, Indonesia in 1955. NAM defined 

‘development’ as political struggle (Servaes & Malikhao, 2005), an opposing view to its 

earlier (Western) definition set on largely economic terms. A set of demands that would 

press for a New International Economic Order (NIEO) was put on the agenda; demands 

for reform of existing patterns of news and information flow in short: calls for a new 
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world information and communication order (NWICO)–were soon to follow.  The issue 

of a new international information order is bound up with ideas about the roles of 

communication in development, on the one hand, and the relations between developed 

and developing countries on the other. The purpose of development is to improve the 

living conditions of the members of a society, but a new international information order, 

in the sense its authors intended, was not to materialize. After some brief years of debate, 

the NWICO issue disappeared from international agendas, due in large part from strong 

opposition by the United States (McPhail, 2009; Nordenstreng, 2013). 

Development as Conceptual Frame 

Use of the term “development” as a conceptual framework for individual, national 

or international changes toward achieving “progress” was a post-world War II 

phenomenon. Initially, it was conceptualized as synonymous with economic growth, i.e., 

a steady and lasting increase in productivity and per capita income (Moemeka, 2000; 

Rogers, 1976; Servaes & Malikhao, 2008).  This was the modernization approach.  Of 

course, the Marshall Plan was a development strategy geared towards economic 

growth— economic reconstruction of war-devastated countries. Modernization’s 

advocates strongly believed that a buoyant economy is the key to all developments, an 

assumption that economic growth was the surest and quickest route to development. 

Popularized by American scholars and policy makers, and soon introduced to Europe and 

less developed countries, it became a major focal point in international cooperation.  

Development-related concepts therefore became paramount in politics and the economic 

sphere.  Development became at once a process and a goal, the purpose of which was to 

improve the living conditions of people in societies considered low-income and poor 
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(McAnany, 2012; Mody, 2002; Mowlana & Wilson, 1990; Singh, 2002).  However, what 

was needed to bring about development and what constituted “better living conditions” 

became points of contention starting in the late 1940s and into the 1950s as new nations 

gained independence from the colonial powers, and continuing into the 1970s.  

Gradually, development came to include political, social and cultural spheres, as well 

(Mowlana & Wilson, 1990; Rogers, 1976).  The role of mass media also assumed 

prominence in this process, not least due to technological advances.  Among advocates of 

modernization, there was an unshaken faith in technology and ‘knowhow.’ Indeed, the 

United Nations (UN) proclaimed the 1960s the “decade of development”6  as part of an 

effort to stimulate improved standards of living, establish economic and political 

infrastructure, and help newly independent countries join the community of nations as 

equal partners. In addition, the establishment and expansion of the United Nations 

system, including its affiliated agencies involved with aspects of national, regional, and 

international activities, helped to enhance the concept of development (Hedebro, 1982; 

McAnany, 2012; Singh, 2000).  

It is important to stress that attention to the poor and marginalized have always 

been at the center of development communications.  Efforts to improve citizens’ access to 

communication tools and channels to stimulate both individual and collective growth 

have received priority.  This focus guided the modernization theory that ruled intellectual 

definitions and discussions of development and guided national development programs 

from the end of WWII through the late 1960s.  What this tells us is that from early in the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 In January 1961, the United Nations (UN) declared the 1960s as the “Decade of 
Development”. President John F. Kennedy launched the proclamation at the UN in New 
York. (see http://www.unicef.org/sowc96/1960s.htm) 
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history of development communication attempts were made to make communication a 

relevant and an indispensable element for guaranteeing success and sustainability of 

development projects.  But it was usually conceived as an add-on component, often 

incorporated in development projects at a later phase of the project cycle. However, a 

bigger role will be ascribed to the media of mass communication in later years under 

what became known as the “Modernization” Paradigm. 

Modernization Paradigm 

The core elements in the modernization paradigm are (1) the notion that the mass 

media technologies of radio and television can deliver information and important 

messages to large audiences, especially of villagers and urban poor in developing 

countries, and (2) the research-based evidence that media exposure can change individual 

knowledge, attitudes, and overt behavior leading to economic growth and social 

advancement. Thus, the original paradigm of development communication represented a 

certain degree of communication technological determinism and a communication effects 

orientation.  The paradigm envisioned that for traditional societies to become modern, 

Western-style nation states, communication media would facilitate economic growth. 

The role of communication in the development process was articulated by Daniel 

Lerner (1958) in his famous treatise, The Passing of the Traditional Society, which 

acknowledged that mass media growth was one of the three phases of democratic 

political development.  He pointed out that the mass media had the power to create 

opportunity for empathy, which "disciplined western men in skills that spell modernity" 

(quoted in Moemeka, 1994, p. 4).  Lerner’s influential work emphasized the role played 

by literacy and mass media exposure in the individual modernization process in six 
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Middle Eastern countries.  His work was significant as the first study of its kind to 

formulate a universal model of modernization.  He argued that modernity is a participant 

lifestyle, that is, modern society is a participant society in which people contribute in 

multiple arenas of life.  The characteristics of participant society are those found in the 

West, where people attend school, read magazines, receive monetary compensation for 

their work, purchase commodities, vote and have opinions on a variety of issues. The 

Western pattern of modernization is presented as a universal model because it is based on 

historical reality.  Lerner (1958) makes three central arguments. First, modernization in 

developing countries has to follow the historical model of Western nations because 

Western societies provide the best example of structural attributes (power, wealth, skill, 

rationality) and “from the West came the stimuli which undermined traditional society 

that will generate efficiently in the world today, the West is still a useful model”(Lerner, 

1958, p. 47).  Second, the key to modernization is a dynamic psychological feature called 

“empathy.” Empathy, according to Lerner, is “the capacity to see oneself in the other 

person’s situation” (p. 80). Lerner goes on to elaborate “the process whereby the high 

empathizer tends to become also the cash customer, the radio listener, the voter” (p. 50).  

Third, the process of modernization is facilitated by the mass media which acts as an 

index or agent of change. According to Lerner, the Western model of progression to 

modern society comprises four sequential phases. First is urbanization, then literacy, next 

is media exposure which leads to integration into modern participatory society, resulting, 

finally, in economic and political development: 

The Western model of modernization exhibits certain components and 
sequences whose relevance is global. Everywhere for example, increasing 
urbanization has tended to raise literacy, rising literacy has tended to 
increase media exposure, and increasing media exposure has “gone with” 
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wider economic participation (per capita income) and political 
participation (voting). The model involved in the West is a historical fact. 
(1958, p. 46) 

 

Lerner stated the link between modernity and communication categorically in the 

preface to his influential book.  Modernity, he stated, “is primarily a state of mind - an 

expectation of progress, propensity of growth, and readiness to change” (1958, p. viii), in 

opposition to traditional ways of thinking. Modernity demands active participation, 

empathy, and people’s ability to imagine alternative futures.  In making his argument, 

Lerner relied on evidence from a study by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) that showed very high correlations between mass 

media infrastructures “(number of radio, cinema seats, and newspaper copies per 1000 

persons in different countries) and variables like levels of education and income” 

(UNESCO, 1961, p. 17).  The argument behind the statistics was that more developed 

countries had high media access, high educational achievement, high income—and 

developing counties had the opposite (McAnany, 2012).  Like Lerner, UNESCO inferred 

causation from correlation and thereby made the scientific argument that by investing in 

media,  a corresponding growth such as increased educational attainment and higher 

incomes would result (Hedebro, 1982). 

Lerner felt the need was to mobilize traditional societies; thus he recommended 

media use as a tool to create Western empathic personality types as a step toward his 

goal.  He argued that contacts with the media helped societies transition from traditional 

to a ‘modernized’ state, characterizing the mass media as a ‘mobility multiplier’ which 

enables individuals to experience events in far-off places, forcing them to reassess their 

traditional ways of life.  Exposure to the media, Lerner argued, “makes traditional 
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societies less bound by tradition and makes them aspire to a new and modern way of life” 

(as cited in Thussu, 2000. p. 56). 

Not only did Lerner’s book offer a theory about modernization, but as McAnany 

(2012) argues “it also cast mass communication as a central character in the drama of the 

passing of traditional societies” (p. 16).  To illustrate mass media’s centrality as the 

engine of his modernization model, Lerner argued that “the media spread psychic 

mobility most efficiently among peoples who have achieved in some measure the 

antecedent conditions of geographic and social mobility” (1958, p. 55).  Thus Lerner felt 

it necessary to use media as a tool to create Western empathic personality types, a key 

step toward the goal of modernizing traditional societies (Mody, 2002).  

In the second chapter of his book, Lerner set out his theory of social change, a 

model whereby he argued for technological unfolding of modernization tracked against 

European historical developments of the 18th century Enlightenment and 19th century 

industrialization. Although Lerner argues for personal and psychological model, what he 

called the ‘mobile personality’—a person’s ability to adapt quickly to a set of changing 

circumstances— he makes it clear that mass communication is at the heart of the process 

(Hedebro, 1982; McAnany, 2012; Roger, 1976; Singh, 2002). People in the developing 

countries could expand their empathy through media exposure to new places, behaviors, 

and cultures.  In short, the mass media “had the potential of blowing the winds of 

modernization into otherwise isolated traditional communities and replacing the structure 

of life, values, and behavior with ones seen in modern Western society” (Melkote, 2002, 

p. 424).  Lerner stressed that empathy fulfilled two important tasks: (1) it enables people 

to operate efficiently in the modern society which was constantly changing; and (2) it is 
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an indispensable skill for individuals desiring to move out of a traditional setting. The 

second element in Lerner’s model was the mass media. They performed a special 

function: introducing individuals to new ideas and attitudes, thereby accelerating the 

process of development (modernization). Thus, the mass media were important agents of 

modernization.  

Following in Lerner’s footsteps, scholars including Rogers, (1962), McClelland 

(1961), and Schramm (1964) effectively established the groundwork for the desired 

outcomes for mass media disseminations.  Rogers (1962/1983) posited diffusion as “the 

process by which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time 

among the members of a social system” (p. 10).  Central to the diffusion thesis is the 

communication of ideas. Influenced by Lerner (1958), Rogers defined development as “a 

type of social change in which new ideas are introduced into a social system in order to 

provide higher per capita income that brings through more modern production methods 

and upward social organization” (Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971, p. 11). The diffusion 

model presented communication as the transfer of new ideas from willing experts to an 

assumed ignorant target social system (Moemeka, 2000, p. 2). In this model, 

communication was treated as synonym for information.  Yet, unlike Lerner’s more 

theoretical model, Rogers’s research had direct application in rural development and 

agricultural programs that were being promoted by various agencies of the United 

Nations as with bilateral efforts of Western governments (McAnany, 2012).  Diffusion 

research began as a practical effort to get farmers to adopt new seed varieties in the 

United States. 
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McClelland (1961) supported Lerner’s thesis with psychological and empirical 

insight into the “achievement motivations,” which can be measured by a member of 

modern society’s ability to fantasize and indulge in free associations.  This ability 

liberates the modern citizen from a traditional mindset, which retards social progress.  

The big ideas about modernization and mass media find full expression, however, in 

Wilbur Schramm’s writings.  In a thesis that is clearly related to Lerner’s treatise (in that 

it also saw a key role for communication in development) Schramm’s seminal 

contribution, Mass Media and National Development (1964), held that robust information 

flows are essential to the development process.  Schramm’s exposition of the relationship 

between the mass media and national development lists twelve areas where mass media 

influences national development.  They include: widening horizons, focusing attention on 

relevant issues, raising aspiration, creating a climate for development, helping change 

strongly held attitudes or values not conducive to development, feeding interpersonal 

channels of communication, conferring status, broadening the policy dialogue, enforcing 

social norms, helping form tastes, affecting attitudes lightly held and canalizing stronger 

attitudes, and helping substantially in all types of education and training (see Schramm, 

1964, p. 127-144).  Schramm saw the mass media as a “bridge to a wider world,” as the 

vehicle for transferring new ideas and models from North to South, and within the South, 

from urban to rural areas. He endorsed Lerner’s view that mass media can raise 

aspirations of the peoples in developing countries when he wrote: 

The task of the mass media of information and the ‘new media’ of 
education is to speed and ease the long, slow social transformation 
required for economic development, and, in particular, to speed and 
smooth the task of modernizing human resources behind the national 
effort. (Schramm, 1964, p. 27) 
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In Rogers and Hart’s (2002) view, it was Schramm’s book that specifically 

provided the paradigmatic material for development communication.  The book was quite 

influential in recommending and placing many mass media programs in the developing 

world during the 1960s (Hedebro, 1982; McAnany, 2012; Rogers, 1976; Singh, 2002).  It 

cited several studies correlating levels of communication infrastructures with economic 

growth, affirming Lerner’s belief that the media acted as a “great multiplier” (p. 47).  The 

mass media in the South, Schramm wrote, 

Face the need to rouse people from fatalism and fear of change. They need 
to encourage both personal and national aspirations. “Individuals must 
come to desire a better life than they have and to be willing to work for it. 
(Schramm, 1964, p. 130) 
 

Common to all of these early works is the belief that information from the media, 

particularly radio, is capable of introducing locals to new ideas and practices.  The 

broadcast-oriented channels of mass media communication can help in replacing the 

traditional ways (e.g. drums, oral cultures, etc.) with much needed secular mind-sets.  

The scholars argued that high level of literacy are not necessary for understanding radio 

and television which could be particularly effective in creating awareness. 

Eventually the early researchers’ efforts in communication and development paid 

off.  Although their concern was with media’s role in stimulating development, their 

works were recognized by researchers in other disciplines, especially in political science. 

Almond and Verba (1963) agreed that communication was essential in political 

integration.  Two prominent political science theorists, Ithiel De Sola Pool (1963) and 

Lucian W. Pye (1963) supported the broader conclusions regarding effects of mass media 

on political participation.  Both Pye and Pool saw communication as a key function 
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common to all political systems.  They emphasized the importance of Western 

democracy, as well as institution building and citizens’ participation, focusing on formal 

institutional channels, mostly along the lines of representative democracy. They strongly 

advocated and supported multi-party systems, sovereignty of the nation state and 

secularism. Political development was viewed primarily as a process of national 

integration, as movement from less to more national unity (Hedebro, 1982; Mowlana & 

Wilson, 1990; Singh, 2002).  Pye (1963) thought that political development was a 

problem of cultural diffusion as well as adapting and adjusting old patterns of life to new 

demands, processes which are possible only through communication.  Because 

communication is the web of society, its flow determines the direction and pace of 

dynamic social development.  In more emphatic fashion, Deutsch (1964) pointed to 

communication as a prerequisite for successful political democracy, and Cutwright 

(1965) asserted communication’s importance in development by asserting that 

communications development is the strongest socioeconomic correlate of political 

development. 

Employing these powerful arguments from modernization theorists, in the 1970s, 

international aid agencies began using level of mass media development as one of many 

indicators of general societal development.  Thus communication development projects 

all over the world provided distance education and information on health, nutrition, 

weather, farming, and so on (McAnany, 2012). But it was the broader application of the 

paradigm that indicated the real influence on people’s lives, especially the institutional 

power behind the United Nations.  As McAnany (2012) says “the UN was the powerful 

factor in the globalization of the belief that mass communication could be a potent 
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instrument for the social and economic change that the world body suggest for all its 

members” (p. 30 ). The UN through its specialist agency, UNESCO, funded and 

disseminated Schramm’s book among governments because it aligned with the global 

development agency’s promotion of media infrastructures and educational media to 

improve the lives of people in developing countries.  Of course such exposure enhanced 

the book’s influence and the author’s reputation.  Although one cannot deny the fact that 

other institutions made significant contributions to the diffusion of modernization’s ideas, 

practices, and resources, the UN’s institutional power was wielded most notably through 

UNESCO.  The UN and UNESCO were also among the first to maintain that mass 

media, in addition to bolstering freedom of information and human rights, were also 

essential to the economic growth of developing nations (UNESCO, 1961, pp. 7-8). 

UNESCO also argued that mass communication should be considered akin to education 

and other basic development investments for economic and social development. The 

agency stated, 

Similarly while a ‘service’ function such formal education is a now 
generally accepted as a basic factor in economic and social system 
justifying heavy investment, the development of the mass media has often 
been regarded solely as ‘consumption’ with the primary emphasis on its 
cultural significance. Yet, in a broad sense, development of media may 
itself be treated as an essential element in pre-investment, and thus forms 
an integral part of any program for economic and social progress 
(emphasis in the original). (UNESCO, 1961, p. 16) 

 

Today, UNESCO remains the supranational institutional power behind the global 

spread of community radio.  The substantial resources the organization has devoted to 

grassroots capacity building of community radio station personnel, training, and 

equipment installation in many developing nations attest to this fact.  The agency sees 
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community radio as the medium that gives voice to the voiceless, that serves as the 

mouthpiece of the marginalized and which resides at the heart of communication and 

democratic processes within societies (Fraser & Restrepo-Estrada, 2001).  The 

organization’s clear conviction is that mass communication is the rightful route to 

development, and that community radio is the alternative model with capacity to ensure 

public participation at all levels of democratic governance. 

Turning Point: Collapse of Modernization 

Despite the huge financial and human resources poured into the developing 

countries, the modernization or economic growth-only approach failed to produce any 

significant result.  The 1970s did not witness the expected outcomes, and the optimism 

based on the scientific and modern approaches of theoreticians, practitioners and political 

leaders around the world gradually faded away (Burkey, 1993).  Beginning from the late 

1960s and continuing through the 1970s, the notion of modernizing traditional societies 

ran into serious criticism. The developing countries became concerned that the model of 

development propagated in the 1950s and 1960s was not suited to the needs of the 

culturally diverse nations of Asia, Africa, and Latin America.  The term “development” 

moved from a narrow definition of purely economic growth to include a broad spectrum 

of political and cultural development.  It became clear that communication analysis had 

to take into account the complexities of human interpersonal and group communication. 

Unlike what took place in the early years of the post-World War II era, the tendency 

became to view communication as an integrated complex whole in which human, 

institutional and technological dimensions ought to be considered in integrated fashion.  

In the 1970s, it became even clearer that the dominant modernization paradigm provided 
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a better description of social change in Western Europe and North America than as a 

force for change in developing countries.  Many scholars began to raise issues with the 

need for Western-type urbanization that Lerner had earlier seen as a prerequisite for 

development (Lerner & Schramm, 1967).  In the 1980s, things got even worse as large 

numbers of people in many developing countries experienced a significant decline in 

their living standards (Chambers, 1997).  These are among the reasons why the 

modernization paradigm was increasingly critiqued from various perspectives.  

The most strident criticism of the paradigm emerged from Latin America where 

‘developed’ and ‘underdevelopment’ was seen as products of the same process.  Critics 

argued that the same pattern of imperialist dependency that made underdevelopment 

possible during the colonial period still functioned to ensure the dependency of newly 

independent countries through a reproduction of socio-economic and political structures. 

For instance, what is regarded as ‘development’ (i.e. the socioeconomic transformation of 

European nations) was greatly aided by the exploitation of colonies, an obvious privilege 

which contemporary states of Latin America, Africa, and Asia did not have (Mowlana & 

Wilson, 1990).  Unfortunately, the end of colonialism did not necessarily mark the end of 

financial dependence on the industrially advanced countries.  In fact, such dependency 

often increased as a result of the financial burden introduced in the process to modernize.   

In his criticism, Gunder Frank (1969) described the modernization paradigm as 

empirically untenable, theoretically inadequate, and in practice, incapable of generating a 

development process in the developing countries.  Escobar (1995) extended the idea that 

development was conceived and used by the West to continue its domination in the post-

colonial era.  He discusses the “problematization” of poverty as a way of allowing and 
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justifying outside intervention in developing countries.  Escobar recognized that 

conditions of poverty have existed throughout human history, but asserted that most 

societies had developed ways to deal with it through community boundaries and other 

social mechanisms.  Massive poverty appeared only with the rise of capitalism that broke 

down community ties and deprived many people from access to the most basic resources 

(e.g. land, water, etc.).  Once the poverty problem was constructed, properly framed and 

legitimized, the richer nations came up with a self-serving solution: “modernize” 

backward countries, and their people, and make everybody follow in the footsteps of the 

most successful Western countries.  Mefalopulos (2003) pointed out that framing human 

development in economic terms made it easier for these countries to maintain their 

domination, no longer by imposing their military might, but using their equally effective 

economic strength.  In the age of globalization, the West is no longer able to use its 

‘hard’ power to suppress and intimidate, but applies ‘soft power’ to shape the preferences 

of others (Nye, 2004). 

Servaes & Malikhao (2008) argue that “the central idea in the modernization 

perspective is the idea of evolution, which implies that development is conceived by the 

West as first, directional and cumulative, secondly, predetermined and irreversible, 

thirdly, progressive, and fourthly, immanent with reference to the nation-state” (p. 159).  

One of the conceptual problems with modernization, or the economic growth paradigm, 

identified by critics was the level at which change was envisaged.  The locus of control 

for change was said to reside with the individual.  What was needed was to change the 

attitudes, values, and aspirations of individuals in the population—from that would result 

the benefits of modernization with which such change was identified. The problem with 
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development, then, lay in the individual (individual blame) who was ignorant and 

traditional.  Exposure to new ways of thinking, through the mass media, could remedy 

the problem (Lerner, 1958).  This individual blame view of underdevelopment failed to 

situate the information environment of the rural population firmly within the larger 

political and economic structures of the particular country.  The external and internal 

structures of domination, and the structural constraints on the potential of information, 

were largely ignored.  

In Moemeka’s (2000) view, the success of the Marshall Plan in Europe served as 

impetus for the West to push towards development in the Third World countries of 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America.  The argument was that the plan could work 

successfully anywhere.  If the plan worked in Europe, then it should work in the former 

colonies as well, since the powers that had colonized the developing countries were those 

that directly benefited from the Plan.  But the developing countries of the 1960s were 

unlike what the European environment was during the Marshall Plan period–heavily 

materialistic. In addition, Moemeka noted other socio-cultural factors that were present in 

Europe and contributed to the Plan’s success, such as Protestant work ethics, achievement 

motivation, and economic pragmatism, are values not associated with “the most 

communal social order under which the people lived in developing countries” (p. 5).  But 

these values were assumed to exist in developing countries by Western development 

agents and donors. As Moemeka points out: 

The implementing teams had no knowledge of the socio-cultural and 
structural environments of target social systems. They did not take the 
people to confidence or attempt to learn from and about them. Their good 
intent was evident, money, technology and expertise were not lacking, but 
their efforts failed. (p. 4) 
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The model of mass media communication was critiqued as Eurocentric and 

ignorant of local contexts of developing nations.  Melkote (2000) argues that the basic 

premise guiding theory and practice in development communication (as articulated in the 

modernization paradigm) has been the notion that human societies are just and fair in 

their distribution of resources to individuals and groups within them, and that all people, 

with effort and help, can achieve the benefits society has to offer.  Modernization, 

according to Melkote (2002), is an “operational artifact of the concept of development, 

based on liberal political theory and grounded in the grand project of the Enlightenment, 

mainly, reasoning, rationality, objectivity, and other philosophical principles of Western 

science” (p. 420).  Many of the critics suggested that the paradigm emerged from 

neoclassical approach and from social evolutionary theory (Melkote, 2002; Rogers & 

Hart, 2002).  At the macro level, many Western theories applied Darwin’s ideas to the 

process of modernization of human societies. Theories of social evolution gave rise to 

important concepts in the sociology of development such as Gemeinschaft vs. 

