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Abstract 

 
 The purpose of this research is to examine the effect of human rights training on Ghanaian 

journalists who have taken part in the Journalists for Human Rights program and to 
investigate the barriers to human rights reporting in Ghana. 
 
This research is based on nine semi-structured interviews with Ghanaian journalists involved 
in the Journalists for Human Rights program. Interviews were conducted in Accra, Ghana 
between December 10, 2005, and January 14, 2006 with respondants who had taken part in 
the program for at least six months. 
 
The analysis revealed that Human Rights Education, Empowerment and Technical Skills 
were the main areas influenced by the JHR training. The human rights education component 
of the training was found to have had the least effect on the journalists in the program, while 
more dramatic effects were found in the areas of empowerment and improved technical 
skills, like writing, interviewing and editing.  
 
Barriers to reporting on human rights in Ghana were separated into two main headings: 
Barriers Within the JHR Program and Barriers Within Ghanaian Society and Structures. 
Several sub-categories were then explored to present the full range of both implicit and 
explicit barriers to human rights reporting in Ghana. Barriers within the program were 
divided into Economic, Cultural and Experience and Role of the Trainer.  
 
Economic barriers include the difficulty created by the non-payment of Ghanaian journalists 
in the training program; cultural barriers include differences between the Western trainers 
and the Ghanaian journalists in terms of what constitutes a human rights abuse and what is a 
cultural tradition; and experience and role of the trainer explaines how the Ghanaian 
journalistsÕ perception of the educational and professional background of the Western trainers 
impacts the success of the training. Some of these barriers were also found in Ghanaian 
society where the barriers were defined as Economic; and Profit, Politics and Public 
Dis(interest). In this case, economic includes incentive called ÒSolidarity MoneyÓ journalists 
are given to cover promotional events which they must forego in order to cover human rights 
stories. Profit, Politics and Public Disinterest describes managerial and editorial decisions to 
prioritize political stories over human rights stories because of greater public interest and the 
resulting higher revenues.  
 
Finally, placing some of the major findings in social, historical and global contexts, the 
results were expanded into the following higher order categories: Conceptual Confusion, 
Inequality and An Image of Africa. Within Conceptual Confusion it is argued that what is 
actually being transferred to Ghanaian journalists is closer to what Johan Galtung called 
ÒHuman JournalismÓ than it is to human rights journalism, and that this kind of journalism 
offers positive benefits not only to Ghanaian journalists but could be incorporated by 
journalists around the world in order to focus on issues of peace, development and 
environmental issues. Inequality highlights divisions inherent in many training programs that 
take place in poor countries and often mirror global inequalities. It stresses that these 
inequalities should be identified and reduced in order to facilitate more effective training. 
Finally, An Image of Africa looks at need for proper contextualization of all news reporting 
from Africa, especially when covering stories that could be perceived as negative so as not to 
avoid the reproduction of post-colonial stereotypes of the African ÒotherÓ, a concept 
advanced in Orientalism by Edward Said. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Almost 60 years have passed since The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was 

adopted by the United Nations General Assembly. A landmark document, the declaration set 

forth the human rights and fundamental freedoms to which all people, everywhere in the 

world, are entitled without discrimination. Since that time, seven core international human 

rights treaties have been established, along with five optional protocols. On the state level, 

human rights declarations have been enshrined in the national constitutions of many countries 

where they are legally binding and enforceable. 

 

Eleanor Roosevelt famously said that, "The destiny of human rights is in the hands of all our 

citizens in all our communitiesÓ. (Roosevelt: 1958) However, in many countries there still 

remains a real gap between the existence of international and national mechanisms 

established to protect human rights, and citizensÕ knowledge and understanding of them. 

Clearly, if people are to hold the destiny of human rights in their hands, this knowledge is 

essential or the purpose and effectiveness of the UDHR and subsequent treaties will be lost.  

  

Education is the only way to bridge this gap, and one way to reach the broadest possible 

audience is through the utilization of the national media. The news media in particular have 

an invaluable role to play in human rights education by drawing attention to human rights 

issues and by exposing abuses when they occur.  

 

But it is not as easy as simply asking journalists to cover human rights. Researchers studying 

the media and its role in human rights education have insisted that training programs for 

journalists need to be developed. (See Kivikuru 2000, Kaplan 2002 and MacIntyre 2003) 

Without training, journalists will not be able to cover the issues accurately or to transfer 

appropriate information and knowledge to their audiences.  

 

Yet, despite calls for such training programs, and their subsequent creation, no empirical 

studies have been done to explore the effect these programs have on participating journalists. 

By focusing on the experiences of journalists who have participated in one such training 

program, this thesis attempts, in some small way, to fill this gap in the literature. 