Gesellschaft (i.e. traditional versus modern societies).7   The developing nations were 

usually described as traditional, while the industrialized nations of the West signified the 

modern.  Whereas the advanced Western nations had the capacity to cope with a range of 

social, cultural, technological, and economic issues in the process of social change, 

developing nations were limited in their capacity to cope with problems or even master 

their environment (Melkote, 2002).  In Thussu’s view (2000), a major shortcoming of the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Terms popularized by the German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies (1855-1936). 
Gemeinschaft describes rural peasant societies where personal relationships are defined 
and regulated on the basis of traditional social rules; while in contrast, Gesellschaft 
typifies modern, cosmopolitan societies with government bureaucracies and large 
industrial organizations. 
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early theorists was the assumption that the ‘modern’ and the ‘traditional’ lifestyles were 

mutually exclusive, and “their dismissive view of the culture of the indigent nations led 

them to believe in the desirability and undesirability of a shift from the traditional to the 

modern” (p. 58).  Thus, as the gap between the rich and the poor grew in the developing 

world, critics started to question the viability of the argument and raise questions about 

what it left out–the relationship between communication, power, and knowledge, and the 

ideological role of international organizations and institutional structures.  The fiercest 

critique of the modernization model came from radical approaches critical of the spread 

of capitalism. 

To political theorists and participatory communication scholars, community radio 

has the power to correct the shortcomings of modernization.  In the frame of international 

politics, community radio stations and participatory media in general will cause a re-

conceptualization of civil society not just as the sphere of economics, but as a genuinely 

participatory sphere which must both be built by the community, and build community 

(Tucker, 2003).  Community radio, its adherents argue, has the capacity to inform and 

enhance the participatory nature of politics in particular locations—the potential of 

networks of such community media organizations should not be overlooked. 

Critics of modernization also point to three economic ideas that helped to shape 

the development discourse of the 1950s and subsequently the way communication 

technologies were conceived and deployed. These were the Keynesian industrialization 

strategies, import substitution industrialization, and central planning (Singh, 2002).  

Keynes’ (1963) work helped convince the industrialized world that without adequate 

public policy, capitalism could not sustain itself.  The impetus to public policy also 
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matched the prevailing circumstance of the developing countries, though they equated 

capitalism with colonialism.  Keynesian theory also inferred that the ripple effects of 

capital investment may not generate immediate impact as a result of structural 

bottlenecks in the economy.  Therefore, State intervention through public policy was 

necessary to stimulate industrial growth.  From the 1940s to the 1960s–a time dubbed by 

Hirschman (1981) as an exciting period in development economics–several state-led 

strategies were suggested to kick-start rapid industrialization.  Central planning, in many 

respects similar to that of Gosplan8 models, was also introduced, and the government 

elite in various developing countries set out to effect carefully orchestrated 

industrialization in a short period of time.  The third guiding pillar, and direct fallout 

from colonization, was that developing countries could not hope to gain from Western-

type industrialization.  Imports are expensive and unnecessary, it was argued, and could 

result in unwanted dependencies.  Thus, the strategy of import substitution 

industrialization (ISI) was introduced to jump-start production by indigenous programs 

and local industries.  

Critics also described the primary role assigned to communication media in the 

paradigm as that of promoting the adoption and expansion of modernization practices.  

Hornik (1988) pointed out that the unimpressive result of the role of communication in 

development was due largely to the broad goal of economic growth set for developing 

countries, but modernization paradigm itself suffered from inadequate operationalization, 

and cultural and historical biases. In this scenario, communication media became the 

vehicle for top-down transmission of prepackaged development messages of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 A government agency of the former Soviet Union that was responsible for economic 
planning 
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governments and elites.   Melkote (1991) stated that the “top-down structure of authority” 

attributed to this paradigm applied not only to the economic and political dimensions, but 

also to every aspect of social life, including communication.  Analyses of development 

failures also indicated that communities needed to set their own agendas.  Moemeka 

(2000) suggests that the paradigm failed as a result of the top-down (or vertical) 

information strategy adopted both by governments of recipient countries and by donor 

agencies. “There was a lot of information -- a lot of talking to, but very little 

communication –very little of talking with” (p. 5). The implementers of the various 

projects took the stakeholders or beneficiaries for granted by not involving or engaging 

with them in all the phases of development projects. Moemeka says there was no attempt 

to 'know the people' and to understand their worldview.   

A turning point to the modernization paradigm came in 1975 when the two best 

known pioneers in the field–Lerner and Schramm–admitted at a conference reviewing the 

use of communication in economic and social development, that the model of "trickle 

down" communication in development (the unilinear approach) had proven ineffective 

(McAnany, 2012; Moemeka, 1994).  Schramm (1967) emphasized that mass media could 

be counterproductive of its intent concern for local conditions was lacking.  Schramm and 

his colleagues noted that mass media were not “miracle drugs” (Singh, 2002, p. 485).  

Later, Rogers (1995), an early contributor to the modernization paradigm also changed 

his position, explaining that development possibilities begin where communication media 

left off–that interpersonal processes have critical influences over innovation.  He 

borrowed ideas from Lazersfeld et al.’s (1944) and Katz’s (1957) two-step flow of 

information theory to refine his thesis on the role of mass media in the diffusion of 
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innovation model.  In so doing, Rogers attributed to opinion leaders the kinds of modern 

characterization that Lerner privileged, but he (Rogers) emphasized the role of 

interpersonal communication that Lerner had ignored.  Rogers noted that models like 

Lerner’s “led communication scholars to expect mass media to be a kind of a ‘magic 

multiplier’ for development in other developing nations…consistent with the general 

upbeat opposition opinion about the possibilities for rapid development” (p. 134).   

Rogers explained “mass media channels are primarily knowledge creators, whereas 

interpersonal networks are more important at persuading individuals to adopt or reject” 

(Rogers, p. 273). 

Despite the criticisms of the modernization paradigm, one thing everyone agreed 

upon is that it was often optimistic with regard to the role of mass media in development.  

As Katz and Weddell (1977) argued, mass media was among the chief symbols of 

modernity; they maintained that the thinking behind the modernization theory was that 

after World War II, “the world was optimistic about the prospects for the ‘take-off’ of the 

economies of the developing nations, and mass media was considered as important 

stimulant to that process” (p. 5).  Therefore, to a large extent, the modernization scholars 

took the view that mass media is an important contributor to industrialization and 

economic development, and thus they defended it.  More recent communication scholars 

have similarly pointed to the promise of community radio as public sphere, suggesting its 

potential as a catalyst for development, thus reinforcing previous convictions about the 

effect of mass media on society. 
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Dependency Theory 

In the 1970s, as the tide began to turn against what was then a ‘dominant 

paradigm,’ the deconstruction of the model was exacerbated with assertions that 

“development efforts were ideologically and materially related to neo-colonialism and the 

extension of capitalist relations” (Huesca, 2008, p. 181).  The criticisms resulted in the 

emergence of an alternative theoretical approach known as the dependency theory.  Born 

in Latin America and with roots in Marxism and the structuralist school of thought, 

dependency was “defined as an explanation of the economic development of a state in 

terms of the external influences--political, economic, and cultural--on national 

development policies” (Sunkel, 1969, p. 23).  According to this theory, 

underdevelopment does not result from the lack of capital or management, but must be 

sought in the prevailing international economic system.  One of the theory’s founding 

fathers, Andre Gunder Frank (1969) and his colleagues were troubled by the fact that 

economic growth in the advanced industrialized countries did not necessarily lead to 

growth in the poorer countries.  Based on a structural analysis of the international 

capitalist system, Frank considered development and underdevelopment as part of 

interchangeable process, caused by specific historical, economic and political factors.  

Indeed, their studies suggested that economic activity in the richer countries often led to 

serious economic problems in the poorer countries.  The causes of underdevelopment, 

they argued, should not be located internally within countries, but externally (e.g. in the 

colonial past and other forms of exogenous exploitation) (Mefapolus, 2003; Servaes & 

Malikhao, 2008).  A simple explanation offered for underdevelopment was that poor 

countries exported primary commodities to the rich countries that then manufactured 
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finished commodities later to be sold back to the poorer countries. The "value added" 

through the manufacturing process then cost more than the primary products used to 

create those products.  Therefore, poorer countries would never earn enough from their 

export earnings to pay for their imports.  In other words, the richer countries were 

exploiting the poorer countries mainly through colonization and trade.  In this conception, 

the core countries were taking advantage of their technological know-how, superior 

infrastructure and economic power to strengthen their lead while the main role of the 

peripheral countries continued to be that of supplying raw materials and cheap labor.  To 

put it simply, the poverty of the developing countries is not is not accidental, but is 

caused by the very processes that made developed countries rich.  

Thus, the dependency theorists criticized the modernization scholars for blaming 

underdevelopment mainly on conditions within the developing countries.  The 

dependency scholars therefore, suggested that poorer countries embark on programs of 

import substitution so that they need not purchase manufactured products from the richer 

countries.  The poorer countries would still sell their primary products on the world 

market, but their foreign exchange reserves would not be used to purchase their 

manufactures from abroad (Ferraro, 2008).  In order to overcome this situation, countries 

in the periphery were required to become economically self-reliant (thus breaking the 

economic ties of dependency) and to form alliances among themselves in order to expand 

markets for their goods and carry greater political weight.  The ultimate goal was to 

change the overall international set of relationships.  In this respect, the dependency 

theory pushed the demands for the New International Economic Order (NIEO).  
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In summary, I argue that unlike the prior modernization theory, the dependency 

theorists were not focused on the role of the media in national development, but they 

viewed media products as strengthening the position of the developed countries in the 

extant world system.  For example, they argued that the production of media 

commodities is mainly to feed the consumerism of the richer nations, and not for the 

benefit of underdeveloped countries.  Apart from offering import substitution 

industrialization (ISI), dependency theorists offered no concise alternative to the 

modernization paradigm.   The relevance of the theory to current debate on the use of 

community radio of course ends with its critique of modernization paradigm. 

Section II: The Participatory Model 

Ultimately, the search for a new approach in development began with emphasis in 

several conceptual directions, including notions of praxis, dialogue, and communication 

process.  Reflecting on the failure of the dominant modernization paradigm, and the need 

for fresh approaches to the field’s challenges, development theorists and practitioners 

came to the conclusion that beneficiaries must be involved at every facet of the project if 

lasting change were to result (Chambers, 1997).  Thus, increased consideration was given 

to participatory development (Jacobson & Servaes, 1999) and to the realization that the 

mass media may not be central to the development process (Hedebro, 1982; Hornik, 

1988; Seervaes, 1999; Wilkins, 2000), or at least not to the extent originally thought.  

The basic features of the participatory model place emphasis on people’s 

involvement, the endogenous vision of development and attention to power relations.  

Servaes and Malikhao (2008), note that the participation approach involves the more 

equitable ‘sharing’ of both political and economic power, which often decreases the 
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advantage of certain groups.  For this equitable sharing to occur, there must be an 

antecedent structural change (i.e. a redistribution of power) because development and 

participation are inextricably linked.  Thus, the proponents of this perspective support a 

radically different conception from the traditional one: a model that is characterized by 

dialogue and by a horizontal flow of information (Beltrán, 2005). 

The significance of participation consists in the attempt to transform people from 

passive recipients into active agents of development efforts.  In this approach, 

communication loses the top-down connotation rooted in the modernization paradigm 

and becomes instead a tool of empowerment (Freire, 1997).  Even when used in mass 

media, messages are expected to originate from people themselves rather than from the 

“experts” (Mody, 1991).  Ascroft and Masilela (1994) explain that “if peasants do not 

control or share control of the processes of their own development, there can be no 

guarantee that it is their best interest that is being served” (p. 282).  As a result, interest in 

participatory communication in development gathered momentum in different locales 

during the 1980s.  The perspective provides us with a firm conceptual foundation that, in 

many instances, community based, participatory media provides a substantial hope that 

people can make informed decisions affecting their own futures if presented the contents 

within which to establish media for themselves (Hochheimer, 2002).  This is the 

paradigm upon which this study is based, a fundamental belief in open access to 

communication and peoples’ participation in development.  

This is the origin of interests and supports that community media has received 

from adherents of the participatory perspectives, most especially from proponents of the 

empowerment paradigm (Melkote, 2002).  If indeed the lack of community involvement 
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is the reason for the failures of development efforts, communication that stresses the 

importance of cultural identity of local communities and of democratization and 

participation at all levels must be part of the equation in defining common goals and 

striving to achieve them.  This might explain why community radio is considered a tool 

for development among its advocates.  Participation is important because willingness to 

participate is the outcome of a dynamic process of information and motivation.  It is 

through communication that citizens acquire information about issues and problems in 

their community and learn of opportunities and ways to participate.  The media may also 

mobilize individuals to local political participation as it provides much of the knowledge 

or incentives which open opportunities for participation.  This form of participation may 

promote understanding, diversity and plurality, sharing of information, knowledge, trust 

and commitment, and positive attitudes toward development project participation and 

decision-making for development (Servaes & Malikhao, 2007).  

However, the concept of ‘participatory communication’ itself (despite widespread 

use) is subject to loose interpretation that appears at best to be variable and contested, and 

at worst misused and distorted (Arnst, 1996; Jacobson & Servaes, 1999).  The 

participatory paradigm is a frequently used term meant to describe various approaches. 

Among the different approaches are: the “multiplicity/another development paradigm” 

(Servaes 1991), “autonomous development” (Carmen, 1996), “empowerment” 

(Friedmann, 1992), “liberation” (Freire, 1997), “dialog paradigm” (Guba, 1990) and 

other heterogeneous conceptions of participatory, people-based development, such as 

Chambers (1997).  In contrast with the proponents of the modernization and dependency 

paradigms, these different approaches share a common intent of participatory 
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communication–involving the people in shaping the process–but that is where the 

similarity ends.  Participation assumes different meanings at different stages of a project–

implementation, evaluation, benefit, and decision-making (Uphoff, 1985).  Peer-to-peer 

communication replaces information dumping and emphasis is shifted to a combination 

of interpersonal approaches, small-scale media, old and traditional media.  However, 

most advocates of these approaches are not attempting to provide a grand-theory, aimed 

at a theoretical interpretation of the world.  They seem more interested in identifying and 

analyzing drawbacks and limitations of current development practices, especially at the 

community level, and in attempting to identify normative approaches that could provide 

operational guidelines in the field.  Therefore, the wide agreement on participatory 

approach has not resulted in a unified paradigm, but rather it has generated a number of 

well-intentioned models that are not always consistent with each other.  For this reason, 

the field of “Communication for Development” (C4d) is undergoing a number of changes 

in order to adopt new models that will take into account people’s right to participate in 

decision-making processes concerning their lives.  

Today, in spite of a wide variety of practical experiences in participatory 

communication, two major approaches exemplify participatory communication in 

development. These are the dialogical pedagogy of Paulo Freire (1983) and UNESCO’s 

ideas of ‘access, ‘participation’, and ‘self-management’ (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). 

Freire’s dialogic approach recommends a fusion of theory with practices and advocates 

an orientation toward research as praxis, in order to close the gap between development 

experts and the beneficiaries of projects for a co-learning relationship that is guided by 

self-reflection and action. The key principle of Freire’s discourse is the right of the 
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people (the oppressed) to individually and collectively speak their words, that is, present 

their own views. Commenting on the Freirian argument, Huesca (2008) noted, “in a 

praxis approach to teaching, development, or research, people serve as their own 

examples in the struggle for and conquest of improved life chances” (p. 183).  The 

drawback of the dialogical communication that renders it unsuitable for this study is that 

it is more concerned with interpersonal and group communication than traditional mass 

media such as radio, print, or television.   

Unlike the dialogical approach, UNESCO’s approach conceives of access as 

opportunities available to the public to choose varied and relevant programs and to have a 

means of feedback to transmit reactions and demands to production organizations.  In this 

sense, participation involves a higher level of involvement in the communication 

systems.  It includes the involvement of the public in the production process, and also in 

the management and planning of communication systems.  In this vein, the public 

exercises the power of decision making within communication enterprises and is also 

fully involved in the formulation of communication policies and plans. 

These principles are important and widely acknowledged as a normative theory of 

alternative communication in that they involve access and participation. Essentially, this 

is what community radio represents–smallness of scale, local orientation, interchange of 

sender-receiver roles, and horizontality of communication links at all levels of society 

which McQuail (1983) also discussed. Therefore, it is not a surprise that UNESCO in 

recent decades has been devoted to enhancing community radio development in sub-

Saharan Africa.  As mentioned above, the agency has financially supported the capacity 

building initiatives of several stations across Africa towards promoting public 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

48 
!

participation, inclusiveness, and the goal of development. Through its ‘Community 

Media Program’, UNESCO suggests that community radio focusses on the use of 

appropriate communication and serves as an informational tool to support decision 

making and encourage dialogue between citizens, thereby enhancing democratic 

governance.”9   UNESCO has taken this stand because it realizes the importance of radio 

to people in developing countries and its potentials to foment change. 

Radio: The Global Medium 

Of the modern forms of mass communication, radio is the leading medium with 

the widest geographical reach and the highest audiences compared to TV, newspapers, 

and other information and communications technologies (ICTs).  Radio’s reach spans 

close to 95% of every segment of the global population (UNESCO, 2014).  In the 

developing world, at least 75% of households have access to a radio while only 20.5% of 

households have access to the Internet.  Although in Latin America and Asia, radio is 

slightly less popular than TV, nevertheless, it is still an important source of information 

and news (Myers, 2007).  In Peru, for instance, there are as many as 1,691 FM stations, 

and 75% of urban Peruvians listen to the radio daily and 92% listen to it at least once a 

week (Intermedia 2010).  In Pakistan radio continues to be a crucial conduit for 

communicating with Pakistanis in rural areas and less economically developed provinces.  

Specifically, in the rural areas of the Baluchistan province, 46% of respondents said they 

listen to the radio at least weekly, rivaling rural television viewership at 47% (Intermedia, 

2010).  In sub-Sahara Africa, ownership of radio receiver among adults is between 70 to 

80% on average.  However, TV, satellite dishes and mobile phones are significantly 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 http://www.unesco.org/new/en/communication-and-information/media-
development/communication-for-sustainable-development/browse/2/ 
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stronger in North Africa (the Maghreb regions) than radio, reflecting wealthier societies, 

better electrification and larger global system of mobile communication (GSM) networks 

(Myers, 2008). 

Nevertheless, important questions remain.  What significant role can radio 

(especially community radio) play in a world dominated by digital technologies, new 

media, and social networking? Are we not now witnessing a strong trend in media 

globalization with successful, colossal commercial media enterprises spanning the globe 

with their programs through an expanding array of channels and on ever more 

sophisticated devices?  Community radio, in comparison, might seem to be an irrelevant 

medium for large democracies and for projects seeking large-scale development.  The 

answer, according to those concerned with development problems, is that small-scale 

media such as community radio offers a solution, a tool for increasing democratic 

political participation in development projects, and an extension of an existing desire to 

communicate, to establish a sense of personal power and community power 

(Hochheimer, 1999).  In this way, community radio is seen as playing an important 

cultural role by encouraging dialogue between diverse components of a community.  

This, therefore, leads us to a brief examination of the features and the relevance of 

community radio as tool for development in the global environment. 

Essential Features of Community Radio 

UNESCO defines community radio as radio run by, for and about a community.  

Community radio is not-for-profit (Fraser & Restrepo-Estrada, 2001).  The model 

incorporates open access, and its programming is all about the community, being of 

direct relevance to them. The programming is all about direct relevance to the community 
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–it needs to be community specific.  The main difference between community radio and 

state-owned radio is the concept of community ownership.  A sense of ownership 

empowers the community to use this radio for community benefits like poverty 

eradication, reducing gender disparities, health, hygiene, and much more. 

However, the term ‘community radio’ is often used rather loosely to refer to the 

different types of small-scale radio operations as, for example, when a radio station is 

owned and run by an NGO or religious organization, or when a station’s broadcast 

footprint covers a local area only.  Fraser and Restrepo-Estrada (2002) state, “although 

such broadcasting may do some useful work for change and development, such are not 

regarded as truly fitting into the community radio, concept” (p. 70).  The practices and 

profiles of the stations are even more varied.  Community radios are considered as 

“weapons of the weak” (Scott, 1985), “alternative media” (Atton, 2002), “radical media” 

(Downing, 1984, 2000), and “citizens media” (Rodriguez, 2001).  Some programs are 

musical, some educational, others ‘militant’, and still others exhibit a mixture of music 

and militancy.  They are diverse and have locations in rural villages or in the heart of the 

largest cities around the globe. Yet there is no precise way to describe what constitutes 

‘community radio,’ as according to Downing (2000) “the edge is almost always blurred” 

(p. x).  For ElGhul-Bebawi (2008), that blurred boundary is indicative of the actual 

variety of practices and forms that alternative media represent on the ground.  Fairchild 

(2001) suggests that their operation is multilayered and context dependent because they 

must avoid replicating the dominant sphere by creating a brand of organizational 

democracy that represents something approaching an ideal existence as a truly 
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oppositional sphere. Servaes (1992) provides the most comprehensive list of the labels 

most frequently used around the world to describe the phenomenon: 

The movement of community radio encompasses a wide range of 
practices. In Latin America they are termed ‘popular radio,’ ‘educational 
radio,’ ‘miners’ radio,’ or ‘peasants’ radio.’ In Africa, they refer to ‘local 
rural radio.’ In Europe, it is often called ‘associative radio,’ ‘free radio,’ 
‘neighborhood radio,’ or ‘community radio.’ In Asia they speak of ‘radio 
for development,’ and of ‘community radio,’ in Oceania of ‘aboriginal 
radio,’ ‘public radio,’ and ‘community radio.’ All these types of radio 
reflect a large diversity (p. 259).   
 

What these labels have in common are: small-scale operations, open access to 

media, and community participation.  They differ from the more commercial educational 

or 'public' stations because of their community involvement policies and their 

commitment to democratic organization, both of which are noticeably absent in public 

radio operations (Gaynor & O’Brien, 2012).  Rosemary Day (2009) described community 

radio as neither public service nor commercial broadcasting.  Community radio she said: 

“is not all that ‘other’, it is not necessarily ‘pirate radio’, ‘educational radio,’ or ‘radical 

radio’, although it can be all these” (p.11).  Day suggests that many similarities exist 

between public service broadcasting and the different models of community radio 

broadcasting.  AMARC10 acknowledges the imprecise description of its constituents, and 

thus, prefers to stress its members’ goal of “combating poverty, exclusion and voiceless-

ness and to promote social justice and sustainable, democratic and participatory human 

development.” Community radio, AMARC (2013) states, works to “reinforce the social, 

developmental and humanitarian impact of community media” (p. 4). The catchphrase 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 AMARC is the French acronym for: L’association mondiale des radiodiffuseurs 
communautaires (World Association of Community Radio Broadcasters, with Secretariat 
located in Montreal, Canada). 
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“radio by the people for the people” is often used as “a good summary and captures the 

essential principle that must be in place for a broadcasting service to be considered true 

community radio. That is, it must be managed by the community to serve the 

community” (Fraser & Restrepo-Estrada, 2001, p. 4). Naturally, community radio relies 

mainly on the community’s own resources, and programs are based on audience access 

and participation, and reflect the special interests and needs of the community.  

Community radio operations are often described as transparent and democratic.  

They are likened to working through horizontal linkages between the public’s 

communication networks, while, in contrast, the mainstream media represent a vertical 

communication flow (Downing, 1985).  This is its theoretical ideal.  Unlike public radio, 

community radio is meant to serve specific communities with individuals whose issues 

are in alignment.  People listen or are involved with the medium because of shared 

interests.  Community communication is not about people in general, but about 

individuals in specific (local, ethnic, religious, culture) contexts.  Hollander (2002) 

argues that it is an existing relationship among citizens in the community that leads them 

to see the relevance of issues presented by community media, “not politics in general; but 

local politics, not national sports but local sports; not crime in general but crime in the 

community” (p. 33).  Such horizontal sharing makes possible collective problem 

identification and solution.  The democratic decision-making built into the organizational 

structures of the community radio encourages active citizen participation and a healthy 

diversity of opinion.  Barlow (1988) suggests that the model’s democratic structure 

encourages “active citizen participation and a healthy diversity of opinions” (p. 81).  In 

support of this view, Fairchild (2001) argues that community radio has tremendous 
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potential to realize the democratic goals of its participants, however imperfectly, in a 

wide variety of contexts and locales.  It also has the power to rescue society from the 

dominant media institutions’ current state of ‘sponsored communication’–that is, as non-

public and rigorously oligopolistic in nature, which Habermas criticizes.  Thus, 

community radio is viewed as a tool and not an end in itself. 

Nonetheless, conceptualizing this form of communication has become a cause for 

concern among communication scholars.  Hollander, Stapper, and Jankowski (2002) note 

that researchers came to the conclusion that “community mediated alternative media are 

forms of communication and media formats that could not easily be conceptualized in 

terms of conventional theory of mass communication” (p. 20). The authors identified two 

problems that make research on community communication difficult: (1) the interplay 

between mediated and non-mediated communication (i.e. interpersonal and other forms) 

within a community, and (2) the nature of audience’s role within the community (as 

listeners and program producers). Hollander et al. (2002) argue that this interchange of 

roles in community media (as audience and producer of content at the same time) renders 

the conceptualization of community communication in terms of ‘audiences’, inadequate.  

Beyond an inadequate conceptualization the audience role, community media movement 

claims participation as a primary and underlying principle for its work, and expresses this 

clearly in charters and declarations such as the one adopted in Windhoek in 1991 11and 

the 2001 charter on African Broadcasting.   Barrigan (1977) writes that station ownership 

and control over work practices, schedules, and content are seen as markers of full 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 The 1991 Windhoek Declaration is a statement of press freedom principles put together 
by African newspaper journalists to promote independent and pluralistic press. The 
charter was re-enacted in 2001 to cover broadcasting. 
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participation.  Unlike other media of mass communication, the community radio listener 

is encouraged to participate in the station functions at all levels, from program production 

to ownership. 

With community radio, the understanding of participation is far wider than 

generally allowed in narrower definitions of access and participation in other forms of 

mass media.  For instance, in most community media, an attempt is made to provide 

equal opportunities for all to participate in the communication process.  This attempt at 

participatory communication, according to Bordenave (1994), calls for a radical inversion 

of the normal broadcaster-listener relationship, where the flow of information is almost 

totally one-way.  As stated by AMARC’s president at the opening of the association’s 

global conference in Dublin in 1990, “community radio implies a democratic dimension, 

popular participation in the management of the station as well as in the production of the 

programs” (Dolorme, 1990, pp. 2-3).  

The unique features of equality, accessibility, and participatory community are 

largely what make community radio attractive as public sphere both to political theorists 

and communication scholars.  As explained by Day (2009), through the process of 

participation, the listener is empowered and in turn empowers and enhances the 

community. Often, access to all levels of the stations is open, from full ownership, to 

management, to the facilitation of individual voices being heard on air. Day states, “the 

real aim of providing such opportunities is to take part is that of enabling the people to 

improve the community in which they live by working cooperatively together and by 

connecting with themselves” (2009, p. 43).  In essence, participation is not an end in 

itself, but means leading to participation in the broader life of the community.  This 
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explains Curran’s (2000) assertion that community radio empowers everyday people with 

access to the media.  In Curran’s view, community media represents the highest 

democratic function, empowering citizens on three broad levels: community, media and 

society.   

Further, operating on a smaller scale than other mass media is a major distinction 

of community radio.  Many stations employ minimal staff and rely on a handful of 

volunteers to keep them on the air.  In this model, the listener exercises greater control 

over form and content, including more direct responsibility for program choices–a 

process in which people produce information for themselves.  The non-commercial status 

of the outlets helps to insulate them from influences of the profit motive and the capitalist 

marketplace, thus enabling them to develop alternatives to the dominant commercial 

broadcasting formats and structures.  Community radio is distinguished by its distinct 

role, which is the ability to contest typical notions of “media power” (Couldry, 2000). As 

ElGhul-Bebawi (2008) point out, community radio as alternative media “have come in to 

provide a platform for the representation of non-mainstream topics and issues” (p. 18).  

Most researchers affirm community radio’s core concepts: democratization, participatory, 

localism, and accessibility.  In Fairchild’s (2001) view, a radio station can be considered 

democratic only if it facilitates participation and is reasonably accessible to the local 

population. In fact, the nature of the power relations formed between an institution and its 

constituency is what distinguishes community radio most clearly from public or 

commercial broadcasting, for it is these relationships that give those outside of the 

organization, or not directly involved in production, a direct stake in the station. As 

Hollander and Stappers (1992) note: 
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The relationships fanned in this context act as a frame of reference for a 
shared interpretation of the relevance of the topics within the community. 
It is in the reproduction and representation of common (shared) interests 
that community media have gained their social and political significance. 
(p.20-21) 

 

The Global Environment of Community Radio 

Although community radio operates in different shapes and in different conditions 

in several parts of the world, shared commonalities in their communicative models are 

firmly established.  From Australia to Zimbabwe, the definition of ‘community’ is fluid; 

with some of the stations identifying with ‘geographic community,’ while others fall 

under ‘communities of interest’ (Gaynor & O'Brien, 2011; Leal, 2009).12  Universally, 

however, community radio offers enhanced opportunities to marginalized voices and 

groups to participate in public issue debates (Meadows, et al 2005).  The stations operate 

either as a center of the community, or as a center for the community.  In homogeneous 

areas they see themselves as centers of the community, in that they act as channels for 

many community members to share information among themselves.  The station is as 

much a part of the local political cultural network as are dances, community meetings, 

local government or markets.  Staffing is by members of various community groups, 

making the stations of the community.  Stations that are more for the community are 

those that have a regularly paid staff.  Volunteers come from the community, but the 

primary interaction between station and community is akin to the relationship between 

sender and audience. Stations that are for the community operate better in more 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 It is accepted that communities might be either geographical (i.e., town, village, or 
neighborhood), or 'epistemic' i.e. communities of economic interest or social life through 
marketing, trade or exchange of good and services (Canadian Radio Television 
Commission, 1974). 
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heterogeneous locales and in places with larger populations (Hochheimer, 1993).  The 

important factor in both cases is that a station is intended to serve as a community 

resource for the people in the community. 

Audiences across all community radio models express a strong appeal to identify 

with their stations as a result of the openness and inclusiveness of their station’s 

operation. A key function of community radio is supplementing sources of local news 

and information and providing publicity for local events; they perform a vital role in 

community building “by reaching out to more isolated and vulnerable members of the 

community, people for whom the mainstream public sphere has lost relevance and 

meaning” (Gaynor & O'Brien, 2011, p. 180).  For example in Australia (with possibly the 

highest level of community radio listenership per capita in the developed world) records 

show that 49% of listeners rely on the community radio sector for local information and 

news, and another 37% tune in for specialist music.  In an average week, 28% of 

Australians listen to at least 14.7 hours of community radio program, while 49% are 

reached occasionally (McNair Ingenuity, 2013).  Forde, Meadows, and Foxwell (2002) 

write that community stations in Australia “provide all groups that had no effective voice 

in the mainstream media with a full opportunity to participate and broadcast their 

messages” (p. 2).  Most importantly, stations in Australia are empowering audiences to 

re-engage in democratic processes of at the grassroots level by creating social coherence 

through diversity (Meadow, et al., 2005).  They serve to relieve a sense of isolation and 

anonymity in the urban areas of Melbourne, and have created a space for diverse groups 

to connect in ways that foster a sense of belonging that is central to the well-being of 

individuals and the communities (Foxwell, 2012).  Similarly, Gaynor and O’Brien (2010) 
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described stations in Ireland as functioning to counteract isolation, loneliness, and social 

exclusion by providing familiar company and comfort to people who are marginalized 

and isolated within communities.  They accomplish this simple task by announcing a 

telephone number that members of the public can call any time they’re in need of 

reaching out or sharing a complaint.  Merely being on the end of a phone to chat when 

someone rings up to talk to a familiar voice is an essential service to those who are 

isolated.  

In her study of the ‘social uses’ 13 of community radio in Mexico, Vargas (2009) 

found that the stations have tremendous impact on information flow internally within the 

communities and externally among communities, suggesting active community 

integration.  Vargas also found that beyond serving as a news source, individuals use the 

stations as a substitute for telephone and for purposes not related to radio broadcasting, 

for example, to get a document typed or for advice in contacting government institutions.  

On a macro level, Vargas noted that the stations are used “as a forum to maintain social 

experiences like language, to reproduce cultural expressions like music, and to strengthen 

their ethnic identity and sense of community” (p. 4).  These kinds of services are made 

possible by levels of ownership and participation that distinguish community radio from 

commercial and public service stations (which cannot and do not attempt to provide such 

an extensive range of participation opportunities), although other fundamental principles 

determine their access and roles.  Commercial stations cannot by definition provide such 

services because they function as private enterprises and are answerable to shareholders 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 The term ‘social uses of media’ was coined by James Lull (1990) to distinguish this 
approach from the uses and gratifications research.  Lull distinguishes between two 
primary uses of television in the home, ‘structural’ and ‘relational’. 
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or individual owners.  For their part, public service stations typically operate on a scale 

that precludes participation beyond the basic level. 

Community radio stations in Brazil perform social functions as well, but they 

additionally, serve as the locus of public debate on common interests.  Leal (2009) in his 

analysis of community radio stations in Brazil, concludes that the stations constitute a 

forum for social justice where complaints and appeals for actions are rendered in view of 

the prevailing inequality in the socio-economic situation in the localities where the 

stations are situated.  The stations, Leal writes, “constitute important channels of 

communication between the local political public space and civil society” (p.161).  

Programming on community radio stations in Brazil seeks to promote local talents and 

events, cultural and political initiatives, including demonstrations, social mobilization, 

and community works or organized actions by local citizens.  And like most community 

radio across the globe, they operate within a small range, provide local information 

services, and are managed by non-profit associations. 

Community Radio as Public Sphere 

Community radio’s potential to fulfill the traditional watchdog role of the media, 

to facilitate idea exchange and debate, and to act as the voice of disenfranchised people 

make it a suitable tool for increasing public deliberation and communication.  Essentially, 

it provides an alternative platform for democratic participation and deliberation that 

development experts have identified as necessary for growth and development (Servaes 

& Malikhao. 2008; Tucker 2013).  Tucker argues that community radio produces 

community involvement that enables collective capacity to act as bulwark against 

government and corporate power, and mobilize citizens around common problems and 
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provide a forum for developing solutions to those problems.  As an alternative to 

mainstream media, its capacity to reflect local cultures (Meadows et al., 2005), empower 

ordinary citizens, communicate minority populations’ ways of life (Foxwell, 2008), and 

stimulate debate and discussion, community radio has been touted by some as 

reinvigorating the ‘public sphere.’ 

Clearly, the distinctive characteristic of community radio (i.e. openness, access, 

freedom of expression and the management and operational style) has implications for 

theories of the public sphere as enunciated by Jürgen Habermas in his book The 

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962/1989).  In his book, first translated 

into English in 1989, Habermas explicitly made a link between the media and democratic 

community formations.  He discussed a deliberative model of democratic society, one 

where communication is central to maintaining and sustaining democracy. Habermas 

introduced the concept of the public sphere as: 

A sphere which mediates between society and the state, in which the 
public organizes itself as the bearer of public opinion, accords with the 
principle of the public sphere – that principle of public information which 
once had to be fought for against the arcane policies of monarchies and 
which since that time has made possible the democratic control of state 
activities. (Habermas, 1974, p. 50) 
 

The notion of public sphere, according to Dahlgren (1995), can be traced to the 

ancient Greeks.  In ideal terms, the public sphere is conceptualized as the realm of social 

life where the exchange of information and views on questions of common concern can 

take place so that public opinion can be formed.  Dahlgren asserts that “the public sphere 

takes place when citizens, expressing the rights of assembly and association, gather as 

public bodies to discuss issues of the day, specifically those of political concern” (1995, 
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p. 7). Habermas conceived of the public sphere as a forum where people meet as co-

equals and engage in public issue debates in a rational-critical fashion and then guide 

state actions.  The notion of the public sphere as an arena of horizontal communication 

where issues of common concern are discussed by private citizens on an equal basis is 

analogous to the principles and ethos of community radio.  

In The Structural Transformation of Public Sphere, Habermas provided an 

historical analysis under which the independent arena of such debate and discussion 

grew, focusing upon the European bourgeois political life of the 17th through the mid-

20th centuries.  He developed a critique of bourgeois society showing (1) its internal 

tensions and the factors that led to its transformation and partial extinction and (2) the 

emancipatory potential that it contained despite its ideological misrepresentation and 

contradictions (Calhoun, 1992). This historical narrative is specific to the societal 

conditions of Britain, France, and Germany at the time. Earlier, during the Middle Ages, 

there was no social space that could be called ‘public’ in contrast to ‘private’, because 

powerful feudal lords as well as the Church wielded direct power over the populace 

leaving no space for a public sphere in the Habermasian sense (Calhoun, 1992; Dahlgren, 

1995; Kellner, 2000).  Habermas (1989) contrasted the active participatory bourgeois 

public sphere in the era of liberal democracy with the more privatized forms of passive 

politics in a bureaucratic industrial society in which the media and elites dominated the 

public sphere.  The two major themes of the book include analysis of the bourgeois 

public sphere’s historical genesis, followed by an account of the structural change of the 

public sphere in the contemporary era with the rise of state capitalism, the culture 

industries, and the increasingly powerful positions of big business in public life.  
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In Habermas’ historical recounting, the bourgeois public sphere emerged to 

mediate between the private concerns of individuals and their public life.  The sphere 

developed as the public space between government and the society, an independent 

forum where individuals participate in the making, exchange, and mobilization of 

political opinion.  It is conceptually separate from the state and the official economy; its 

participants gather to discuss matters of common interest, to criticize the state, and to 

make the state accountable to the citizenry.  Habermas elaborated on how the classical 

bourgeois public sphere was constituted around rational critical argument, in which the 

merits of arguments, and not the identities of participants, were crucial.  As a collective 

realm characterized by processes of both social reproduction and social transformation, 

“[t]he bourgeois public sphere evolved in the tension-charged field between state and 

society” (Habermas [1962] 1989, p. 141), that is, in a tertiary realm situated between the 

state “from above” and society “from below.”  This involved mediation of the 

contradiction between the state and citizens—overcoming private interests and opinions 

to discover common interests and to reach societal consensus.  The evolution of the 

bourgeois public sphere made it possible to form a realm of public opinion as 

counterweight to state power and the powerful interests that shaped bourgeois society.  

Hence, for the first time in history individuals and groups could shape public opinion, 

giving direct expression to their needs and interests while influencing political practice.  

However, it is important to note that the people who participated in the 

democratic process, as in the ancient Greek city-state, were restricted within narrow 

privileged segments of the populace: the educated and was almost exclusively male 

property owners.  Only the elite who had access to books, journals, and literature could 
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participate in the discourse and articulate the concerns of society.  It operated through 

such media as intellectual journals, pamphlets and newspapers, and in such institutional 

settings as coffee shops, literary salons, and clubs.  

The public sphere also mediates between the domains of the family and the 

workplace--where private interests prevail--and the state, which often exerts arbitrary 

forms of power and domination.  What Habermas called the "bourgeois public sphere" 

consisted of social spaces where individuals gathered to discuss their common public 

affairs and to organize against arbitrary and oppressive forms social and public power of 

the ruling class.  

According to Habermas, “[t]he bourgeois public sphere may be conceived above 

all as the sphere of private people coming together as a public” (Habermas, 1989, p. 27).   

It is composed of private individuals whose societal interconnectedness transcends the 

boundaries of their personal lives.  In a nutshell, a public sphere adequate to create a 

democratic polity depends upon both quality of discourse (rational contributions) and 

quantity (openness) of participation.  The public sphere’s attributes as an avenue that is 

open to diverse members of society, and as site where merit of argument outweighs 

participants’ characteristics are key qualities that advocates believe renders community 

radio suitable for consideration as the modern-day electronic public sphere.  

In the second part of his book, Habermas showed how the development of 

capitalism and the invention of printing technologies transformed the press into a mass 

medium.  Books and newspapers that were once exclusive preserve of the elite became 

available to ordinary citizens and these people could now participate in democratic 

discussion, but before long, profit motivation took over and newspapers became a forum 
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for information and entertainment to meet the needs and interests of larger audiences.  On 

this account, large-scale economic and governmental organizations took over the public 

sphere, while citizens became content primarily as consumers of goods, services, political 

administration, and spectacle (Kellner, 2000).  In order to handle the growing 

contradictions of capitalism, the state became interventionist in all matters of public life, 

and the division between the public and private evaporated, in both political-economic 

and cultural terms.  Large corporations and interest groups became key political partners 

with the state, resulting in the re-feudalization of politics, replacing the role that the 

public once played.  The expansion of the public sphere, Habermas contends, led to 

degeneration of the quality of the public debates.  With the intervention of large 

corporations’ profit motives, much of public communication turned into public relations.  

Advertising and entertainment gained prominence and eventually eroded the discursive 

role of public debates.  This is offered as a reason for the declining level of citizens’ 

participation, why many citizens in Western democracies are withdrawing from the 

political arena, leaving it to a group of political class, described by Hobsbawn (1994) “as 

a special interest group of professional politicians, journalists, lobbyists, and others 

whose occupations ranked at the bottom of the scale of trustworthiness of sociological 

inquiries” (p. 81).  

The public sphere was no longer governed by rational-critical arguments.  

Further, with the rise of capitalism, the emergence of mass media governed by the logic 

of the market, and the institution of the welfare state in the 19th century, relations 

between the state and society became fused.  The distinctions between civil society and 

the state became blurred.  With the loss of this critical boundary marker, the public 
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sphere as an autonomous forum became untenable.  This blurring of the boundaries can 

be witnessed in the media’s changed role: they no longer transmit information and 

disseminate discourses among participants in a larger public body, but have become sites 

for the consumption of information.  Habermas contends that the media have failed in 

their function of facilitating democratic debate and are primarily responsible for the 

debilitating version of democracy that currently prevails, one marked by a culture of 

consumption rather than a debating public.   

The public sphere was thus a communicative fulcrum within which the bourgeois 

learned to constitute themselves into a counter hegemonic force and generate collective 

(public) power.  Louw (2001) suggests that “at heart, the public sphere issue seems to be 

about creating alternatives to one dimensional, narrowed, manipulated, or closed 

communication” (p. 101).  Thus, the public sphere may be considered as a space of 

institutions and practices between the private interests of everyday life in civil society 

and the realm of state power.  It is in such discourse that public opinion is generated, 

which in turn is to shape the policies of the state and the development of society as a 

whole.  Thus, the public sphere presupposes freedom of speech and assembly, a free 

press, and the right to freely participate in political debate and decision-making.  From a 

sociological perspective, “the importance of the public sphere lies in “its potential as a 

mode of societal integration” (Calhoun 1992, p. 6).   

The notion of the public sphere is normative.  However, its requisite features 

include the free flow of information, free expression, openness and unconditional access 

to all (inclusiveness of every segment of society), and participatory debate of issues of 

common interest.  It is conceived as the promotion of good governance and a safeguard 
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against abuse of power that lead toward the ideal of a truly inclusive polity.  The public 

sphere could be a specific place where people gather, but it could also be a 

communication infrastructure through which citizens exchange information and form 

opinions.  

Although many have acknowledged Habermas’ historical analysis and his 

formulation of an enabling model of democratic society, at the same time some have 

criticized the assumptions that undergird his formulations of the bourgeois public sphere. 

For example, Schudson (1992) considers Habermas’ conception of an autonomous forum 

of equals as utopian.  He contends that the idea of a free discursive space where people 

participate on co-equal basis is an enabling context that can only be achieved by 

obscuring material inequalities and political categories among participants.  Schudson 

(1992) contends that it was wrong for Habermas to assume that participants speak to one 

another as if they were equals, setting aside their personal characteristics.  He further 

questioned the applicability of Habermas’ public sphere model for the United States, 

arguing that there is no historical evidence suggesting participation in democratic culture 

and discussion was any different in an America of the past than it is today.  Records 

reveal that people attend public rallies and debates, but there is no evidence of what was 

discussed during the meetings.  Schudson argues that American politics and culture have 

not declined in shape or form from the past. 

The most far-reaching criticism of Habermas’ narrative was made by feminist 

scholars (Fraser, 1992).  The critiques stem from the masculine ideological underpinnings 

of the public sphere concept and the analytical exclusion of women.  Particularly on the 

issue of masculinist bias, they took exception to Habermas’ reliance on a rigid 
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public/private dichotomy which rests on an assumption that social activities can be 

divided neatly, belonging either to the private realm or to the state.  In such 

circumstances, the debate in the autonomous public sphere only deals with issues 

pertaining to the state and not family or matters of the home.  Feminist scholars find this 

divide untenable.  They contend that the divide has been used to seal women’s experience 

and participation into the private sphere, while men’s activities are allowed in both 

realms.  Feminist scholars contend that Habermas’ construct of the public-private divide 

is a place marker that divides issues as either relevant or irrelevant to the state.  In such a 

construction, issues relating to the family were categorized as belonging to the private 

realm and hence irrelevant to democratic society.  Such a definition, they argued, limits 

the number of issues that can be included under the purview of democratic practice.   

What then is the relevance of public sphere to community radio?  First, it is 

important to understand that the concept of public sphere relates centrally to citizens’ 

involvement with politics, but it remains a crucial construct in our efforts to understand 

the relationship between democracy and the media. Next, the complexities of modern 

society has made it practically impossible for more than a few people to be physically co-

present in a place, hence the media has become the surrogate public sphere.  Finally, and 

most importantly, the ideals of the public sphere are seen as parallel to the ethos and 

practices of community radio where “the right to communicate” is highlighted by policy 

makers and social movement organizations (AMARC, 1994).  The argument is that 

community radio offers open access to community participation, and through active 

involvement it becomes able to empower citizens at three different levels: community, 

media, and society (Curran, 2000).  In the same vein, the public sphere is open to all 
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because it provides space for interactive exchange between citizens and the state, thereby 

bringing them closer to the goal of development.  In a public sphere, the marginalized 

citizens in particular have opportunities to assert their rights.  To that extent, community 

radio becomes the forum for public discussion and also the arena for public political 

action for public opinion formation (Boeder, 2005).  

In light of Habermas’ conception, community radio in Tanzania might be seen as 

facilitating formation of a public sphere among listeners, which could be categorized as a 

unique service providing a platform for dialogue that might lead to sustainable capacity 

building (da Costa, 2012; Fraser & Restrepo-Estrada, 2002).  Gaynor and O’Brien 

(2012,) argued, “a central presumption of the theory relating to community radio is that it 

forms a distinctive media space” (p. 146).  It is an attempt to offer an alternative for a 

wide range of multiple hegemonic discourses, including on communication, media, 

economics, organizational structures, politics, and democracy (Carpenter et al., 2003).  It 

serves to supplement the homogenized mainstream media content with varied offerings 

of representation and discourses within localities.  To Lewis (1993), community radio 

offers many qualities: a way of opposing the power structure; rejecting commercial 

motives; asserting human, cultural, educational and ethnic ends; contradicting dominant 

discourses; and expressing an alternative vision to hegemonic policies, priorities, and 

perspectives.  Community radio is a distinct alternative to the mainstream media, which 

are oriented more towards the manufacture of consent (Herman & Chomsky, 1988) than 

the promotion of broad-based debate. As instrument for the formation of a public sphere, 

a community station opens spaces for the voiceless members of the public to articulate 
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their concerns and aspirations for themselves and their communities while challenging 

traditional power brokers to address these issues.    