 

Specifically, this study will focus on the impact that training in human rights reporting has 

had on Ghanaian journalists who have participated in the Journalists for Human Rights (JHR) 
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program. It will attempt to identify what they see as challenges and successes of the training 

and examine what human rights and human rights reporting means to them in their 

professional context. Ultimately, it will help us to better understand the reality faced by 

Ghanaian journalists who attempt to incorporate a human rights focus into their daily work, 

as well as the potential of journalism in human rights education in the country at large. 
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2. Background 

 

2.1 Journalists for Human Rights 
 

Journalists for Human rights is a Canadian-based charitable organization that was founded in 

May 2002. The organization is divided into two main parts: a domestic program in which 

Canadian journalism students organize chapters at their universities and engage in and 

promote human rights reporting; and the overseas human rights journalism training programs 

which have taken place in several African countries, of which the Ghana program is the 

largest and longest running. 

 

Since July 2003, more than 50 journalists trainers, mostly from Canada, have been sent to 

Ghana for periods that range from two to six months. Each journalism trainer is partnered 

with at least one journalist at a Ghanaian media organization and works with him/her on a 

daily basis with a goal of increasing the quantity and quality of human rights reporting at that 

particular media institution. According to JHR, the role of the trainer is not to write the 

stories themselves, but instead to ensure that the Ghanaian journalist trainee is Òcovering the 

story with integrity and a firm knowledge of human rights.Ó (JHR Website: Ghana Programs)  

 

After the training period is over, a new journalist trainer may replace the former one and 

continue working with the same Ghanaian journalist; the new trainer may work with a 

different journalist in the same media house or JHR could decide to send the new trainer to 

another media house and conclude its partnership with the former.  

 

In exchange for the training, JHR requires a commitment from partner organizations to 

publish human rights stories. JHR says this has resulted in designated pages once a week 

from newspaper partners, radio documentaries on rights issues at least once a week, and TV 

documentaries on rights issues at least once a month.  The overall goal of JHR is to make the 

African public Òmore aware of their rights, improving peace and security and strengthening 

the democratisation process. By limiting JHR's presence in any one country to five years, it 

hopes to have a sustainable and enduring impact without creating dependency.Ó (JHR 

Website: Mission)  
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JHR stands apart from other media organizations working internationally. Instead of working 

on basic freedom of expression issues like organizations such as Article 19 and Reporters 

without Borders, JHR focuses on countries that have already reached a certain level of 

freedom of expression.  It uses this freedom as a starting point from which to enhance 

coverage of human rights issues to help inform citizens about their rights. JHRÕs long-term 

training program in human rights reporting in Ghana is the first of its kind in Africa. 

 

This research was conducted in Accra between December 2005 and January 2006, more than 

half-way through the organizationÕs five-year mandate in Ghana and at a time when the most 

recent JHR trainers were just finishing six month contracts. Therefore, it was an opportune 

time to interview the Ghanaian journalists because they were interested in reflecting on their 

recently concluded experiences with the latest JHR trainers.  

 

It should be acknowledged from the outset that the Journalists for Human Rights program is 

currently undergoing changes that will likely affect how future training initiatives are 

implemented. The scope of this paper however, is limited to the experiences of nine 

Ghanaian journalists who took part in the JHR program prior to January 2006. 

 

2.2 Personal Background 
 

I first went to Ghana in October 2002 as a volunteer for a Canadian international 

development organization. After working as a journalist for the Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation for three years, I decided to embark on a different challenge and took a position 

as a project officer for a local womenÕs organization near the town of Elmina. I lived there 

for just under two years and had a profound experience that still resonates in my daily life. 

 

During my time there I became familiar with the national and local media, listening to the 

radio, watching supper-hour newscasts and reading several newspapers a day. What was 

missing in the media were stories about regular Ghanaians, people like my neighbours and 

friends and the women I worked with, struggling against enormous odds just to get by day to 

day. Journalists for Human Rights was starting up around that time and as a journalist, I was 

immediately interested in the concept of a long-term training program in human rights 

reporting. I wondered if it would help enable Ghanaian journalists to reflect the lives of 

ordinary Ghanaians through their own media. Also, as a Westerner, I knew something of the 

challenges involved in arriving in Ghana and trying to gain the respect of local colleagues, 
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while working to implement a development project. I often wondered how they perceived my 

role in it and what, if anything, they felt they gained from my participation. In the same way, 

I was curious about how the JHR training program would be received and the impact it would 

have on the Ghanaians who took part. Two years after leaving Ghana, I returned to 

investigate.  

 

2.3 Human Rights in Ghana 
 

To understand the current state of human rights in Ghana, and where journalists fit in, it is 

first necessary to look to the past. The Transatlantic Slave trade and British colonialism both 

had serious ramifications for human rights in the country and both will briefly be looked at 

here. Following that, I look at the state of human rights in GhanaÕs post-independence years 

and finally, the enshrinement of human rights in the 1992 constitution, the setting up of 

Commission of Human Rights and Administrative Justice (CHRAJ) and the signing of major 

international human rights treaties. 