However, can the normative ideal of a universally open and accessible public 

arena be possible in Tanzania given that a rational debate is dependent on the 

communicative competence of citizens? Given the inequality in the social structure and 

developmental stage of African countries, this is doubtful.  Odugbemi (2008) identified 

five constitutive elements that a functioning democratic public sphere must rest upon.  

These are (a) constitutionally guaranteed civil liberties (the freedom of expression and 

assembly); (b) a free, plural, and independent media system not under state control; (c) 

access to public information; (d) a vibrant civil society that supports citizens’ demand for 

accountability and participation in the public sphere; and (e) sites of everyday talk about 

public affairs.  Without a doubt, these are essential ingredients of a viable democratic 

system.  But, while African countries have made great strides with respect to some of 

these constitutive elements, a lot still remains to be accomplished in the region.  For 

example, only 11 of the 53 African countries have passed national freedom of 

information laws (UNESCO, 2015), and as a result, a majority of countries in the region 

have a dismal record as far as respect for human rights are concerned.  There is a general 

lack of adherence to the rule of law, infringements on the freedoms of expression and 

association are common, widespread corruption exists, and discrimination against women 

and the LGBT community remain serious problems in many countries (Freedom House, 

2014).  The Freedom House Annual Report (2014) identifies only four (8%) of the 49 

countries in sub-Sahara Africa as free of repression and fewer than 3% of 925 million 

Africans live in free media environments. Given these conditions, can community radio 
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as a communication infrastructure for public sphere operate freely in a constricted 

environment? 

The public sphere is also dependent on a vibrant civil society that is capable of 

exerting influence to sustain an alternative agenda.  Habermas (1996) conceptualized 

civic associations playing a key role in both stimulating debate and promoting 

participation within the public spheres, and in forcing the official circuits of power to 

enliven and become responsive to new issues arising within these spheres.  The existence 

of civil societies helps to promote the functioning of democracy.  They are the organized 

expression of views, and the relationship between the state and civil society is the 

cornerstone of democracy (Castells, 2008).  Dahlgren (1995) contends, “a society where 

democratic tendencies are weak and the structural features of society are highly in-

egalitarian, is not going to give rise to healthy institutional structures for the public 

sphere” (p. 12).  Related to this is the social structure, the broader condition under which 

the public sphere operates.  African social structure is highly patriarchal.  Women do not 

have equal access as men within African social systems.  Thus, the potential to advance 

African women’s empowerment is curtailed by the social structure.  The social milieu 

should promote or constrict the operations of public sphere through respect or lack 

thereof for the rights of free expression and assembly.  So, can community radio in Africa 

operate free of government interference?  Are the communities able to sustain its 

operation without external assistance?   

Radio as Africa’s Popular Medium 

Radio’s uniqueness as a medium of communication and information for the 

African people and, of course, people across the globe, lies in its ability to help societies 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

71 
!

overcome the main barriers of poverty, literacy, language difference, and electrification 

(Ansah 1988; Fardon & Furniss, 2000; Mano, 2011; Myers, 2009; Mytton, 2000).  In 

Africa, radio uses local languages, making it more accessible than other media (Nyman-

Metcalf, et al., 2003), and creating a major impact on rural development across the 

continent (Mmusi 2002).  Radio has a close relationship with its listeners, and high levels 

of participation by listeners make it integral to and closely implicated in the processes of 

modernity and globalization.  It has resonance with local life. As Reeves (1991) puts it, it 

is the medium most open to local programming.  

Since its early years, radio broadcasting has been seen as the extension and 

development of the oldest form of human communication, word of mouth (Matheson, 

1935).  “It re-asserts, in fact, vernacular speech and oral tradition, and deprives print of 

its exclusive prestige. And it employs the compelling power of personality, which is all 

important in dealing with people who are quick to recognize personal qualities” 

according to Matheson (1935, p. 387).  Radio has immediacy, that is, messages can reach 

long distances just as an event is unfolding, and do so at minimal cost.  Radio’s ability to 

reach large audiences renders it an easy tool for political manipulations and control as 

well.  In spite of the potential for abuse, however, radio has remained the top medium in 

Africa in view of its adaptability to changing global conditions.  It is much more 

important and widespread than other mass media. In particular, radio is Africa’s leading 

mass medium, averaging between 70 to 90% of adult listeners weekly (BBC, 2006).  

Unlike newspapers that tend to have urban bias and are accessible only to the literate, or 

television that is dependent on power supply and is subject to limited coverage, radio has 

a broad use, transcending literacy gaps, geographic and language barriers.  The main 
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exceptions are South Africa and parts of West Africa (notably Nigeria, Ghana, and 

Senegal), where television and the newspaper are both strong in the urban areas, and in 

the Maghreb region (Arab north), where television is now the dominant medium.  South 

of the Sahara and north of the Limpopo River, radio remains dominant at the start of the 

21st century.  The internet is developing fast, mainly in urban areas, but its growth is 

slowed considerably by the very low level of development of telecommunication systems 

(Myers, 2009; Mytton, 2000).  

Since the invention of the transistor and battery-operated receivers, radio has 

become inexpensive, portable and affordable as a source of information for the masses.  

Across Africa, the number of receivers has increased steadily from 93 (per 1,000 

inhabitants) in 1970 to 131 in 1980 and finally to 216 in 1997 (UNESCO, 2002). It is a 

much more affordable source of information that reaches the larger population of people 

at greater distances than other media of communication and, as noted above, it reaches 

audidnces both instantaneously and cheaply.  It is a sustainable, cost-effective medium 

able to reach large, illiterate populations in a way that is relevant to local cultures and 

oral traditions. Following from the diffusion of innovation perspective (Rogers, 1983), its 

relative simplicity has made the transistor radio much more compatible than other media 

with the existing social values, practices, and needs of potential adopters.  Mytton (2000) 

aptly reports on the diffusion of transistor radio in Africa: 

 

There was an example of a technological innovation developed in the 
West meeting one kind of demand there, being transferred successfully to 
non-industrialized countries and becoming a significant innovation there – 
making perhaps more social, cultural and political impact than the West 
from where it came. (p. 25) 
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Figure 1: Percentage of household owning a radio or television set in 11 
African countries. 

 

(Source: Development Media International, 2015) 

 

The local content of radio and its technical simplicity are important contributors 

to its popular use. More or less continuous programming can be maintained at a fraction 

of the cost of television programming and production.  In her study of technological 

convergence and gendered use of mass media in Africa, Myers (2009) sums up the main 

reason why radio is attractive particularly to women in terms of both production and 

consumption: 

The beauty of radio for the female audience is that, as an affordable, 
portable, oral/aural medium, it overcomes many of the barriers posed by 
other ICTs. The advantage of radio for female producers and managers is 
its relative accessibility in terms of technical specifications and its 
affordability in terms of initial equipment investment. (p. 13) 

 

Positive and Negative Uses of Radio 

Within the African continent, radio has been put to both good and horrifying use.  

While radio can give the marginalized a voice, appeal to societal calm and order, and 
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spread credible, useful information (Fortune, Chungong, & Kessinger, 2011), there is also 

evidence that the medium can serve as a force for evil.  Hendy (2000) points out the 

divergent values stating, “the tradition of radio as both the agent of crude propaganda 

and, simultaneously, the chosen medium of alternative voices, is probably at its strongest 

in the developing world” (p. 196).  In 1994, the world witnessed an example of the horror 

to which radio can be employed as military and government officials in Rwanda (mainly 

of majority Hutu tribesmen) orchestrated one of the most horrendous human rights 

violations in history.  During a three-month period--in the midst of a civil war that was 

uncertain who would win--Rwandan officials led an extermination campaign against the 

country’s minority Tutsi population that left some 500,000 to 1,000,000 civilians dead  

(Strauss, 2007).  Subsequent discussions of “Rwandan media effect” have focused on 

radio; in particular a notorious semi-private FM station called Radio-Télévision Libre des 

Milles Collines (RTLM), which began broadcasting in July 1993.  In 2003, the United 

Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) found two radio journalists 

and a print journalist guilty of inciting genocide, the first international court to do so 

since the Nuremberg conviction of Julius Streicher.14  In the Rwandan case, radio became 

a symbol of genocide.  Although scholars have reexamined media effects on the 

Rwandan crisis (Strauss, 2007) and concluded that radio alone could not account for 

either the onset of most genocidal violence or the participation of most perpetrators.  

There were, however, indications of radio’s marginal impact on the outcome.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, “The Prosecutor v. Ferdinand 
Nahimana, Jean-Bosco Barayagwiza, and Hassan Ngeze,” ICTR Case No. 99-52-T, 
Judgment and Decision, December 3, 2003. 
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On the other hand, radio has proven to be an effective development tool, 

particularly with the rise of community and local radio services, which have facilitated 

far more participatory and horizontal type of communication than was possible with the 

older, centralized broadcasting model of the 1960s and 70s (Tettey, 2011).  For example, 

among the many steps taken by UNESCO to fight the deadly Ebola virus in West Africa 

in the spring of 2014 was the launch of a media project providing clear and reliable 

information that proved essential for a better understanding of the disease at the 

community level and as a bulwark for more effective prevention.   Most importantly, 

UNESCO’s efforts rely on the community radio stations that the agency supports in the 

region to achieve its objectives.  The station manager of one UNESCO supported station, 

Radio Bintumani in Sierra Leone, summed up the importance of this work: 

The station has had a huge effect in helping to bring calm to the 
community and allaying fears.  We are at the forefront of the fight in 
educating people about how the virus is contracted and the relevant 
symptoms. People come from nearby villages and tell us how much they 
appreciate the work we are doing including our broadcasting programs on 
Ebola in local languages. (UNESCO, 2014, para. 12)  
 

 

As further evidence of its developmental activities, Radio Bintumani has created a 

platform for community dialogue on a host of other issues affecting the different 

tribesmen living within its district.  Realizing that many of the social, political and 

economic conflicts confronting the people are ethnically based, the communities are 

struggling to overcome the problems, and have embraced Radio Bintumani as their voice 

for change. 
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Clearly, many nations and community groups use radio as an instrument to 

achieve development goals.  Justifying the importance of radio in developing nations, the 

various uses have enabled radio’s sustainability in spite of explosions in information 

technology, such as the advent of advanced two-way communication systems and the 

Internet.  Radio has endured because it provides the interpretation for national cultures 

when the opinions, the songs, the dramas of another nation become more familiar; its 

culture seems less foreign (Hendy, 2000). The medium has helped to open channels of 

information and dialogue that can effectively mitigate rumors, prevent and resolve 

conflict, and promote a more inclusive exchange of opinions to help move societies 

toward security and development (Mwesige, 2009). 

Overall, radio is enjoying a renaissance in Africa, and the number of small-scale 

local community stations has exploded over the last 20 years, due to democratization, 

market liberalization and more affordable media technologies.  This followed a 

conference called “Freedom for African Radios” held in Bamako in 1993 in which 

governments across the continent pledged to support and promote media diversity (Fraser 

& Restrepo-Estrada, 2002).  In the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) there are now 

over 250 independent radio stations, while there were only 10 in the year 2000 (BBC 

WST,2006).  Uganda has over 150 stations, most of which broadcast in one or more of 

the 38 different Ugandan native languages (Balancing Act, 2008).  In Ghana, both private 

commercial and community radio models are presently competing with in the market-

place of ideas with state-owned stations. From the mid-1990s, the number of radio 

stations on air increased from 11 centrally controlled government radio to 122 out of a 

total of 166 licenses issued by 2007 (Tettey, 2011).  Additionally, the consistent growth 
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in non-state controlled radio stations in several countries has led to a vibrant pluralistic 

and competitive landscape, with the attendant potential for participation in the media 

spaces available for expression of citizens’ preferences and perspectives.  As the BBC 

World Service Trust (2006) notes: 

Radio dominates the mass media spectrum with state-controlled radio 
services still commanding the biggest audiences in most countries but 
regional (within country) commercial stations demonstrating the largest 
consistent increases in numbers, followed by community radio, where 
growth, although significant in certain countries, has been inconsistent. (p. 
13) 

 

Radio’s Convergence with New Media –Interactive Format 

Community radio stations in Africa play a valuable role in informing public 

opinion, but have even greater potential to reach their audience as they begin to converge 

with rapid innovations in information and communications technologies (ICTs), in 

particular via mobile phones and short message service (SMS).  With digitization and the 

Internet fundamentally changing how users interact with media, listeners now have 

access to an increasing array of content: news, information and entertainment on different 

platforms and formats.  Consequently, a new media audience is emerging, one that is 

non-traditional and non-passive, but rather participative and independent.  Thus, through 

media interconnection, we’ve realized a vision that at one time could only be imagined.   

More than 80 years ago, the German playwright Bertolt Brecht (1932/1993) argued 

against radio being a channel through which homes passively received information and 

entertainment: if listeners could transmit as well as receive content, he argued, then they 

would become producers of radio as well as consumers, and it would become a truly 

public, two-way form of communication.  The contemporary radio phone-in program, 
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built on listeners’ ability to become contributors through their telephones, at least 

momentarily, certainly now allows radio to advertise itself to the world as a democratic, 

reciprocal, two-way medium on a large scale - a claim easily enhanced with the rapid 

adoption of email and Internet discussion forums as tools of audience involvement 

(Hendy, 2000; Mano, 2011; Myers, 2009; Tettey, 2011).  

There has also been a re-discovery of radio in the context of new ICTs, a 

realization that technology has made radio into a two-way medium and that can help 

bridge the digital divide by providing a powerful tool for information dissemination and 

access, especially for hard-to-reach rural audiences (Myers, 2009; UNESCO, 2014). The 

convergence that has emerged between the traditional radio platform and the new 

information and communication technologies, such as the Internet and mobile phones has 

allowed Africans in the diaspora to learn about, and make useful contributions to, 

developments in their homelands.  In the digital age, radio in Africa is received on 

television through direct-to-home satellite broadcasting, over the Internet, on mobile 

phones and other new devices which help cement its place in the continent.  Berger 

(2007) suggests, “the integration to digital platform will in fact strengthen the position 

and penetration of radio, as it will no longer be limited to linear and non-linear interactive 

transmission” (p.7). The implication for democracy is that the people are able to 'talk-

back' to those in positions of power as the stations and programs become the 'voice' of the 

people.  Noticeably, within the changing mediaspace, ‘a discursive political participation’ 

(Squires, 2000, p. 74) is engendered by the talk radio genre which is gaining growing 

attention as a stimulant of large audiences in the context of democratic politics (Lee, 

2007).  
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In this context, the rapid spread of community radio, as well as the growth of 

digital radio and interactive radio program formats, has revived the participatory potential 

of radio technology as public sphere. Given the pervasive nature of radio and the new 

uses of the medium, the first research question asks: 

RQ 1 - What social benefits were identified by community members from their use 

of community radio? 

Among the most salient benefits of community radio recognized by theorists is its 

potential to serve as a democratizing tool, through encouragement of participation in 

local political affairs.  By facilitating dialogue, community radio—more than any other 

type of broadcast medium—creates community.  It reflects the views and agenda of the 

community it serves by offering community members opportunities for self-expression.  

At its base, community radio allows people to engage in conversation and dialogue that 

come closest to an ideal of public deliberation.  One way that the community owns their 

community radio is through representation in community elected boards or participation 

in station management.  A number of community stations demonstrate ownership by the 

level of funding that is generated from within the community.  Thus, the next set of 

research questions asks, 

RQ2 - How well do the radio stations reflect the views and agenda of the community 

in their programs?  

RQ3 – Is there a perceived sense of ownership of the stations by listeners? 

Advocates of community radio for development see access as sine qua non.  They 

argue that the social function of mainstream media is to obscure exploitative social 

relationships, “not simply because they represent the elite or mirror its views” but 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

80 
!

because most news is marked by an objectivist perspective where information is 

presented “at a point where citizen intervention is impossible” (Salter, 1980, p. 106).  

Thus, they stress a need to make media structures more representative of the audience, 

which represents 'democratization' of a media system by allowing extensive audience 

participation.  Such critics are critical of the rigidity of the work process and 

technological organizations of mainstream media, which allows broadcasters to decide 

what shall be broadcast, by whom and when, without built-in reference to the needs and 

wishes of the listening and viewing public.  They see development and participation as 

inextricably linked, because it is through participation that effective mobilization of 

citizens for political and economic development can take place.  They see community 

radio as a tool to an end, but not an end in itself.  Of course, true participation entails 

equitable sharing of power (Servaes, & Malikhao, 2005), and it is impossible to have 

participation without a structural change.  It is through people’s involvement that 

endogenous development can take place.  For example, Mowlana and Wilson (1987) 

argued: 

Communications policies are basically derivatives of the political, cultural 
and economic conditions and institutions under which they operate. They 
tend to legitimize the existing power relations in society, and therefore, 
they cannot be substantially changed unless there are fundamental 
structural changes in society that can alter these power relationships 
themselves. (p. 143) 
 

Community Radio and Community Development  

Day (2009) makes the link between community development and community 

radio in her investigation of Irish community radio stations.  She created a seven-level 

framework (expanding McCain and Lowe’s [1990] earlier three-step level) to examine 
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plurality and diversity of a station’s participation and its potential to stimulate change 

(see Table 1).  Although McCain and Lowe (1990) allowed for citizens input through 

access, participation, and self-management, Day considered the framework inadequate in 

that it overlooked citizens’ involvement in stations’ maintenance or management, a major 

criterion, as we have seen, distinguishing community media from commercial and public 

service.  Day (2009) explains, “access and participation occur at varying levels, from the 

‘phone-in’ to complete ownership, but determining the type of access or participation 

offered by a station is essential, if stations are to be judged on the basis of people’s 

involvement” (p. 124).  Although participation at the first four levels (involving 

principally audience feedback, phone-ins and interviews) is common across differing 

station models and often represents a valuable first step in securing deeper participation, 

Day noted that this merely replicates the opportunities available across other media and 

offers nothing distinctive.  Levels five to seven (where the audience becomes producer, 

broadcaster, decision maker and owner–representing the distinct differences between 

community radio and other media) also occurs across the stations, though to differing 

degrees. 
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Table 1: Framework of Audience Participation in Mass Media 

Level New category Type Example McCain & 
Lowe 

Provided by 

7 Full and active 
participation 

Ownership by 
community  

Community 
radio 

Not allowed for  Community 
radio  

6 Self-
management  

Management 
and decision 
making open to 
community, 
unmediated by 
outside groups 

Community 
radio  

Self-
management 

Community 
radio 

5 Participation Schedule, 
program 
placing, 
autonomous 
production after 
training by 
station open to 
community 

Access 
channels, 
community 
radio 

Participation  Community & 
access media 

4 Mediated 
participation 

Producing and 
presenting 
programs  

Access media, 
open channel 
broadcasters 

Participation 
 

Public service, 
commercial, 
community 
media 

3 Controlled 
participation 

Presenting 
programs with 
professional 
producers 

Guest spots  Participation  Public service, 
commercial, 
community 
media 

2 Controlled 
access 

Speaking on air Phone-in talk 
back radio 

Access  Public service, 
commercial, 
community 
media 

1 Restrictive 
access 

Responding to 
content 
broadcast  

Phone (off air), 
fax, email, 
letter, 
SMS/texting 

Access  Public service, 
commercial, 
community 
media 

Source: Rosemary Day (2009) 

The key factors determining the extent to which these levels are reached include 

publicity and outreach in raising awareness of the stations’ ethos and opportunities, the 

management styles within the stations and the levels of interaction among board members 

and staff or volunteers.  In highlighting the links between community radio and 

community development, Day (2009) notes that it remains unclear to what degree 

community radio stations foster debate within their communities. This important question 

is addressed in the present study. Analysis of stations’ program offerings of the stations 
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determine which of the programs offer opportunities for debate or exchange of views that 

leads to community development. Additionally, station operators are asked for tangible 

evidence of the changes they have brought to the communities through their program 

offerings. 

Concept of participation. The conceptual impreciseness of the term 

‘participation’ makes problematic its use as a criterion to evaluate media-based projects 

such as community radio. What exactly is participation, and how should it be 

operationalized?  For this study, we turn to Scaff (1975) whose conceptualization of the 

term relates to the principles undergirding operations of community radio as an 

alternative medium.  Scaff emphasized two concepts of ‘political participation: 

“interaction” and “instrumental action” (p. 455).  The first concept, participation as 

interaction, stresses the idea of public membership, of citizens “sharing” justice and 

orienting their actions toward a "public" or "common good".  It aligns with a view of 

politics as the set of activities and relationships concerned with maintaining community, 

fostering cooperation among individuals and groups, and encouraging settlement of 

disputes through public communication.  As a form of political action, participation is 

based upon the individual's identification with the common interests of the community, 

similar to shared ownership of a community radio station.  It stresses freedom to act with 

others in order to promote shared purposes.  This notion of political participation appears 

to be identified with a particular combination of performed individual and group 

“functions:” it increases political knowledge, promotes “self-realization,” and develops 

political “virtues” such as a sense of cooperation.  
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Instrumental action, the second concept of political participation identified by 

Scaff (1975), emphasizes exchange as an instrumental means for gaining power in order 

to increase the probability of realizing private benefit.  This second concept is more 

closely related to influence and power than to justice and community, for it stresses the 

idea of protecting one's rights and advancing one's interests within a competitive context.  

Ultimately, in this view action focuses on influencing the distribution of political power.  

Interactional participation appears to be affirmed most strongly in the process of political 

communication among citizens and citizen groups, especially those organized around 

particular interests or general community issues.  Participation requires a public 

communication, open to the use and scrutiny of all, and usually augments previously 

existing social relationship.  Here communication proceeds "horizontally" and requires 

public initiative and organized expression.  Scaff (1975) argued that interactional 

participation will produce certain definite consequences, such as building a "sense of 

community" and "cooperation," increasing the individual's political knowledge and self-

awareness, or, more generally, improving the understanding of what it means to be a 

citizen.  Thus, “interaction" and "instrumental action" are appropriate phrases to describe 

principles undergirding community radio because they convey concerns with different 

kinds of political action that are broadly characterized by the quality of the relationships 

they define.  In this way, community radio or has the potential to provide a 

communicative democratic answer to the problems of both development and of 

contemporary democratic theory.  Therefore, the fourth research question asks: 

RQ4 - Does engagement with community radio influence community (political) 

participation? 
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Compared to public service or commercial broadcasting, community radio serves 

as a solid platform for citizens’ self-realization through interactional participation, and 

equally as an instrument for empowerment.  With community radio, citizens can develop 

their political understanding and work to bring their problems to the attention of the 

larger public. 

Talk Shows on community radio.!As discussed above, a particular program 

format which community radio advocates identify as capable of stimulating participation 

and community development is the talk show program.   Talk shows are those radio and 

TV programs that involve people expressing their opinions, knowledge, and feelings as 

part of live studio audiences or as call-ins to the shows (Munson, 1993).  It is a format 

“characterized by conversation that is initiated by a program host and usually involving 

listeners who telephone to participate in the discussion about topics such as politics, 

sports, or current events” (Rubin & Step, 2000, p. 636).  The format is used for 

conducting public discourse, and has propensity to diffuse information and reinforce 

emotions and beliefs about society, politics, and political life.  Some have argued that talk 

shows help connect citizens and their government, thereby providing yet another means 

of political discussion (Katz, 1992; Verba, 1993).  The live exchange provides a unique 

opportunity for ordinary citizens to directly confront or engage with public officials in 

ways that the normal ordering of power relations would otherwise not allow. Hence, 

when government officials participate in live discussions, they tend not only to be 

sensitive to public opinion, but are also attentive and respectful of citizens' views, even if 

they disagree with them, because of the political repercussions that could attend 

perceived untoward reactions (Mwesige, 2009). 
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In some African countries, talk shows have gained popularity as a novel way of 

discussing public affairs in a region where the airwaves were long ruled by the elite and 

government officials (Mwesige, 2009).  This has significant resonance as Africans 

struggle to build a civic culture where the rights of individuals and groups to voice their 

opinion are affirmed and protected.  As the continent moves closer toward joining the 

Western world in embracing democracy, the public is yearning to participate and make 

contributions about how decisions concerning their conditions of living are taken.  Such 

discussions are about issues of common concern that confront everyday people, the 

decisions and actions that give rise to these issues, how these should be addressed, and 

whose responsibility it is to do so (Gaynor & O’Brien, 2012).  Thus, talk shows on 

community radio offer audiences a chance to speak and be heard “at a time when there 

continues to be much to say about politics, economy, and everyday struggles” (Matza, 

2009, p. 489).  Tettey (2011) explains the opportunities that talk radio in Ghana provides 

for ordinary citizens: 

To inject their voices into the public sphere through phone-in 
contributions or text messaging, for example, has led to a fundamental 
shift in the demography of contributors to political discourse. Prior to 
these developments, only those who were considered to have an 
authoritative voice on national or local issues were heard. (p. 22) 
 

Interpersonal discussion and radio talk shows. Within a given community, the 

process of sharing normally takes place in interpersonal discussions within social 

networks and community ties, and not through communication technology.  While the 

impact of media content on citizens’ understanding of public issues cannot be 

underestimated, it is rather contingent on interactive discussion with others.  Although 

there is an overall positive impact of public affairs media use on understanding of public 
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issues and political behavior, the influence differs depending on the degree to which 

individuals talk about politics with others.  This interplay between mediated and non-

mediated communication has long been recognized by researchers as complicating the 

development of a theoretical model for community media (Downing, 2001).  Thus, 

interpersonal discussion moderates the potentially informational influence of mass media 

on its audiences.  Eveland and Scheufele (2000) suggested that citizens’ understanding of 

politics may depend on an interactive effect of mass and interpersonal communication.  

That is, people who engage in interpersonal discussion with others about what they have 

read or heard in mass media will have disproportionately higher levels of understanding 

than people who engage in political discussions with others less frequently.  In other 

words, use of local media connects a person to events and issues of community life, but 

interest in participation is further stimulated through discussions with neighbors or 

networks of interpersonal relations.  Interpersonal communication, then, acts as a key 

channel of communication within the community by reinforcing rather than compete with 

mass communication.  Indeed, early mass communication researchers working under the 

limited effects paradigm highlighted how information filtering from the media by opinion 

leaders influences political participation (Katz & Lazersfeld, 1955).  Robinson and Levy, 

(1986) suggested that interpersonal communication may be at least as powerful a 

predictor of audience comprehension as exposure to news media.  Furthermore, research 

in the uses and gratification tradition shows that people turn to the media to obtain 

information which they use in interpersonal discussions with others (McDonald & Glynn, 

1984; Palmgreen, Wenner, & Rosengren, 1985).  As noted by Chafee and Mutz (1988), 

“the mass media often provide grist for the conversation mill and information discussions 
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that might not otherwise take place” (p. 2).  It will be useful to know how much of public 

issue discussion on community radio enters into individuals’ interpersonal discussion 

with others.  Therefore, the following research question is raised: 

RQ5 – Does participation in community radio talk show influence interpersonal 

discussion of local issues. 

Talk shows and political behavior. Studies show that radio talk shows may 

influence perception of political efficacy (Hofstetter, et al., 1994; Hofstetter & Gianos, 

1997; Hollander, 1995b, 1996).  A sense of political efficacy has two dimensions, 

internal and external.  Internal efficacy (also called self-efficacy) refers to belief about 

one’s own competence to understand and to participate effectively in politics, while 

external efficacy (also called system efficacy) refers to one’s belief about the 

responsiveness of government authorities and institutions to meet citizens’ demands 

(Craig, Niemi, & Silver, 1990; Miller, Miller, & Schneider, 1980).  Both are seen as key 

indicators of the overall health of a democratic system (Crag, et al., 1990).  Mwesige 

(2009) characterized talk radio as serving a democratic purpose; in his study of talk radio 

in Uganda, he found that audiences listen and call in to influence political discourse 

which transcended individual caller’s interests.  Tettey (2011) noted that “participation in 

talk radio reflects active agency, which is a critical requirement for the growth, 

consolidation and sustenance of democracy” (p. 21).  Both Crittenden (1971) and Bick 

(1988) contend that talk radio serves as a "democratic forum," diminishing political and 

social alienation, and increasing self-efficacy and “participation”.  Zerbonus (1993) found 

talk radio listeners to be more politically attuned than others by joining political 

organizations.  B. Hollander (1995b) suggests that listening to talk shows may increase a 
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person’s perception of both competence to work within a democracy and actual 

participation in the system. Therefore, the last set of research questions this study raises 

are as follows: 

RQ6 – Is participation in community radio talk show programs related to political 

efficacy? 

RQ7- Does participation in community radio talk show programs influence 

participation in community? 

Pan and Kosicki (1997) suggest that exposure to call-in shows acquires an 

empirically distinct dimension of media exposure behavior in that it develops with other 

forms of news and public affairs information and is also associated with certain modes of 

political participation, such as contacting elected officials and contributing to, or being 

affiliated with, political organizations for specific causes.  The authors also note that 

where there is community radio, there is community involvement, which can enhance a 

community’s capacity to act as a strong check against government and corporate power, 

can mobilize citizens around community problems, and provides a forum for developing 

solutions to those problems.  Given such opportunities for access and participation, 

questions remain about the effect of community radio on political variables such as 

efficacy and knowledge.   

Other observers have expressed concerns over the lack of representativeness in 

the opinions expressed on talk shows.  The lack of background knowledge about relevant 

policy issues may combine with stations’ desire to attract audiences for commercial 

purposes, which diminishes the media’s watchdog role, thereby contributing to political 

cynicism (Hollander, 1996).  In the specific context of community radio, Mwesige (2009) 
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and Tettey (2011) identify occurrences of verbal attacks and ridicule of public officials as 

examples of free expression dysfunction.  However, there’s some degree of agreement 

among experts that radio talk shows encourage citizens to be politically active, to set the 

agenda on certain issues of public concern, and to serve as watchdogs over state 

institutions.  But, whether serving a democratic purpose or as a forum for popular 

political participation, it is the openness to public participation and possible interactions 

with those in positon of authority that make talk shows on community radio most 

attractive.  It is also the reason for talk radio’s being touted as the ideal public sphere.  As 

O'Sullivan (2005) states, “these fora allow the audience a presence, and so create at least 

an illusion of access to the mass media” (p. 719) which is not an insignificant starting 

point for citizens' understanding of politics and their engagement with the public sphere.  

This quality (i.e. open participation) is also a key feature of community radio 

broadcasting.  In community radio, citizens can develop their political understanding and 

work to bring their problems to the attention of the larger public.  In this way, community 

radio provides a communicative, democratic answer to the problems of both development 

and of contemporary democratic theory (Tucker, 2013). 
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CHAPTER III  

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

The study uses a mixed method approach in collecting and analyzing both 

quantitative and qualitative data.  The methods include a field survey, focus group 

discussions, and in-depth interviews.  The basic purpose for using mixed methods 

research is to integrate data from both sources and draw on the strengths of each 

(Creswell, & Plano Clark, 2011) in order to identify and define the relevant information 

and problems within the context of this study.  The integration was concurrent across the 

multiple phases of the research process: collection of both data types (open- and closed-

ended) in response to the research questions, analysis, interpretation, and consideration of 

the implications.  Each topic-specific set of structured questions in the survey instrument 

has a corresponding open-ended comment field, which was explicitly linked to the 

question-set immediately preceding it.  In most cases, the open-ended question asked 

respondents for further detail on the preceding topic.  In short, the collection and analysis 

of qualitative responses were intended to augment and explain closed-ended survey 

responses.  Concurrent mixed method data collection strategies have been employed to 

validate one form of data with another, to transform data for comparison, and/or to 

address different types of questions (Creswell & Plano Clark 2007).  

The decision to conduct field research in Tanzania was motivated by the 

researcher’s desire to address an information void related to the problem under 

investigation.  It was simply not possible to rely on existing or secondary data by virtue 

of the fact that the phenomenon of interest is occurring in a geographical and cultural 
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context different from where the researcher is located.  However, the opportunity of a 

field study allowed the researcher to engage in detailed observation and conversations 

with a variety of community radio constituents to elicit additional information 

surrounding the data being collected, and to understand the social and economic context 

of the location.  The approach in contemporary media use inquiry is to post a survey 

questionnaire online for willing participants to complete.  However, the problems of 

computer availability and internet access among the target population became a major 

concern, of the researcher and members of his dissertation committee alike.  

The study design included posting two sets of questionnaires on Qualtrics and 

providing a link to them through the website of Panos Southern African Community 

Media Forum (PSAf)15 (see Appendices C and D).  This was considered necessary to 

reach the differing target populations who might have internet and computer access.  

Previous studies have used similar design approach to gather data on community 

participation at local and community radio stations in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the 

Pacific (Fröhlich, Däschle, Geerts, & Jannusch, 2012).  The majority of survey 

questionnaires were completed in hardcopy as explained below. 

Survey instrument. The geographic and cultural location of survey respondents 

challenged pre-testing of the survey items.  The questionnaire for listeners, workers and 

volunteers cover a wide range of topics from participation in program production and 

presentation, calling in to talk radio shows, interpersonal discussion of local and national 

issues with neighbors, and activities measuring public political behaviors (see Appendix 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Panos is a regional non-profit, non-governmental communication for development 
organization operating in Southern Africa covering 12 countries of the Southern Africa 
Development Community (SADC) Region, including the study sites. 
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D).  The station managers’ questionnaire addressed specific community station traits, to 

tap into the common features of their operations (see Appendix C).  As mentioned above, 

both questionnaires combined open and close-ended formats to elicit various types of 

information from the two respondent groups.  Unlike other studies in which community 

radio is discussed exclusively from station management perspective or from the point of 

view of listeners, this study explores the two dimensions - the circle of production and 

consumption as part of a continuum.   

The design also included very basic content analysis of each station’s program 

schedule.  The stations’ programming was thematically evaluated to provide an 

impressionistic summary of similarities and differences that helps our understanding of 

the scope of issue coverage within the communities.   

Research Site 

 This field research involving four community radio stations was conducted in the 

United Republic of Tanzania.  The stations are: Radio Sengerema FM, Afya FM, Radio 

Saut FM, and Sibuka FM (see Appendix F for their locations).  The field research was 

funded by the Thomas Jay Harris Institute for Hispanic and International Communication 

in Texas Tech University’s College of Media and Communications.  

Reasons for selecting Tanzania. For many years, Tanzania was a single radio 

network country.  Up until 2005, Radio Tanzania Dar es Salaam (RTD) dominated the 

airwaves and largely covered the entire country.  Radio broadcasting in Tanzania had its 

origins during the colonial period when, in 1951, the Voice of Dar es Salaam was 

introduced as an experimental service (Head, 1974).  The station, which until 1955 served 

only the city of Dar-es-Salaam expanded countrywide after new studios were built and 
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powerful transmitters were installed.  It was renamed Tanganyika Broadcasting 

Corporation (TBC) soon after the expansion (Batchelor, et al., 2005; Moshiro, 1990).  

The name was changed again in 1965 to Tanzania Broadcasting Corporation to reflect the 

name of the new nation, following the unification of Tanganyika and Zanzibar, to form 

the United Republic of Tanzania. 

In 1967, Tanzania adopted a socialist ideology (Ujamma), placing emphasis on 

self-reliance and isolating itself politically and economically from Western influence.  

Although the government maintained an international stance of non-alignment, it relied 

mostly on the Eastern bloc countries, particularly China.  Radio Tanzania Dar es Salaam 

(RTD) reportedly played vital roles in government propaganda efforts during this period.  

For the most part, Tanzania was ‘sealed-up’ to the outside world with Tanzanians seldom 

leaving the country.  As a matter of fact, only about 0.9% of its population currently lives 

in the diaspora (Tanzania National Bureau of Statistics, 2012). 

In 1992, the Tanzanian government changed course, adopting a multiparty 

democratic system, and in 1993 it approved an “Information and Broadcasting Policy,” 

granting permission for private broadcasting operations. This effectively opened up the 

airwaves in a process that is commonly termed liberalization of the airwaves.  

As of April 2015 the Tanzania Communication Regulatory Authority (TCRA) 

identified 94 radio stations in operation in the country.  Tanzania is composed of 25 

administrative regions that are sub-divided into 133 districts.  The country is three times 

the size of the U.S. state of New Mexico.  Given the country’s large geographic size and 

low population density, few stations have full national reach.  The geographic terrain, 

including 32 mountain summits,– the highest being Mt. Kilimanjaro at 19,340 feet. (5895 
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meters), and the lowest, Usambara Mountain at 7,546 feet (2033 meters) – makes 

distributing radio signals to remote areas capital intensive and prohibitively expensive for 

non!state, private or community radio stations (Intermedia, 2011).  

The state television system, Televisheni ya Taifa (TvT), was officially launched 

in 2001, several years after the first private TV station (Independent Television – ITV) 

went on the air in 1994.  Television came late to Tanzania as the government previously 

considered it a luxury with the harmful potential for widening the gap between rich and 

poor.  About 27% of Tanzanian households have television, while 41% of the population 

watches weekly.  Still, radio remains the dominant broadcast medium.  Newspapers rank 

at the bottom of news and information sources used regularly by Tanzanians, mainly due 

to poor circulation (Intermedia 2011). 

Although most Tanzanians speak and understand Kiswahili and some English, 

there are close to 120 ethnic groups, each of which has its own language.  A study by 

AfroBarometer (2010) reported that the community radio, Orkonerei FM in Manyara, 

which broadcasts for the Maasai people in their indigenous language, was one of the few 

media outlets using a local language.  Besides this notable exception, few sources of 

news and information exist in regional languages.  Thus, a crucial information gap exists 

due to the lack of radio stations in regional languages.  Apart from state-owned RTD 

(also known as TBC Taifa) which broadcasts development materials, programming on 

the private radio stations is entertaining, with very little information regarding 

community development.  

During the decade prior to this study, the presence of community-based radio 

ensured media pluralism, diversity of content and local representation (Wanyeki, 2000).   
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In the mid-2010s, it was expected that community radio would provide the means for 

people in poor communities to access the mass media and make their voices heard so 

they could participate in the development process.  These stations should assist citizens in 

the communities to share ideas and viewpoints, as well as participate in deliberations 

about the future.  The spread of community radio to regional and community locations 

makes Tanzania a suitable location for this study. 

 Data Collection Process 

Recruitment. The two target populations in this study are (a) radio managers, and 

(b) listeners, volunteers, and station employees.  Although the fieldwork was conducted 

April 12-24, 2015, the preparation for the research began about a year earlier with 

contacts to representatives of the Community Media Network of Tanzania (COMNETA). 

Radio stations assisted in the recruitment of listeners through on-air 

announcements of the study.  An announcement was broadcast every half-hour along 

with news bulletins and ran at each station for two days.  The publicity made it clear what 

the study involves, and also provided practical information, such as demographic 

requirements to participate (e.g., age).  Survey questionnaires were administered to 

participants on site and in a college campus classroom. Although the listening audience is 

an essential component to any radio station, studying the audience can be problematic.  

Participant recruitment was conducted without regard to race, ethnicity, or gender. Rarely 

in radio research can a station’s audience be observed directly, and studying radio 

audiences is a methodologically complex process (Crisell 1994, p. 200).  In community 

communication, the primary focus of research is not the individual as an element of mass 

audience, but the individual as a member of a specific community (Hollander & 
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Strappers, 1992; Hollander, et al., 2002).  Unlike public radio, community radio is meant 

to serve specific communities with individuals whose issues are aligned; people listen or 

are involved with the medium because of shared interests.  

Although four stations are targeted for this study, for our comparative analysis, 

attempts were made to collect data from all 28 community radio stations in Tanzania.  

Therefore, a purposive sampling technique was used as a result of the small sample size 

and the shared characteristics of the stations. 

Sample. The population involved in this research is male and female adult 

community radio users including station managers, radio listeners, activists, volunteers 

and workers who are 18 years of age and older.  Of the 400 questionnaires distributed, 

307 were returned (less than 5% of potential subjects were eliminated because of their 

inability to complete the survey in English).  This resulted in a completion rate of 76.8%. 

Measures 

Many of the variables used to characterize audiences were drawn from existing 

survey items designed to measure exposure to public affairs in mass and interpersonal 

communication associated with political participation, degree of social interaction, and 

attention to political content in communication media (Hofstetter et al., 1994; Hollander, 

1994, 1995; McLeod, et al., 1996, 1999; Pan & Kosiki, 1997; Scheufele, 2002).  

Generally, the survey contained a number of media exposure measures that ask 

respondents about their exposure to television news, readership of newspapers and 

magazines, and listening to radio news.  Respondents were asked a follow up question 

such as: “What primary purpose does the medium that you selected serve in your daily 

routine?  Other questions attempts to ascertain social benefits of community radio; thus 
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respondents were asked: “Do you think the station has benefited your community?” A 

follow-up question also asked for specific examples: “In what ways has the station 

benefited your community? Please describe the nature of such benefit(s).” 

Mass media use. The media exposure items measured on a four-point scale: (1 = 

never, 2 = hardly ever, 3 = sometimes, and 4 = regularly) was drawn from Pan & Kosicki 

(1997). The media use variables’ included: read a daily newspaper (M = 3.05, SD = .73), 

watch national news on television (M = 3.26, SD = .87), read magazine (M = 2.97, SD = 

.88), watch local TV news (M = 3.26, SD = .89), and listen to news on radio (M = 3.57, 

SD = .61). 

Exposure to talk radio. The measure for talk radio exposure was drawn from B. 

B. Hollander (1996).The item was measured differently because it is considered more 

than mere media exposure. Pan and Kosicki (1997) considered talk radio exposure as a 

type of opinion activity and a distinctive form of mass-mediated communication. 

Respondents were asked: “How often, if ever, do you listen to radio shows that invite 

listeners to call in or send a text message to discuss current events, public issues, and 

politics?”  To distinguish between listeners, non-listeners, and callers, a follow-up 

question asked respondents: “Have you, yourself ever tried to call into such a radio 

program, or not?”  Only 6.6% (20) respondents said they’ve never listened to talk radio 

shows, and 19.1% of the sample (n = 303) reported never having made a call to a radio 

talk show program, while 245 (80.9%) had called a talk radio program. 

Intensity of radio use. Respondents were asked, “How much time per week do 

you spend listening to the radio?  The measure, on a 6-point scale, included 1 = 0-7 hours 

per week, 2 = 7-14 hours per week, 3 = 14-21 hours per week, 4 = 21-28 hours per week, 
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5 = 28-35 hours per week, 6 = more than 35 hours (McNair, 2013).  Respondents were 

also asked to specify: the number of radio set(s) they have access to; the number of 

people that live in their household; whether they listen alone or with others; the radio 

model they listen to (private/commercial station, public/government station, community 

owned radio); to identify five top radio programs they enjoy listening to; and the 

reason(s) why they listen. 

Interpersonal communications.  Frequency of interpersonal discussion about 

politics is a two-item composite measure comprising discussion of local and national 

politics.  The questions asked, “How often do you discuss issues happening in your 

community with neighbors or friends,” and “How often do you discuss national issues 

with others?” The measure is on a five-point scale: 1 = never, 2 = less than once a week, 

3 = once or twice a week, 4 = nearly every day, 5 = every day. The measure was adapted 

from Scheufele’s (2002) study on differential gains. 

Feeling of ‘ownership’. ‘Community ownership’ is conceptualized as shared 

collective feeling of ownership that entails unrestricted access, influence, and 

participation in the management and financing of the station (Servaes, & Malikhao, 

2005).  Four statements were created to measure feeling of community ownership.  They 

include, “I have no say in how the station is run,” “everyone can contribute content or 

present a program,” “the station belongs to community members” and “community radio 

represents only the wealthy minority and acts only in their interest.”  The response scale 

ranged from 5 = strongly agree, 4 = Agree, 3 = Feel neutral, 2 = Disagree, and 1 = 

strongly disagree. 
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Levels of engagement with community radio. Two variables, ‘ownership’ and 

‘engagement,’ are pertinent concepts of community radio.  It is assumed that perceptions 

of station ‘ownership’ should account for levels of individual involvement.  Day (2010) 

explains, “access and participation occur at varying levels, from the ‘phone-in’ to 

complete ownership, but determining the type of access or participation offered by a 

station is essential, if stations are to be judged on the basis of people’s involvement” (p. 

124). 

To measure engagement with community radio stations, two questions were 

created.  The first asked, “How involved are you with your community radio station? 

Possible responses on a four-point scale include 1 = not involved, 2 = slightly involved 3 

= moderately involved, and 4 = very involved. The second question asked respondents to 

rate their level of involvement on a scale of 10-1 (with 10 being the highest). 

Measures of Political Variables 

Efficacy. In social psychology, the concept of empowerment is similar to the 

"feeling of efficacy", and is known to be a multilevel construct that is applicable to 

individual citizens, organizations, and communities.  Rappaport (1987) describes 

“empowerment as a psychological sense of personal control or influence and a concern 

for actual social influence, political power, and legal rights” (p. 121). Thus, efficacy is 

used as an indicator of a more general latent construct of community empowerment, and 

the specific influence that communication is expected to have on the individual.  The 

questionnaire provided three items, each intended to differentiate the two efficacy 

dimensions–internal (self) and external (system). This study follows previous 

investigations by Hofstetter (1994) and Hollander (1994, 1995b ). 
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 Interest in politics. Interest in politics was measured as a composite index of 

reported interest in local and national politics.  This measure was drawn from Scheufele 

(2002).  The question asks, “Thinking about your local community, how interested are 

you in local community politics and local community affairs?” The second question asks, 

“How interested are you in national politics and national affairs?” Response options on a 

5-point scale include, 1 = not interested, 2 = slightly interested, 3 = somewhat interested, 

4 = very interested, and 5 = extremely interested. 

Participation in politics. Conventionally, 14 to 16 items are used to measure 

political participation, but many of the items do not apply to this study of political 

participation in Africa. Thus, the scale was modified into six items measuring 

conventional, nonvoting participation in public affairs, and respondents were asked to 

answer “yes” or “no” on any of the activities which included attending a neighborhood 

meeting, writing letters to an elected official or the news media, or calling to a radio 

station.  The items were adopted from previous studies (Hofstetter & Gianos, 1997; 

Hollander, 1995, 1996; McLeod, et al., 1999). The six forms of participatory behavior 

were combined into a composite index. 

Control 

Finally, five demographic variables were included in the analysis as controls: age, 

gender (1 = male, 0 = female), education (7-point scale, 1 = primary education, 2 = 

attended or completed secondary school, 3 = technical training, 4 = some higher 

education, 5 = university graduate, 6 = have a master’s degree, 7 = have a Ph.D., M.D., or 

similar advanced degree); occupation (7-point scale, 1 = not working, 2 = other, 3 = 

technical skilled, semi-skilled or manual, 4 = sales or clerical officer, 5 = private, 
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business owner or self-employed, 6 = professional business manager or executive, 7 = 

public/government employee); and work status (6-point scale, 1 = student, 2 = 

unemployed, 3 = retired/pensioner, 4 = home duties/housewife, 5= part-time, 6 = full-

time). To overcome the challenges of determining household income in a predominantly 

rural African community, both work status and occupation are used as replacement.  

Tanzania is a rural agricultural country with over 70% of the population living in the 

rural communities that are the focus of this study.  It is unrealistic to expect that the 

yardstick for income level or socio-economic status applicable in the West can be used.  

However, none of these variables were measured on an obvious equal-interval scale.  

Therefore, whenever possible, correlation coefficients appropriate to nominal or ordinal 

scales were use in the analysis. 

Analysis strategy 

Qualitative method. The study’s qualitative data came from responses to open-

ended questions on a survey, transcripts from in-depth interviews and focus group 

discussions, and field notes.  In total, I conducted three audience focus groups and five 

in-depth interviews with station managers and the head of a community radio network.  

The goal is to capture the various life experiences that people have with community radio 

stations.  

A major part of the analysis involved capturing how individuals or groups 

responded to each question or topic.  The analysis looks across respondents’ answers to 

identify consistencies and differences, and to explore the connections and relationships 

therein. A constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 

was used to synthesize responses of participants.  The constant comparative method is 
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means of analyzing data in order to develop a grounded theory.  Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) suggest that when used to generate theory, the comparative analytical method can 

be applied to social units of any size.  The process involves identifying local concepts, 

principles, structural or process features of the experience or phenomenon of interest.  

To bring meaning to the words, the researcher identified and systematically coded 

themes or patterns of ideas, concepts, behaviors, interactions, incidents, terminology or 

phrases, then organized them into coherent categories that summarize key ideas, starting 

with some preset categories and adding others as they become apparent.  This was an 

ongoing process in that any newly collected data was compared with previous data that 

was collected in other interviews or focus group sessions. 

Focus Group. The focus groups had similar composition based on age and 

gender.  The first focus group session had 12 participants (seven women and five men), 

the second had six men, and the last had eight participants (five men and three women).  

The radio stations assisted in recruiting focus group participants.  To avoid a threat to 

validity, the researcher ascertained that the same people that completed the survey were 

not the same participants in the group discussions.  

Focus group discussions were held at the premises of three stations.  At 

Sengerema, the manager, who also served as interpreter, organized a classroom-like 

office where the discussion was held behind a closed door.  The second focus group, at 

Sibuka, took place in a breezy courtyard about half the size of a football field.  The site 

was chosen because it was conducive for discussion. The radio studio itself is housed in a 

small building next to the courtyard.  Locals informed the researcher that the property is 

often used for public concerts and is open for use by community members.  The last 
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focus group discussion at Saut was held in a large hall adjacent to the studio.  All the 

focus group discussions were conducted in English, but two of the (at Sengerema and 

Sibuka) were translated because participants could not speak English (see Appendix E for 

Focus Group questions).   

Interviews. In all, five in-depth interviews were conducted – four with station 

managers and one with the chairperson of a community radio network.  One station 

manager opted to have the interview recorded in her native Kiswahili language.  The on-

site Kiswahili to English translation was rechecked for accuracy on return to the U.S.  

The key interview questions relate to the derivable social benefits of community radio 

and a determination of whether or not the stations reflect the collective views of the 

community. 

In the process of completing the survey at the radio stations, participants were 

instructed not to talk with each other while they worked on the questionnaire. However, 

the project gave rise to a number of critical methodological issues which are addressed 

more comprehensively in the study limitations section (Chapter 6).16 

Quantitative Analysis. Much of the previous research that has investigated 

similar research questions and the phenomenon provides frequencies and bivariate 

relationship to present results.  This research has followed the same pattern in examining 

both the bivariate relationships and the behavioral variables. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Methods for ensuring participants’ anonymity were articulated in the IRB proposal (see 
Appendix A). 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Overview  

The process for presenting this study’s results followed the pattern of data 

collection and the analysis that was used throughout.  The questionnaires combined 

structured questions (closed-ended) with corresponding open-ended and comment fields 

linked to the preceding question set.  For example respondents were asked, “Do you think 

the station has benefited your community?”  The yes/no response is followed with open 

comment fields which direct respondents to describe the nature of such benefit if they 

responded affirmatively.  Although focus group discussion and interviews offered richer 

qualitative data gathering opportunities, responses from questionnaires that are 

categorical in nature may be transformed into percentages or numeric information.  

Therefore, whenever possible, numeric information is integrated with text-based 

information in the course of presenting the result. The advantage of parallel gathering of 

data is to improve data evaluation by ensuring that the limitations of one type of data are 

balanced by the strengths of another. This will ensure that understanding is improved by 

integrating different ways of knowing. 

Notice that taken together, all of the research questions, RQ1 to RQ7; encompass 

both qualitative and quantitative data.  RQ1 to RQ3 are related qualitative questions with 

data drawn from focus group discussions and interviews embedded with data drawn from 

the questionnaires for visual salience (i.e. to enhance the perceptual quality of focus 

group and in-depth interview responses).  Since a concurrent method of data collection 

had been used all along, RQ1- RQ3 also integrates analysis of focus group discussions, 
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in-depth interviews, and statistical information.  This is to allow for comparison of 

qualitative and quantitative data.  For RQ1 –RQ3, frequencies of transformed text-based 

survey and categorical variables are presented first. The frequencies provide the reader 

with an overall summary of the study’s context – a view of the relationship between 

citizens and the community radio process.  

Statistical data formed the basis for presenting the results for RQ 4 to RQ7. 

Several variables, for example efficacy, talk radio participation, community (political) 

participation are measured quantitatively. Correlations are computed to explore the 

bivariate relationships among the independent and dependent variables. Thus, the 

findings build logically from the research questions. 

Frequency:  

Attitude towards community radio. Community radio is gradually taking root 

as an indispensable source of information for citizens in the rural communities of 

Tanzania.  This study found a majority of respondents (n = 304) listen to community 

radio not merely because it is the only medium available to them, but for other reasons, 

such as providing programs in their local languages (93.1%), offering diverse programs 

(90.7%), enabling local people to participate in programming and the fact that they 

themselves can get in involved if interested (82.9%), and for announcers that ‘sounds like 

us’ (82.9%).  Other reasons given for listening to community radios are “the chance to 

hear local voices/personalities” (78.5%), opportunities to hear local music/support for 

local artists (77.4%), local information/local news (74.2%), and “programs that I don’t 

hear anywhere else” (71.6%) (see Figure 2).  
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The study further found a large majority (95%) identified with community radio’s 

informational value–the opportunity to receive local and international news and 

information.  This finding shows the sector’s role as a community resource, bringing 

news of the world to the communities and sharing information about the community with 

the rest of the world.  Along these lines, Joseph Sekiku, chairman of community radio 

network of Tanzania described the medium as a “talking platform for the ordinary 

people.”  Virtually all programs are presented in the local Kiswahili language and 

focused on local issues.  Researches on community radio in other world regions have 

reported similar findings (cf. Vargas, 2009).  This accounts for community radio’s 

viability in filling an information void resulting from commercial and public service 

stations’ failure to cover the rural communities for their lack of economic viability. 

Figure 2: Reasons for listening to community radio 
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Social Benefit of Community Radio 

RQ1 asked, “what social benefits were identified by community members from 

their use of community radio?”  The corresponding questionnaire item asks, “Do you 
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think the station benefited your community?”   Out of the 295 respondents who answered 

the question (yes/no option), only 21 respondents (7%) did not agree that such benefit 

existed, while 274 (93%) identified more of what was considered social benefit (see 

Figure 3). 

Figure 3: Percentage of those identifying social benefits 
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Further analyses of the focus group discussions provided explanations of what 

citizens regarded as “social benefits.”  One theme emerging from the analysis reflects 

appreciation of community radio’s empowering possibilities.  As a medium, community 

radio enables the condition of possibilities to exist in a particular social context.  For 

example, a volunteer at Saut FM described how community radio has spotlighted a 

negative a negative display of the local culture: 

The major contribution [of community radio] is in justice and 
empowerment. For example, community radio empowers by involving 
members of the community in program productions. Active participation 
of the community in programming is crucial. Our content is guided by 
geographical proximity. In order words, we air programs that are relevant, 
and useful to people in our community. 
 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

109 
!

We [the radio station] are involved in educating the people about free and 
fair elections.  Another of our focus is to challenge gender inequality 
camouflaging as culture. In the Lake Zone, women are widely exploited 
under the umbrella of culture. For example we have this thing called 
“nyumba ntobo” a practice that forces a young girl to “marry” a widowed 
woman in order to bear a son for inheritance purposes. After the so-called 
wedding, the elder woman allocates a man, usually from her clan, to the 
“bride” and children born of this relationship will belong to her–the 
widow. We also have female genital mutilation. All these persist under the 
umbrella of our culture. Through one of our programs "Wana Wake" 
[women development], we condemn these practices. We provide the 
lessons on the impact of these things, and gradually we are forcing a 
change in the system. (Focus Group, SAUT FM volunteer) 
 

The cultural practices alluded to by this volunteer – female genital mutilation and 

forced marriages of young girls to widows – have existed for many years, but, they are 

not the kinds of subject that could attract attention of public or private stations, probably 

for fear of community backlash.  The opportunity for community participation in 

programming–an avowed tenet of community radio operations–makes it possible for 

those opposed to such practices to speak out.  Because the community is involved, it 

becomes much easier to focus attention on a social problem, and for the silent majority to 

join in any campaigns for its eradication.  The campaign against the “cultural burden” on 

young women is indicative of community radio’s positive contribution to community 

development, if, of course, development is defined in terms of expunging unpleasant 

cultural practices.  By bringing attention to this problem, community radio became the 

“voice of the voiceless” young women, promoting and defending their rights.  Without a 

doubt, geographical proximity plays a major role in the focus on these issues.  Stevenson 

and Cole (1984) state that proximity is a universal news value, with journalists selecting 

and reporting news more from their immediate regions, than from other parts of the 

world.  
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From the focus group discussions also emerged a view of community radio as a 

cultural resource, a medium for the representation, maintenance and reproduction of local 

cultures (Meadows, et al., 2005).  A participant described the opportunity given to local 

artists as something that “cannot be quantified.” He noted: 

Since the radio started to this point, there has been an increase in the 
number of talented on-air personality who shares [sic] a lot of new ideas 
and skills with the community (Focus Group, Sibuka FM). 
 
 

In adherence with community radio’s goal to provide access to individuals (and 

groups) that lacked effective voice in the mainstream media, local artists are able to 

broadcast their messages over the air.  Such practices also provide space for the 

representation and communication of a multitude of Tanzanian cultures at the local level.  

Thus community radio becomes an essential part in promoting and maintaining 

Tanzanian culture through its support of local artists, radio drama and music.  This can 

also be linked to people’s empowerment through access to the media which, in the 21st 

century, is the most powerful avenue for the communication of culture.  

Further, a number of focus group participants remarked how community radio has 

put them in touch with other people with similar interests, thus enabling and supporting 

social networks within their community.  They characterized the stations as a 

“companion” that helps to combat feelings of alienation and isolation, and one that brings 

like-minded people together through the relatively simple experience of radio.  

Comments from a young volunteer at Sangerema FM illustrate radio’s capacity to 

engage: 

Through the radio, people were able to interact with each other in the 
community. The connection is built around programs that use greeting 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

111 
!

cards. Through the radio we are able to connect (relatives) with long lost 
relative or distanced relative [sic]. Also, the radio has changed the 
environment, for instance Simiyu [region] has really changed and grown 
as a region since the introduction of the radio station. 
 
 

These comments suggest that community radio generates a sense of 

connection, engagement or belonging within the wider community.  There is also 

the perception of community radio serving as a means of outreach to promote 

gender equality.  Thus, there is effectively a community within the station and a 

community outside or ‘about’ the station, as well as considerable participation by, 

and inclusion of, diverse groups within the local communities.  All of this 

contributes to the ongoing maintenance and healthy presence of a robust 

community public sphere, where local individuals and groups can broadcast, 

discuss, debate and simply represent issues of local relevance. 

Participants in the study noted that community radio provides skill training 

for volunteers and facilitates on-air experience, which often resulting in personal 

development outcomes for volunteers.  At least two volunteers who participated 

in the focus group discussion at Sibuka FM attest that they would have been 

unemployed if the station were not present in the community.  One of the 

volunteer further stated, “I am so happy with the radio station because apart from 

working here it is also a learning center for me.”  This statement expresses 

appreciation of the model’s role within the community, and it is the kind of 

sentiment that cuts across segments within the communities that have engaged or 

interacted with the radio stations.  The service concept, which includes 
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opportunities for technical hands-on training as identified by Gaynor and O’Brien 

(2010) is, another key social benefit of community radio.  

For a focus group participant at Sangerema FM, promotion of economic 

productivity was radio’s greatest attribute. She noted: 

As a farmer, it helps in my livestock keeping. For that matter, I mobilize 
other citizens on how to work with the radio. In addition, I’m able to 
communicate with others in the community who are interested in listening 
to this radio. 
 
 

In fact, across the discussion sites, community stations were identified as 

mechanisms for economic protection, forums for social learning, as a behavior regulator, 

and as platforms for companionship. Audience members spoke consistently of a sense of 

‘belonging’ which is a direct consequence of stations’ accessibility to everyday people: 

The radio station through its programs has led to the education of the 
community, for example the discussion programs concerning health, 
environment and political issues (Focus Group, Sibuka FM, Masawa). 
 
Community radio is important because it helps you to know about what is 
happening.  But, also it is helping me to understand life, about how I 
should live, how I should live as a lady. I learn some of the things I need 
to know to stay alive and well through some of the youth programs.  
 
I for one, I enjoy programs on community radio such as jokes and 
programs on local customs that are relevant to us within the community. 
Through the programs, I learn for example how to avoid sexual disease.  
 
The radio has addressed the issue of social injustice such as the killings of 
albinos. So the radio has contributed greatly in addressing such kind of 
issue. (Focus Group, Sengerema FM, Sengerema)  
 
 
This statement reveals appreciation of the model’s role within the community, and 

it is the kind of sentiment that cuts across segments within the communities that have 

engaged or interacted with the radio stations. The concept of service which includes 
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opportunity for technical hands-on training identified by Gaynor and O’Brien (2010) is, 

therefore, an identified key social benefit.  

For a participant at Sangerema FM, promotion of economic productivity matters 

much more. She noted: 

As a farmer, it helps in my livestock keeping. For that matter, I mobilize 
other citizens on how to work with the radio. In addition, I’m able to 
communicate with others in the community who are interested in listening 
to this radio. (Focus Group, Sengerema FM, Sengerema) 
 

Across the discussion sites, community stations also came across as mechanisms 

for economic protection, forums for social learning, as a behavior regulator, and as 

platforms for companionship. Audience members sppke consistently of a sense of 

‘belonging’ which is a direct consequence of stations’ accessibility to everyday people: 

The radio station though its programs has led to the education of the 
community, for example the discussion programs concerning health, 
environment and political issues (Focus Group, Sibuka FM, Masawa). 
 
Community radio is important because it helps you to know about what is 
happening.  But, also it is helping me to understand life, about how I 
should live, how I should live as a lady. I learn some of the things I need 
to know to stay alive and well through some of the youth programs.  
 
I for one I enjoy programs on community radio such as jokes and 
programs on local customs that are relevant to us within the community. 
Through the programs, I learn for example how to avoid sexual disease.  
 
The radio has addressed the issue of social injustice such as the killings of 
albinos. So the radio has contributed greatly in addressing such kind of 
issue. (Focus Group, Sengerema FM, Sengerema) 
 

The social benefits identified by the focus group participants by no means 

diverged from previous research on community radio. Significantly, the functional 

benefits of community radio which participants have noted relate to audience 
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motivational factors under the uses and gratification tradition.  Such studies have tried to 

explain how people use the media to gratify their needs or to identify functions or 

consequences that follow from needs, motives, and behavior using different typologies 

(Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974).  

The managers were more specific in citing examples of radio’s social benefits in 

their communities.  For example, Felician Ncheye, Sengerema FM’s manager, claimed, 

“before the radio, the community had no mouth-piece to air their issues”.  Specifically he 

stated, 

Now they [the community] use the radio as a place where they can take 
the issues. The leaders and the authorities, now realize the country has 
become aware of what they're being denied; now they take steps to correct 
those deficiencies by providing efficient and right services needed by the 
community.  But, further than that, the community has benefited with 
improvement in their economies, from their produce. Most of them [the 
farmers], were cheated by businessmen who come from outside the district 
to buy their livestock. They [farmers] used to sell lower [than] the market 
price, but when we started broadcasting the market prices of farm produce, 
the farmers began to gain awareness of the right prices. So now when 
business people come along, the farmers are able to sell at competitive 
rates. This has led to improvement in productivity and improvement in the 
standards of living of the farmers; at least economically they are well off. 
They can now meet their needs, including sending their children to school, 
health services and so on. 
 

Buttressing this point, Bhoke Okachu, Sibuka FM’s manager, suggests that 

community radio’s benefit to her community is enabling citizens to speak out and 

creating greater awareness.  Audiences are seizing the opportunity to speak or are 

participating to be heard and are motivated to establish a sense of personal and 

community power. She commented, 

For instance, in the beginning we had water problems whereby the 
department of water resources would disconnect the district water supplies 
without informing the community. So, through the radio station we 
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confronted them several times on this matter. As a result, our voices were 
heard, because since then the department has tried to reach out to the 
community and gotten closer to them to a point where they keep them 
updated on any changes or problem that are occurring in their department 
that could affect the community as well. 
 

Nour Chuo, Afya FM’s programs manager point to his station’s influence over 

public health outcomes: 

One of the reasons Tanzania has the highest maternal mortality in the 
world is the lack of accountability by those employed to work in our 
health sector. We introduced accountability in our radio programs. We 
make sure everyone who works in health sector perform [sic]. We 
introduced a toll free SMS number for people to report to us if they think 
they’ve not received good service at our health centers. We collect those 
complaints and pass them to the Regional Medical Officer for action. For 
example, we received reports that lack of ambulance is a big reason for 
maternal deaths at a health center in Sangabuye [which is on the outskirts 
of town]. The report says any time there’s an emergency; the health center 
is unable to transport pregnant women to other locations because they’re 
not equipped with [an] ambulance. We picked up the matter and spoke 
about it relentlessly on air until the representative of that constituency 
provided [the ambulance]. 

 

Nour Chuo pointed to this as an instance that has influenced a concrete change 

within the community.  By providing relevant information, the stations are empowering 

the communities, and by people speaking out, the status quo is being challenged.  There 

was general agreement among study participants that the stations are creating awareness, 

which in turn has led to improved infrastructures and increased free speech–rights 

hitherto taken for granted.  In fact, one of the managers described his station as a 

watchdog, with a vision of keeping those in authority in check.  

The foregoing discussion summarizes the social benefits of community radio to 

local audiences.  Most importantly, the views expressed by focus group participants and 

station managers during the in-depth interviews reflect a common sentiment. While many 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

116 
!

of these stations appear to struggle to stay on the air, their commitment to the audience is 

strong.  The stations are small-sized, yet they’re able to impact social issues that have 

longed dogged Tanzanians. 

Reflecting Community Views  

RQ2 asks, “How well do the radio stations reflect the views and agenda of the 

community they represent?”  To determine issue coverage by community radio in 

comparison with private and public service models, respondents were first asked to 

identify the stations they most often listen to or rely on for their news and information. 

About 44% of the survey respondents (n = 282) claim they listen to community radio 

compared with 28% (private or commercial) and 27% (public service station).   Survey 

respondents were then asked to identify five top programs they enjoy most on their 

station.  Of those who responded (n = 304), “talk show” (80.6%), “debate” (77.6%), 

“music” (77%), “local news” (75%), and “drama” (72%) were top on the list, reflecting a 

mix of information and entertainment (see Figure 4).  Although this does not tell us how 

well the stations are reflecting the views and agenda of the communities, it could be an 

indication that the stations are meeting the information and programming needs of the 

citizens, especially given the percentage that tune-in to listen. 
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Figure 4: Respondents program preferences 
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Digging deeper, analysis of the programs on each of the four stations revealed 

diversity in how they focus on community issues.  For example, Sengerema FM runs 

three such programs: Community Eye, a one-hour weekly recorded debate designed to 

“provide a platform for the people to air their issues and get solutions from government 

and the leaders and to improve accountability and democracy;” Community is talking, 

described as a platform for the voiceless, is a two-hour interactive live debate between 

local leaders and community members; and Real Situation, a daily one-hour program 

showcases parliamentary discussions of local government actions.  In addition, the station 

runs news bulletins on the half-hour that cover important events, and also airs special 

programs for those considered marginalized such as the disabled, women, youth, the 

elderly, and local religious denominations.  Radio is also used to teach target 

communities new agricultural techniques to improve their harvests.  One such program 

on Sengerema FM radio is ‘Kilimo kwa Njia ya Mungu’ (Swahili for “Farming God’s 

Way”), which airs twice weekly covering land rights, food security and improved 
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agricultural practices.  The station addresses the needs of the community by offering 

pertinent information that is relevant to the socio-political and economic life situation of 

community members.  

Similarly, issue debate is prominent on other stations’ program rosters.  For 

example, Sauti FM’s Morning Pressure “addresses critical issues of local and national 

interest” in addition to other programs that focus on human rights, living with HIV/AIDS, 

environmental conservation, and poverty alleviation.  The station provides overviews of 

news items from daily newspapers every morning, and listeners are availed the 

opportunity to respond to the newspaper content.  Apart from its daily magazine 

programs, the station plays host to another program called "Ntaza Mukali" - to discuss 

what is considered the “burning issue of the time.”  The station manager, Dotto Burendu 

stressed that the station’s programs are designed to educate people living in the Lake 

Zone area: 

Part of fulfilling our guiding principle is that our program [sic] should 
focus on educating the community on environmental conservation. This is 
informed by the high incidence of water, land, and deforestation in the 
Lake Zone regions. We also focus on good governance, and by good 
governance, we mean transparency, accountability, responsibility, 
effectiveness, and efficient use of resources. We address gender issues, 
particularly women empowerment [sic]. In the Lake Zone area, we have a 
chronic problem of human rights violation under the umbrella of culture. 
 

Further detail is provided by responses to the open-ended item questions showing 

the variety of community issues that had been debated. These include debates on water 

problems, environment, and good governance, elections of local officials, health services, 

constitutional reform, and the killings of albinos, among others.  Asked to identify a 
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change in the community that such debates have brought, Ncheye, Sengerema FM’s 

manager, noted:  

We’ve created awareness. Rural community dwellers have become aware 
of their rights, and in different wards, [community members] are engaging 
with local officials to amicably resolve issues.  Some have written 
petitions to the local council, while others have joined local residents’ 
associations where they are actively taking part in all activities. 
 

Another manager noted, “People have submitted memorandum [sic] to the 

government to make room in the new constitution for representation of women.” Afya 

FM notably focuses on government accountability and health advocacy.  The station’s 

flagship program is “MWANAMKE NA UJAZITO” (women and pregnancy).  Nour Chuo, 

Afya FM’s program manager stated, “it seems to me that in Tanzania, pregnancy is a 

choice made by a woman not a joint decision made by a couple.”  He explained that the 

chance that a woman and her baby will die of complications is multiplied by lack of 

access to appropriate prenatal and delivery care.  This becomes especially meaningful 

when considered in light of the fact that Tanzania has one of the highest maternal death 

rates in the world.  The high maternal mortality rate is doubly tragic because a child’s 

chances of survival and wellbeing drop dramatically when deprived of a mother’s care.  

Regarding Afya FM’s devotion to healthful living, Chuo noted, “we’ve received awards 

from UTTS [United Technical Support Services] TANAPA [Tanzania National Park 

Authority], and SADC [Southern African Development Commission], and we will not 

relent [in] our calls for accountability.”  

The albino killing problem and election campaigns have received generous 

attention from the stations, but most significantly from Sibuka FM.  Despite the financial 

constraints that each one of these station faces, they have become adaptable, especially in 
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community enlightenment and information sharing.  It appears that the stations’ primary 

motivation is to maximize the voices and viewpoints represented in the local media, 

rather than merely maximizing their audiences. 

Community ownership 

RQ3 sked “Is there a perceived sense of ownership by listeners?” To answer this 

question, a one-way ANOVA was computed comparing ownership between subjects 

across the four stations. A significant difference was found among the stations (F (3, 292) 

= 2.76, p < 0.5). A post hoc comparison using Tukey HSD test was used to determine the 

nature of the differences between the stations. The analysis revealed that Sengerema (M 

=13.31, SD =2.65) is significantly different from Afya (M =12.22, SD = 2.98), but not 

significantly different from Sibuka (M = 13.83, SD = 2.76) and Saut (M = 13.08, SD 

=2.60). Taken together, the results suggest that there is a difference in perceived sense of 

ownership among community radio users at the different radio stations. However, it 

should be noted that involvement with the stations must be high in order to see an effect. 

Feeling “ownership” for a community radio is a psychological phenomenon that 

comes from (a) involvement with a station’s operation, and (2) the nature of a station’s 

establishment or legal ownership.  Three of the stations have private ownership (Sibuka, 

Saut, and Afya) while one was set-up by a joint agreement of international partners 

(Sengerema).  Additionally, Saut was established for the purpose of training student 

journalists.  However, under Hochheimer’s (1993) classifications, Sengerema, Sibuka, 

and Saut could be taken as centers of the community.  The stations operate in 

homogenous areas and see themselves as centers of the community, in that they act as 

channels for many community members to share information among themselves.  Their 
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staffing is by members of various community groups, making the stations of the 

community.  On the other hand, Afya functions as a center for the community.  The 

station’s profile is close to that of a professional media outfit – business-oriented with 

regularly paid staff.  The primary interaction between station and community is akin to 

the traditional relationship between sender and audience.  Workers and volunteers at 

Sengerema, Saut and Sibuka seem to have a greater sense of belonging. One of the 

volunteers at Sibuka (Sydney) stated: 

I am very ready to do whatever it takes to support the radio especially 
financially to have the radio going on because I love the radio station. 
Furthermore I contribute to the radio by helping them sell radio greeting 
card, and through other [means]. 

 

To demonstrate their loyalty and devotion, participants mentioned how they’ve 

financially supported their stations by buying (on air) greeting cards and sending out 

greetings to friends and relations in local and surrounding communities.  In doing this, 

they’re not only sustaining the stations, but are building community ties.  This is 

significant because unlike commercial or public radio, community radio often involves 

much more than listening; the principles of access and participation in media, community 

and society underpin the sector’s rationale (Foxwell, 2012).  Community radio stations 

see audience members as potentially active participants in the running of the stations, 

which remain committed to notions of access and participation for their members and the 

general audience. 

A number of community stations demonstrate ownership by the level of funding 

generated from within the community.  The fact that they’re not able to generate local 

funding is particularly troubling for Afya and Sibuka. According to the stations’ 
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managers, the lack of locally generated resources hampers their operations and service 

delivery in the communities, which means that to survive they either depend on donors or 

advertising sales. The manager of Sibuka FM put it aptly when she stated: 

The community has benefited from the radio station. However, as a station 
we also have problems, because the community uses the radio but does not 
contribute or donate anything to the station. So we have got to a point 
where we want to work with the community but we cannot due to lack of 
resources. Although we sometimes get support from the owner the 
[director], but not always [sic]. Many times we’ve had to rely on 
commercial[s] to save us. 

 

Community Radio and Political Participation 

RQ4 asked, “Is engagement with community radio related to community 

(political) participation?” To determine whether a relationship exists between 

engagement with community radio and community participation, a Pearson Product 

correlation coefficient was calculated. A two-tailed test of significance revealed a weak 

but significant positive correlation between the two variables (r (282) = .140, p < .02) 

(see Table 2).  This means that a correlation exists between engagement with community 

and political participation, but the association is weak. Individuals who are highly 

involved with community radio are more than likely to have knowledge of political issues 

and be involved (along with others) in local political affairs. This is not surprising 

because the stations devote lots of air time to local community issues.  Not surprisingly, 

the stations find a captive audience in citizens living in settings where community radio is 

the only means of information.  

However, the relationship between engagement with community radio and 

community participation is likely to get stronger, especially given the overwhelming 

attention that the stations have devoted to enlisting public support for a peaceful political 
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transition. For instance, the chairperson of the community radio network, Joseph Sekiku 

noted stations’ in promoting community participation for the on-going constitutional 

review.  The problem of albino killing has also received wide media attention, and was 

referenced at each of the focus group discussions. 

Talk show and Interpersonal Discussions 

RQ5 asked, “Does engagement with community radio influence interpersonal 

discussion of local issues?”  The output calculated for RQ4 using Pearson product 

coefficient was checked and it showed a weak but positive correlation (r (288) = .176, p 

<.01) that is significant. This suggests that those engaged with talk show programs are 

likely to talk to others more frequently about local political issues. Without a doubt, the 

idea that interpersonal discussions among citizens are the “soul of democracy” is being 

enacted as a result of community radio programming activities. The finding supports the 

notion that interpersonal discussion of politics is a key antecedent of political 

participation. However, as argued by Scheufele (2007), the relationship between media 

use, interpersonal discussion of politics and participatory behavior are far more complex 

than was previously assumed. 

Talk show and Political Efficacy 

RQ6 asked, “Is participation in community radio talk show programs related to 

political efficacy?” Similar to RQ5, the omnibus output of the Pearson correlation 

coefficient calculated for RQ4 was consulted. The result showed a positive but weak 

significant correlation between external efficacy (r (286) = .116, p < .05) and active 

engagement in talk radio show programs. The result suggests a possible that trust in 

government that bodes well for improved democracy. The mean score of system efficacy 
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wa (n = 288) (M = 9.67, SD = 2.34), and for self-efficacy (n = 286) (M = 10.64, SD = 

2.00). Trust in government assesses governmental receptiveness as part of the healthy 

function of the system of representative democracy. External or system efficacy is more 

liable to be influenced by situational factors.  However, the result showed no correlation 

for self-efficacy (r (284) = .027, p >.05).  Studies have shown self-efficacy to be stable 

within individuals and may only be enhanced or influenced by the discussion on talk 

radio (Hollander, 1995b).  

Given Hoftstetter et al.’s results (1994), the need for differentiating between 

listeners and callers of talk radio programs may be questioned.  This suggests it may be 

more fruitful to combine these individuals into a single category, or simply work with 

measures of talk radio exposure and/or attention.  Only 20 (6.6%) of the sample reported 

never having listened to talk radio (n = 301).  Of the remaining 287 who reported 

listening to talk radio, 245 (80.9%) said they had attempted to call a talk radio show.  The 

data support the separation of listeners and callers.  As one would expect, callers are 

more frequent listeners to talk radio than are those who listen but do not call, with 19.1% 

reporting they’ve never called. 

Finally, RQ7 asks, “Does participation in community radio talk show programs 

influence community participation?” The omnibus output for RQ4 was consulted. The 

result showed a significant positive correlation between active engagement in talk show 

programs on community radio and community participation (r (291) = .171, p <.001). 

More recent studies have showed significant effects for exposure and attention on local 

political participation on public affairs and entertainment content both in newspaper and 
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television (McLeod, et al., 1996), demonstrating the relationship between communication 

and political participation. 

!
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                      Table 2: Correlation of selected variables 

  Participation Listener Caller CR 
Engagement Ownership Self- 

Efficacy 
External- 
Efficacy Inter Discussions  

Radio 
listening 

hours 
Participation 1         
Talk radio Listener .069 1        
Talk Radio Caller .171** .199** 1       
CR Engagement .140* .198** .305** 1      
Ownership .155** .180** .014 .108 1     
Self-Efficacy .055 .062 .027 .122* .285** 1    
External-Efficacy .113 .069 .116* .036 .109 .226** 1   
Interpersonal comm. .009 .078 .123* .176** -.015 .097 -.032 1  
Weekly radio hours .135* .209** .285** .280** .018 .027 -.053 .151** 1 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 Pearson Product Correlation        
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CHAPTER V 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

The goal of this study is to explore how the concept of public sphere aligns with 

the practice of community radio in sub-Saharan Africa.  Several scholars who welcomed 

the emergence of community radio in Africa did so against the backdrop of international 

media organizations failing to respond to the development needs of the continent and 

other developing areas of the world (Fraser & Restrepo-Estrada, 2002; Herman & 

McChesney, 1997). Therefore, the arrival and spread of community radio across the 

continent was seen as a welcome relief to a mass culture that offers little in terms of 

education, but is driven by commercial imperatives in which audiences are addressed as 

consumers. 

Prior to the 1990s, broadcasting was largely controlled by government for both 

technical and political reasons.  The state monopoly of broadcasting is often justified on 

the grounds that it is a public service critical to development, the fostering of unity and 

the promotion of national culture and identity (Nyman-Metcalf, et al., 2003).  However, 

for many scholars and other observers, state control of the airwaves causes people’s 

marginalization from public debate, with serious implications for many who live in 

poverty (Deane, 2005; Sen, 2001).  Marginalization from public debate is recognized by 

some African leaders as responsible for many Africans’ lack of motivation to make 

meaningful contributions to the development process.  Therefore, community radio as 

electronic public sphere may be viewed as alternative platform for public access and 

participation in democratic governance.  As discussed in Chapter Two, the concept of 

public sphere relates closely to representative democracy since it is an arena where 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

128 
!

private individuals may exercise formal and informal control over the state – formal 

control through election of government and informal control through the pressure of 

public opinion.  Private citizens evaluate state activities with a critical eye and function as 

a counterweight to the state.   Thus, community radio as an alternative to mainstream 

media is cast not only as a tool for community development, but also as a platform for 

empowerment (Curran, 2000).  The notion of empowerment comes from the opportunity 

provided by this model of communication to provide public space for open discussion of 

questions of common concern.   

This study finds community radio to be a useful platform for the rural 

communities of Tanzania, which, given the country’s immediate past, never before had 

any real opportunity to participate in the polity.  The results indicate that the community 

radio sector is currently providing public space for promoting local culture and local 

artists, opening up discussions on gender equality and social justice, while also promoting 

individual productivity, human rights protections, skill building, and spaces for 

developing self-identity.  In fulfilling the information needs of the rural populace, the 

community radio sector in Tanzania is filling the void left for decades by commercial and 

public broadcasting services, and, in this regard, is fulfilling the role of public 

broadcaster, informing the public at local levels, and representing their views, although 

definitely not on equal levels at the various stations.  In particular, a key finding of this 

study is community radio talk show programs’ contribution to political participation and 

efficacy, suggesting that community radio could serve a useful democratic function in 

empowering citizens.  This is significant for a society in which the views of the large 

majority were inconsequential for many years. 
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A main argument in the literature regarding community radio, however, is the 

expectation that broad access to, and participation in, community media will lead to 

community integration, which then serves as route to social change.  Participatory 

communication advocates rest their argument on the unique ownership and programming 

structures of community radio which provide for management, membership and content 

to be generated through community involvement while simultaneously meeting citizen 

needs.  From this perspective, community radio is presented as issue-based organizations 

much like neighborhood, city, or county organizations that focuses on issues and 

concerns at the local level, and are devoted to counteracting the existing distribution of 

power by facilitating coalitions among other issue-based organizations and giving these 

groups a platform for airing their views.  In short, the argument is that participation in 

station programming and management should serve as a bridge to participation in society.  

The foundation for the participation perspective assumes that involvement in radio 

program production should lead to a successful community service and engaged citizenry 

(Servaes & Malikhao, 2008).  This begs the question, to what extent is this true in 

Tanzania?   

The participatory model in practice at the four stations examined by this study 

showed participation is strongest in programming.  Only one of the stations, Sengerema 

FM, publicly cites community members’ participation in management or supervisory 

bodies as a goal.  For the other three stations, public participation in management and 

ownership ranks far below programming in importance.  This, no doubt, is due to each 

station’s ownership structure.  It is, therefore, not surprising to find that station ownership 

has an effect on the strengths and levels of community participation.  It can only be 
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assumed that these stations--particularly Sibuka FM and Afya FM--belong to several 

partners, given that Tanzania broadcasting regulations require a minimum of 12 people to 

come together in order to start a community media outlet.  The absence of citizen 

participation in radio management denotes that the opportunities available to citizens at 

the stations mirror what McCain and Lowe (1990) described, an arrangement allowing 

for citizens’ access and participation, but restricting their involvement in station 

maintenance or management.  Day (2009) recognized such participation as a major 

criterion distinguishing community media from commercial and public service.  Decision 

making on programming policy and fundraising are considered the most important 

dimensions of community participation in management.   

The effective inclusion of citizens in decision-making processes is what 

participatory advocates have argued will expose social inequity through closer 

examination of those who practice or enforce it (Servaes & Malikhao, 2008).  Experience 

from community radio suggests that community media which is run by the people for the 

people can create the best dialogue that promotes development processes and empowers 

people.  Programs produced through community participation, and which create a 

supportive social cultural environment, would also be strong contributors to development 

processes.  Given that participation is a crucial element of a station’s identity, it is hard to 

describe at least three of the stations studied here as “authentic” community radio, 

regardless of their non-profit identity.  The various contributions they’re making to 

communities cannot be ignored, however. For instance, they’ve stimulated debates on 

local issues such as the killing of albinos, gender equity, and governance and 

accountability, each of which has led to either improved service delivery or saved lives. 
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Nevertheless, given the importance of participation in theory, it was enlightening 

for the researcher to witness volunteers, paid staff, and community members of different 

ages at the four stations working to make a difference in the civic life of their 

communities, while at the same time developing a combination of knowledge, skills, 

values and motivation to make that difference.  This observation was carefully noted as 

exemplifying civic engagement in which individuals are promoting the quality of life in 

their community through a non-political process.  The citizens are connected together 

through their mutual interest in one or several issues of public concern, thereby 

articulating the public sphere.  For example, in Africa, issues such as health delivery 

services, public education, energy, employment, and infrastructures are common 

problems that could be articulated mutually within the public space. Individuals can come 

together to freely discuss and identify solutions to these problems, and through that reach 

a common judgment. 

Across the various stations, pervasive call-in programs provide an excellent, 

unstructured outlet for public discourse.  The convergence of radio with the new 

technologies is ably aiding citizens’ participation in on-air political discussions.  As in 

much of the world, SMS technology is increasing access to information and providing 

citizens with a platform that adequately meets their needs.  As a matter of fact, new 

technologies are aiding community radio’s performance as a public sphere infrastructure.  

The popularity of talk radio and the opportunities to participate that it opens are greatly 

aided by use of text messaging.  In effect, opportunities to develop public sphere are 

increased as more people join to articulate their autonomous views towards influencing 

the political institutions of society.  The programs illuminate debates about the nature of 
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the public sphere, that is, its universal access and its potential as a platform for opinion 

formation.  Citizens are not afraid to send in a text, no matter how silly it might sound 

when read by the program host.  Consequently, a new media audience is emerging, one 

that is non-passive, but is participative and independent.  Thus, we’ve realized through 

media interconnection, a vision that was once only imagined.  What cannot be known, 

yet, is whether the talk programs are diminishing the effects of other institutions of 

political discourse, or whether they can lead to the reutilization and systematization of 

politics and public expression (Weber, 1978).  But it could be that people who call in are 

reacting to the increasing rationalization of the public sphere (Habermas, 1989). 

So, has community radio promoted public sphere in Tanzania?  Or, put another 

way; has the medium oriented citizens to their rights and/or political participation?  From 

evidence provided by this study, the answer to these questions is yes.  First, we must 

acknowledge that a space has been created where people may discuss and be informed, 

and the instrument (community radio sector) is characterized by its openness to all 

citizens.  From a variety of perspectives and a diversity of opinions that are offered on 

current affairs, it is expected that citizens will arrive at their own views on important 

issues and thus prepare themselves for political participation.  Thus, it is safe to say that 

the foundation for a model public sphere where issues of common concern are discussed 

freely is being laid.  The expectation is that this process will yield tangible opportunities 

for successful and improved governance in the future. 

Second, the presence of this sector in rural communities appears to have widened 

the boundaries of citizens’ awareness, as illustrated by the social benefits recounted by 

community members.  For instance, the presence of community radio has yielded high 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

133 
!

information value to people in the communities by satisfying their needs for useful and 

reliable journalism.  The mere fact that reliable information is available to the citizens 

leads us to imagine that the root for enlightenment and participatory democracy is being 

planted at the local and regional levels, at least in the areas under scrutiny here.  

However, should the medium drift towards entertainment content for commercial 

reasons, the sector most certainly will lose its character as public sphere, just as the 

original public sphere of the 17th and 18th centuries that Habermas illustrates.  In its 

original form, the public sphere constituted ‘good’ communication that was devoid of 

commercial content.  Good communication involves debate and dialogue, which 

constitutes the machinery of on-going process of social change.  There lies the crux of the 

matter for stations in Tanzania (and across sub-Saharan Africa), because the temptation 

exists to embrace commercial communication for the sake of sustainability.  For example, 

when asked to identify the top five programs they enjoy most on their station, survey 

respondents (n = 304) chose music (77%) above local (75%), national (58.6%) or 

regional (54.6%) news, suggesting what Habermas (1962/1989) sees as the promotion of 

dubious mass culture with relatively little education value for the citizens.  From my field 

observations, it was clear the stations were using the flavor of local music (or 

entertainment) to attract audiences’ attention to their niche; this is the same practice 

commercial stations employ to increase audience ratings. The reason is simple: the 

stations are confronted by financial sustainability.  The station mangers I interviewed 

appeared frustrated about the difficulty of generating local funds.  Given the scale of rural 

economies, the stations are struggling to stay afloat; thus they look to advertising or 

donor support to sustain their services.  The danger in this is a drift towards becoming an 
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advertising platform, and if offered support by government, an inevitable state hijack of 

editorial policy.   

If, then, we are to follow Habermas’ conception, the public sphere should be 

distinct from the state and the economy to prevent a staged opinion or a false assumption 

among the public.  The media’s role is to fulfill their original function as organs of public 

debate rather than serve as vehicle for generating and managing consensus and promoting 

capitalist culture.  Still fresh in our memory is how various African governments in 

recent history used broadcasting for largely political propaganda purposes.  Broadcasting 

became a funnel for information distribution rather than a channel of information 

dissemination.  

We might ask, what is the nature of debate on community radio in Tanzania?  

Habermas’ concept of the public sphere emphasizes critical, analytical discourse through 

which political participation can be achieved.  In other words, the public sphere is a site 

of rational critical deliberation open and accessible to all, with citizens having equal 

opportunity to be heard, to introduce topics, to make contributions and to arrive at 

decisions motivated solely by the strength of argument.  Dahlgren (1995) argued, “it is 

via such discourse that public opinion is generated, which in turn is to shape the policies 

of the state and the development of society as a whole” (p. 4).  Thus, a functioning public 

sphere is the fulfillment of a communicational requirement of a viable democracy.  

Hence, the first consideration is that the public sphere should have open access for all and 

be inclusive of every social segment.  Next, communication within the sphere should be 

unconditional, horizontal, and participatory.  This has implications for the right to free 

expression.  As we have seen, this ideal is reflected in the ethos of community radio 
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where “the right to communicate” is highlighted by policy makers (AMARC, 1994) and 

activists.  It is the assumption of equality among participants that makes community radio 

appealing as a suitable vehicle for empowerment to participatory advocates and political 

theorists.  

Similar to what has been noted in the literature, a most highly touted space for 

pluralistic discussion has been the talk show program.  Since the emergence of 

community radio in Africa, talk shows have emerged as arenas of citizen participation 

and competition among rival political groups.  Talk radio programs allow citizens broad 

access to political information and offer regular opportunities for participation--they are 

popular and ubiquitous.  However, the communicative competencies of the citizenry are 

crucial to rational debate and the character of the public sphere.  Public opinion can only 

be formed if a public that engages in rational discussion exists.  This study shows that 

talk radio programs on private and community radios are dominated by men and the 

vocal minority that is those who love to be heard and are often fans of multiple talk 

shows.  The programs are described by some as irreverent and populist forum through 

which citizens direct their anger at ruling establishments, their political opposition, or at 

each other (Mwesige, 2009).  Unfortunately, these fora are often reputed for being arenas 

for misinformation and distortion.  A major problem lies with how the programs are 

moderated.  Some of the moderators are incompetent or uninformed, which could be a 

function of the broader social structure, a key aspect of which is the education system.  

Thus, a crucial professional issue is at stake.  Without doubt, the network organization in 

Tanzania (COMNETA) recognizes this and is trying to fix it. In answer to a question on 

the subject, Sekiku, the network chairperson stated, 
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Actually this is what our network is struggling to address. Technically, 
community radios, being rural based, are not able to recruit seasoned 
journalists for reasons of low wages and inadequate infrastructural 
development in the rural areas. So the network arranges to take the 
journalists that the stations have and help to provide on-the-job training, 
by conducting face-to-face seminar[s] and mentoring. We collaborate with 
BBC and Radio Deutschland. They send their staff to work within those 
stations for one or two weeks, providing hands-on training to the staff. We 
organize workshops. The other technical challenge is in term of 
equipment. 
 

This issue also came up during a short discussion after one of the focus groups 

concluded.  A program host asked me to confirm whether the terrorist group Islamic State 

(ISIS) was actually beheading people as reported by Cable News Network (CNN) and 

other international news agencies.  In response, I asked if indeed Al-Shabaab had 

committed the atrocious murders that were alleged at Kenya's Garissa University 

College, deliberately using the similarity in the news event, but more so the proximity of 

the Kenyan, event for him to draw a conclusion.  My point is that the social structure – of 

which education and journalistic training are parts – contributes much to the effective 

enactment of the public sphere. The broader social structure includes the economy, 

politics, media institutions, their operations, and regulations, journalistic training, the 

socio-cultural elements, and other conditions and institutional environment of the public 

sphere. It is the social structure that shapes the patterns of power relations and the 

character of the public sphere.  Dahlgren (1995) referred to the social structural 

dimension as the element that “defines the political ecology of the media, setting 

boundaries for the media’s institutional and organizational profile, as well as the nature of 

the information and forms of representation and expressions which may circulate” (p. 

12). 
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Like most African nations, Tanzania’s social structural system remains 

inequitable and the democratic features weak.  For example, although Kiswahili is widely 

spoken as the national language, English is only spoken by the elites.  It is only the 

children of the elites who attend private schools where English is spoken.  As far as 

language goes, Tanzania is exceptional in Africa because of the nationwide 

predominance of one language.  Kiswahili became the official language following 

adoption of socialism as a state ideology in 1967.  The ‘villagization’ policy that 

encouraged many of the country’s population to move to rural communities to achieve 

self-reliance and an agrarian economy had similar origins (Mhando, 2011).  Today, 

Kiswahili is the language of instruction in most public schools and is very widely spoken.  

This is an advantage in that it allows participants within the sphere to develop the 

capacity to deal with issues of real social significance without ambiguity.  As noted 

above, community radio is meant to deal with local issues in the local languages and 

cultural context, relating to local problems and concerns.   

So, given that many decisions taken by governments require a degree of 

knowledge and expertise far beyond the capabilities of most citizens, do the stations 

merely offer a shallow substitute for "authentic" discourse?  I believe so.  Perhaps a way 

for the community stations to stimulate rational discourse is by offering the community 

radio platform to civil society organizations or non-government agencies (NGOs).  Yet 

the location of the stations in remote villages makes it abundantly difficult for such 

organizations to reach them.  In Dahlgren’s (1995) view, “civil society constitutes the 

sociocultural preconditions for a viable public sphere” (p. 7).  Walzer (1992) describes 

the civil society as an absolutely essential “space of un-coerced human association and 
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also the set of relational networks – formed for the sake of family, faith, interest, and 

ideology – that fill this space” (p. 89).  Civil society stands as a buffer against state and 

vested interests from pursuing media policies which might hinder the flow of relevant 

information or constrict the range of opinions.  When asked to explain how Sibuka FM in 

view of its remote location, could stimulate informed debate in the absence of such 

organizations in the community, Sekiku stated, 

We bridge the gap by packing content produced by development 
stakeholders and distribute [to stations], not limiting their capacity to 
generate their own content. We package the content in audio format and 
send it either through "dropbox" or "box.com" or "wetransfer". With some 
of them we link up through "Skype". 
 

Finally, the extent to which the stations continue to survive as public sphere under 

the competitive strains of digital technology remains to be seen.  I did not view the 

situation as dire when this study was conducted, because the public sphere is conceptual 

rather than physical.  Of course the media can only influence the political climate and the 

democratic process, the issue of democracy itself cannot be reduced to the perfunctory 

media functions.  For community radio to function effectively as public sphere in places 

like Tanzania, we certainly need a broader conception for it. 
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CHAPTER VI 

 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

To contextualize these findings, it is important to discuss the limitations inherent 

to the research approach.  First and foremost, the selection of survey respondents was 

based on a non-probabilistic method of sampling.  This is an exploratory study designed, 

in part, to provide direction for future studies.  In other words, in addition to addressing 

the research questions and hypotheses, I sought information that could be used in future 

research.  The overriding intention is not to make a generalization based on the findings, 

but to generate new ideas.  Thus, it is acceptable to use a convenience or snowball 

approach; previous exploratory studies have done the same.  The other reason is that it 

was not administratively feasible to develop a sampling frame due to limited time and 

budget constraints.  Part of this handicap is due to the fact that there is no known polling 

company in Tanzania with useful knowledge of the country’s enumeration units1 that 

could assist with systematic data collection.  It should be noted that random sampling is 

not common in Africa except for in the medical field.  Factors related to a key focus of 

the study—development—also limited the efficiency of the research and is a principal 

reason Africa is so seldom studied in comparison to other world regions. 

Related to the first methodological challenge is the survey type.  Because it was 

not feasible to administer the survey by other means except face-to-face, the researcher 

had to travel extensively and had to rely on a paper-and-pencil data collection method.  

Efforts were made to conduct the study online, but it was difficult to access the target 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Enumeration refers to the complete listing of houses in a given area.  Enumeration of 
units is a strategy that normally precedes a national population census. 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

140 
!

population.  The survey and data collection process required more time and money than 

much domestic research.   

The other limitations are related to issues of cooperation and non-response due to 

language barriers.  The effect of this is mainly with the number of respondents who could 

participate in the focus group, particularly in the rural regions.  To be clear, this was not a 

result of lack of conceptual specificity.  Throughout the fieldwork, the researcher had 

data access, was able to recruit an adequate sample, and also collected materials and 

documents considered relevant to the project.  Two independent translators provided 

transcriptions of interview and focus group sessions conducted in the local Swahili 

language to increases the chances that the original meaning was retained, and ensure 

literal accuracy, and to detect mistakes. 

What promise then does community radio hold for Africa?  Based on findings 

from this study, the prospect is good.  However, the perspective of Africa as a collective 

is misleading.  Each of the continent’s 53 countries has unique characteristics.  What are 

common to all are developmental challenges.  So, the answer to this question can only be 

predicated on resolution of three challenges that are common among community radio 

operations in Africa.  These are sustainability, press freedom, unstable political structure. 

First, if the media institutions are not self-sustaining, it is difficult for them to claim 

editorial independence.  Records reveal that community radio stations in Tanzania (and 

for the most part in all of Africa) rely on external funding or funding from governments. 

Thus, to operate effectively as alternative means of engaging with and empowering 

marginalized communities, the stations need financial independence.  Unfortunately, this 

remained a pipe dream in the mid-2010s.  In his evaluation of situations with community 
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radio in Africa, Peter da Costa (2012) stated that the stations are experiencing growing 

pains and are yet to come of age.  He attributed this to the overreliance on development 

agencies for funding.  

Beyond the issue of sustainability, the sustenance of public sphere is dependent 

on a vibrant civil society that is capable of sustaining an alternative agenda.  The civil 

society is the organized expression of views, and the relationship between the state and 

civil society is the cornerstone of democracy (Castells, 2008).  Habermas (1996) 

conceptualized civic associations playing key roles in stimulating debate and promoting 

participation within the public spheres, and in forcing the official circuits of power to be 

enlivened and responsive to new issues arising within these spheres.  Political theorists 

have suggested that active political participation and civic engagement are central to the 

realization of the progressive agenda.  Participation in political institutions, political 

processes, and civic life, they argued, are critical indicators of political inclusion 

(Dahlgren, 1995).  Hence, the level of interdependence among community institutions 

(media and civil society) constitutes an important dimension of community integration, 

and its importance as judged by citizens’ affects integration at individual level.  Without 

an effective civil society capable of structuring and channeling citizen debates over 

diverse ideas and conflicting interests, the state drifts away from its subjects. 

Finally, we must recognize that the media in Africa are not free, in spite of steps 

towards increased social pluralism and broader guarantees of freedom of expression.  

Lack of adherence to the rule of law, infringements on the freedoms of expression and 

association, widespread corruption, and discrimination against women and the LGBT 

community remain serious problems in many countries (Freedom House, 2014).  The 
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recent Freedom House Annual Report show only four (8%) of the 49 countries in sub-

Sahara Africa are free of repression and not more than 3% of the 925 million Africans 

live in free media environments.  Studies have shown that the media of mass 

communication can hardly be considered autonomous actors either in Western capitalist 

societies, or in the developing countries.  In Hochheimer’s words (1993), “the media can 

only be as democratic, free, and pluralistic as the society within which they exist” (p. 

475).  So, can community radio in Africa operate free of government interference? Are 

the communities able to sustain its operation without external assistance? This remains to 

be seen.  

The processes that are at work in the community broadcasting sector have been 

described as a ‘revolution’ with a whisper.  How true this is for Africa, we have yet to 

find out.  But for the future, we need to pay attention to the quality and quantity of access 

and participation of the community members.  Perhaps community radios are beacons of 

hope in an otherwise dim prospect. 
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Appendix B: Profile of the Four Stations 
 

Reasons for selecting the stations 

The choice of the three stations in Mwanza (Sengerema, Afya, and Saut) was 

based on the mix of the stations (private, public, and community) operating in the region.  

Mwanza has a high and diverse media use (Intermedia, 2011). This means Tanzanians in 

this region have a wide variety of news and information sources available to them (97% 

use radio, 57% TV, and 22% newspapers). However, Sibuka FM, which is situated in the 

Simiyu region was picked based on its proximity and rural community location, and to 

complement the other selections.  The audiences of the four stations have a mix of 

stations to choose from at any given time. 

Sengerema radio (98.8 FM) 

The station is housed in a multipurpose community telecenter established in 2001 

under a collaborative partnership of the Tanzanian government, UNESCO, International 

Development Research Center (IDRC), and International Telecommunication Union 

(ITU). The telecenter was conceived under an international agreement intended to 

provide a model center with internet access and computer training that could benefit the 

rural community. It was borne out of a conviction that accelerated access to information 

and communication could have a positive impact on rural development and livelihoods. 

The idea was that a multipurpose community telecentre could overcome the technological 

barriers to communication, access and exchange of information with the rest of the world. 

The FM radio station was later added-on to the center by UNESCO and it commenced 

transmission in 2003.  
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By its location in an agricultural rural community, the station’s audience is 

composed largely of farmers, fishermen, and small-scaled business owners.  However, 

the station can be described as a “general geographic” in the sense that it does not belong 

to any special interest and broadcasts a wide variety of programs.  It is currently 

supervised by a women’s group called,”Wanawake wa Habari na Maendeleo Sengerema” 

(WAHAMASE) with the mandate to provide information about methods and techniques 

that empower both men and women at affordable costs.  The station has since grown to 

be a major part of the community, providing content that reflects specific needs and 

community life patterns and settings.  It serves the community in several ways, including 

making known important messages such as obituaries, weddings, and other community 

celebrations.  According to the Station Manager, Felician Ncheye, about 54% of the 

announcements the station broadcasts are related to exchange of greetings between 

citizens of the community, 35% business related, and 11% announcement about missing 

children, relatives or lost items.  The station has also assisted the local government in 

several enlightenment campaigns.  

Afya (96.8 FM)  

Afya FM is the only special interest station operating in Tanzania.  It is privately 

owned by a non-profit organization, Tandabui Health Access.  The station’s vision, 

according to the owners, is a Tanzania that is rid of preventable illnesses and diseases.  

The station promotes itself as a “health learning media.”  The station commenced 

transmission in 2009 and has won several awards for its coverage.  In 2015, the station 

launched a preventive health screening campaign that received wide acclaim.  It is a 

beneficiary of international grants from such organizations as UK’s Department for 
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International Development (DFID). The station introduced what it termed “citizen 

journalism program” and recruited individuals who are willing to serve as “community 

change agents” to bring attention “dire health service delivery” in the country. 

Although the station is located in the Mwanza city center, the signals can be 

picked at other locations in the Lake Zone regions, including Bunda in Mara and Chato, 

Muleba and Biharamulo in Kagera.  In Tanzania, it is not uncommon for community 

stations to have a wide coverage area that stretches far beyond their locations.  

Radio Saut FM (96.1)  

Saut FM is owned by Tanzania Episcopal Conference. It began operation in 1998, 

with the goal of training broadcast journalists.  It is located on the campus of St. 

Augustine University of Tanzania (from where the station derives its name) and serves as 

an arm of the University’s Department of Mass Communication.  The station’s mission 

“is to provide information for development, health, spiritual, social and cultural issues.”  

In 2010, the radio station closed on the orders of Tanzania Communication Regulatory 

Authority (TRCA) for allegedly interfering with aeronautical communications. The 

station covers Mwanza region and some parts of Kagera, Mara and Shinyanga. 

Sibuka radio (90.7FM)  

Sibuka FM is a privately-owned station. It is an arm of SIBUKA Media, 

incorporated in 2004 to run the community-based station.  The station went on air in July 

2004 from its base at Maswa, a district in Simiyu region (estimated population 

1,584,157).  In June 2006, the radio was upgraded to a district category and later to 

regional licensed category in June 2010.  
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In September 2009, SIBUKA Media incorporated TV SIBUKA, which went on 

air in November 2010 through Star Times Media Multiplex and satellite W2A and thus 

became the first local channel on terrestrial digital platform. In October 2013, TV 

SIBUKA was converted to SIBUKA Maisha and effectively became the first local pay 

channel on terrestrial television platform in Tanzania.  For is connection, the radio enjoys 

wider coverage that extends from its Maswa base station (97.0 Mhz) to nine booster 

stations across the country. In addition, Sibuka uses the internet effectively to reach a 

wider audience. 
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APPENDIX C: Survey Questionnaires for CR Operators 
 
Please answer all the questions below 

1.! Primary Information about the Radio Station:  
Length or age of operation:   
 No of paid staff: 
No of volunteers: 
Stations reach or coverage (estimate in kilometer): 
Estimated population under coverage: 
Frequency:  
Transmitting power: 

2.! What best describes your role in this radio station? (Please check all that 
apply) 
___Salaried member of staff  
___ Member of management   
___ Leader in a community-based organization 
___ Volunteer community member 
___ Advisory Board/Steering committee member  
___ State or Local government services agency officer 

___Other role (Please describe :) ____________________________________ 
 

3.! How long have you been involved with this radio station? ________________ 
 

4.! Which of the following do you think describes the central mission of your 
station? (Please select one or more in rank order of their importance to the 
community you serve). 

   Education 
   Information (News and current affairs) 

 Local development 
   Social justice 

 Entertainment 
   Peace building 

Communication 
 Democratization 
 Religious values 

   Preservation of local culture 
   Others 
 

5.! What are the top three (3) areas of programming your station broadcasts? 
a. _____________ 
b._____________ 
c._____________ 

 
 

6.! On a typical week (i.e. Monday to Sunday), how many hours does [your 
station] stay on air or broadcast? 
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7.! Are your community members involved in the affairs of the station? 

  Yes   
  No  
 
 
 

8.! If ‘Yes’, in which of the following roles are they involved? (You may rank 
order)  

  As Donors 
  Programming  
  Presentation  
  Volunteer work for station 
  Management or supervisory Board  

 Participation in community forums or events 
  Marketing or sales 

 Fund raising 
  Staff recruitment 
  Budgeting  
  Others 
 

9.! In terms of importance, rank the following opportunities for engaging your 
community members: 

  Supportive engagement as a donor,  
  Volunteering (giving time to work for station)  

 Participative engagement as a content contributor,  
  Civic engagement around public issues 
  In person engagement via events or town halls 
 

10.!If community members are involved in programming, in which of the 
following roles do they participate? 

  As interview partners 
  As local reporters 
  As guest on talk shows 
  As presenters  
  As musicians 
  As editors/producers 
  As citizen reporters 
  In call-in programs 
  Not involved in programs 
 

11.!In which of the following functions will you say your station is different from 
commercial or a public broadcasting station? Please rank order them  

   Programming 
  Community service 
   Station ownership and control 
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Open access to community members 
   Specialized news  
    Others (name them: _____________________ 
 

12.!How satisfied are you with the level of community members’ participation in 
the day-to-day running of your station?  

1.! Not at all satisfied  
2.! Slightly satisfied  
3.! Moderately satisfied  
4.! Very satisfied  
5.! Extremely satisfied 

 
 

13.!What indicators do you use to track engagement? 
  No of Call-in 

Telephone 
Letters 
On-air participation 

  Others___________ 
  We do not monitor engagement 
 

14.!In what ways has the station benefited the community? 
 
 
 

15.!Are these benefits something you consciously seek to provide? 
 
 

16.!What specific actions does your station undertake in seeking to provide those 
benefits? 

 
 
 
 

17.!Would you consider your station an influential factor in bringing changes to 
the community? 

1.! Not at all influential  
2.! Slightly influential  
3.! Somewhat influential  
4.! Very influential  
5.! Extremely influential 

 
18.!Who do you consider as your target audience? 
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19.!Does your station offer training to community members who volunteer at the 
station? 

 
 

 
20.!Give example of how the station made efforts to develop staff and volunteers 

motivation: 
 
 
 

21.!In which of the following will you say community involvement is strongest? 
Please select in rank order, one or more that are relevant to your station. 

  Station Management 
  Station financing (including fundraising)  
  Programming 

Production 
  Presentation 
 

22.!How important are contributions from civil society groups (such as women, 
unions, and NGOs) to your programing?  

0.! Not Important At All 
1.! Of Little Importance 
2.! Of Average Importance 
3.! Very Important 
4.! Absolutely Essential 

 
23.!In your opinion what are the main constraints to community participation in 

the radio station? 
 
 
 
 

24.!How regularly does your radio station promote debates on issues of concern 
that leads to change in the community? 

1.! Never  
2.! Rarely  
3.! Occasionally  
4.! A moderate amount  
5.! A great deal 

 
25.!How regularly does your radio station engage the community members on 

local issues? 
 Never  

  Rarely  
  Sometimes 
  Often  
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  All the time 
 

26.!Can you give examples of issues that have been debated? 
 
 

27.!Have there been instances where these debates have led to concrete changes 
within your community / catchment area? Any examples… 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

28.!What were the main factors which helped in making these changes possible? 
 
 

29.!Person completing the questionnaire:  
Gender:  

Female ---  
    Male --- 
 
 
 
 
 

Thank you very much for taking time to participate in this survey. 
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APPENDIX D: Survey Questionnaire for Participatory Involvement in CR  
 
The following questions are about your regular or general media use. 
 

1.! Do you read a daily newspaper? 
Never 
Hardly ever 
Sometimes 
Regularly 

 
2.! Do you watch Television News? 

Never 
Hardly ever 
Sometimes 
Regularly 

 
3.! Do you read Magazines? 

Never 
Hardly ever 
Sometimes 
Regularly 

 
4.! Do you watch Local News on Television? 

Never 
Hardly ever 
Sometimes 
Regularly 

 
5.! Do you listen to news on radio? 

  Never 
  Hardly ever 
  Sometimes 

 Regularly 
 

6.! What primary purpose does the top medium that you selected serve in your 
daily routine? For example, I watch television because…. 

 
 
 
 
 

7.! Do you or anyone in your household own a radio set? 
  Yes  

 No 
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8.! How many radio sets are in your household? 
 
 

9.! How many people live in your home?  
 
 

10.!How much time per week do you spend on listening to the radio? 
a). 0-7 hours per week  
b). 7-14 hours per week  
c). 14-21 hours per week  
d). 21-28 hours per week  
e). 28-35 hours per week 
f). more than 35 hours 

 
11.!How often, if ever, do you listen to radio shows that invite listeners to call-in 

or send a text message to discuss current events, public issues, and politics? 
   Always  
   Very Frequently 
   Occasionally  
   Rarely  
   Very Rarely  
   Never 
 

12.!Have you, yourself ever tried to call into such a radio program, or not? 
  Yes  
  No 
 

13.!Of the radio programs listed below, please identify the top 5 you enjoy most 
in their order of importance:  

   Talk show 
   Music 
   Drama 
   Political debate or interview 
   National News 
   Local News 
   Regional News 
   Folk culture 
   Cultural/traditional and  
    Health programming 
 

14.!Is the radio station you listen to: 
Private/commercial station  
Public/government station 
Community owned radio 
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15.!If you listen to community radio and you compare its program to 
private/commercial and public service stations will you say the programs 
are: 

   Much worse 
   Somewhat worse 
   About the same 
   Somewhat better 
   Much better 
 

16.!If you listen to community radio, which of the followings are reason(s) why 
you listen? (You may select more than one answer). 

   Local information / local news 
   Local voices / local personalities 
   Programs not available elsewhere/I hear something that I don’t hear anywhere 
else 
   I hear local music/they support local artists 
   They give an independent voice/not owned by government 
   Local people participate in programming/if I can get involved if I’m interested 
   The announcers sound like ordinary people/announcer sounds like one of us 
   They provide programs in local languages 
   They have diverse programs 
 

17.!How often do you discuss things happening in your community with 
neighbors or friends? 

A lot 
A fair amount  
Just some  
Very little  
Not at all   

 
18.!How often do you discuss national affairs with others? 

  Never 
  Less than once a week 
  Once or twice a week 

 Nearly every day 
  Every day 
 

19.!Would you consider yourself as a community radio volunteer? 
   Would not consider 
   Might or might not consider 
   Definitely consider 
 

20.!How will you rank your level of involvement with your community radio 
station?  

    Very involved  
   Moderately involved  
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   Slightly involved  
    Not involved  

21.!I have no say in how the station is run 
  Strongly agree 
  Agree 
  Feel neutral 
  Disagree 
  Strongly disagree 
 

22.!The station belongs to community members 
Strongly agree 
Agree 

  Feel neutral 
  Disagree 
  Strongly disagree 
 

23.!Everyone can contribute content or present program 
  Strongly agree 
  Agree 
  Feel neutral 
  Disagree 
  Strongly disagree 
 

24.!Community radio represents only the wealthy minority and acts only in their 
interest 

  Strongly agree 
  Agree 
  Feel neutral 
  Disagree 
  Strongly disagree 
 

25.!Do you think the station benefited your community? 
  Yes  
  No 
 

26.!In what ways has the station benefited the community? Please describe the 
nature of such benefit(s). 

 
 
 
 

27.!If you listen to all types of radio including private, public and community, 
please explain how you think community radio is different from 
private/commercial and public/government owned stations. 
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28.!Answer ‘Yes’ or ‘NO’ to the following questions: 
 

Have you attended a neighborhood meeting?      YES     NO 
Written a letter to a local editor or call in to a radio station?  YES      NO 
Circulated a petition for a local candidate or issue?   YES      NO 
Voted for a local elected official?     YES      NO 
Worked for a political campaign locally?               YES      NO 
Contacted a local public official?     YES      NO 
 

29.!Thinking about your local community, how interested are you in local 
community politics and local community affairs? 
 Not at all interested 
  Slightly interested 
  Moderately interested 
 Very interested 
  Extremely interested 
 

30.!How interested are you national politics and national affairs? 
    Not at all interested 
   Slightly interested 
   Moderately interested 
    Very interested 
    Extremely interested 
 
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements: 
 

31.!I consider myself well-qualified to participate in politics;  
  Strongly agree           Agree             Feel neutral            Disagree           Strongly 
disagree 
 

32.!I feel that I have a pretty good understanding of the important political 
issues facing my country; 

  Strongly agree   Agree    Feel neutral    Disagree   Strongly 
disagree 
 

33.!I feel that I could do as good a job in public office as most other people 
  Strongly agree   Agree    Feel neutral    Disagree   Strongly 
disagree 
 

34.!Under our form of government, the people have the final say about how the 
country is run, no matter who is in office; 

 
    Strongly agree   Agree    Feel neutral    Disagree   Strongly 
disagree 



Texas Tech University, Adeniyi Bello, August 2015 

184 
!

 
 

35.!If public officials are not interested in hearing what the people think, there is 
really no way to make them listen;   

  Strongly agree   Agree       Feel neutral  Disagree   Strongly disagree 
 

36.!There are many legal ways for citizens to successfully influence what the 
government does. 

Strongly agree   Agree       Feel neutral  Disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
37.!Work Status 

   Full-time 
   Part-time (non-student) 
   Home duties/House wife 
   Retired / pensioner 
   Unemployed 
   Student 
 

38.!Occupation 
   Public/government employee 
  Professional business manager or executive 
   Private, business owner or self employed 
   Sales or clerical officer 
   Technical skilled, semi-skilled or manual 
   Other  
  Not working 
 

39.!Please check the category that best describes your highest level of formal 
education. 

  Primary education 
Attended or completed secondary school  
Technical training 
Some higher education  

   University graduate 
    Have a Master’s degree  

Have a Ph.D., M.D., or similar advanced degree 
 

40.!Please indicate year you were born  
  
 

41.!Gender 
   Male     
   Female 
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Thank you very much for taking time to participate in this survey. 
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Appendix E: Focus Group Questions 
 

 
1.! Do you listen to radio? 

2.! If you do, where do you listen? 

3.! Do you listen alone or with friends or family?  

4.! Do you listen to public, private of community radio? 

5.! What do you most like to hear on the radio? 

6.! Why do you listen to the program? 

7.! How does a community station differ from a commercial station?  

8.! Why do you prefer community to private or public radio? 

9.! Do you at any time actively participate in the program? 

10.!How will you describe the programming? 

11.!How involved are you with the station? 

12.!In what aspect are you involved?  

13.!What contribution(s) does the station make to the community? 

14.!Do you feel your radio station provides social benefits to the community? 

15.!If so, what is the nature of these benefits / how would you define them? 

16.!Does your radio station promote dialogue and debate on issues of concern to 

communities? 

17.!Is participation in programming and management of the station open to all? 

18.!How do you support the station? 

 
 
Thank you very much for taking time to participate in this the discussion. 
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Appendix F:  Map of Tanzania Showing locations of Community Radio Stations 
 
!!
 

!

 