 

 

2.3.1 The Transa tlantic Slav e Trade 

 

Any discussion about the history of human rights in Ghana would be remiss not to mention 

the Transatlantic Slave Trade. While acknowledging the existence of inter-tribal slavery prior 

to the Transatlantic Slave Trade and accepting that some Africans were involved in the 

capture and sale of their own people, the fact remains that the Transatlantic Slave Trade is 

one of the largest and most egregious examples of mass human rights violations the continent 

and indeed the world has ever seen. Most estimates put the number of slaves that landed in 

the ÒNew WorldÓ at around 10 million, a deceivingly modest number according to historian 

Walter Rodney, who says even if that number is accepted, it doesnÕt take into account the 

people who died during the transatlantic voyages, estimated to be between 15% and 20% of 

all captives, nor does it include those killed in battles orchestrated to capture slaves for trade. 

(Rodney: 1973) 

 

It is estimated that on average more than 5000 slaves a year for the years between 1445 and 

1870 were shipped from slave castles along The Gold Coast (present-day Ghana) alone. 

(http://ghana.co.uk/history/history/slave_trade.htm)  
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In a declaration at the 2001 World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, 

Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, slavery was described as a Òcrime against humanity and 

should always have been soÉÓ (WCAR Declaration: 2001)  

 

2.3.2 Colonialism  

 

While the Portuguese, Danes, Dutch and British had been doing trade with Ghana since the 

14th century in goods from gold to slaves, it wasnÕt until 1901 that Ghana officially became a 

colony under the British. Colonial rule lasted more than half a century until 1957 when 

Ghana became the first independent sub-Saharan African country. On December 14, 1960, 

The United Nations General AssemblyÕs Declaration of Independence to Colonial Countries 

and Peoples denounced colonialism as a violation of human rights, stating in part:  

 
The subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination and exploitation 
constitutes a denial of fundamental human rights, is contrary to the Charter of the 
United Nations and is an impediment to the promotion of world peace and co-
operation. (United Nations General Assembly: 1960) 

   

 

2.3.3 Post Indepe ndence  

 

While independence from colonial rule was ushered in with much hope, the post-colonial era 

is notable for its strong-handed leaders and military coups. Independence leader Kwame 

Nkrumah had used the media, in the form of his own newspaper, to fight for independence 

from Britain and to galvanize public support for his party and leadership. However, upon 

becoming president after his democratic election into office, he quickly curtailed freedom of 

the press. (National Reconciliation Commission Report 2004: 136) Successive leaders, both 

military and civilian, clamped down on freedoms, and human rights abuses such as arbitrary 

detentions, political killings and unlawful seizure of property became part of the fabric of 

GhanaÕs post-independence years.  

 

But it was under the second military regime headed by Flight Lieutenant Jerry John Rawlings 

(December 31, 1981-January 6, 1993) that human rights abuses became the most widespread. 

Amnesty International cites political imprisonment without trial, torture and executions 

among the most common human rights violations of the Rawlings era and notes that between 

1983 and 1993, there were more than 260 official executions, of which 23 were for political 



 

7 

offences. The organization says the real figures are likely far greater since death sentences 

were not always announced and exclude the hundreds who were reportedly extra-judicially 

executed in the early 1980s by the armed forces or supporters of the government. (Amnesty 

International: 1991) 

 

However, just as there is a debate raging amongst scholars regarding the nature of human 

rights and its role in Development Communication theory and practice (to be discussed in 

Chapter 4), there is also a debate within academic circles regarding RawlingsÕ record on 

human rights. The debate is an ideological one, split between those with a so-called Western 

or individual perception of human rights which values civil and political rights above all 

others, and those who view collective, socio-economic and cultural rights as the more 

important.1  The views of Haynes (1991) and Oquaye (1995) exemplify this discussion.  

 

While not dismissing individual human rights violations under Rawlings, Haynes argues that 

the extension of electricity to remote areas in the north and the construction and repair of 

roads and other national infrastructure, Òmay be said to enhance Ôhuman rightsÕ.Ó (Haynes 

1991: 425) Oquaye, on the other hand, states that Rawlings Òmaligned and exploitedÕ the 

notion of traditional African human rights, which prioritized group rights over individual 

rights and instead of enhancing the human rights of Ghanaians, he Òintroduced a politics of 

violence that shattered civil society.Ó (Oquaye 1995: 556, 559)  

 

2.3.4 The 1992 Constitution an d Other I nternational Huma n Rights  

         Treaties  

 

The year 1992 marked a major shift in GhanaÕs post-independence era as Rawlings, under 

international and domestic pressure, began a transition back to civilian rule after his 12-year 

military regime.2 In that year, a constitution was drafted and ratified and it remains the 

foundation for all laws in Ghana. Human rights and freedoms are enshrined in Chapter Five 

of the constitution and closely follow the rights and freedoms protected under the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Also enshrined in the 1992 constitution is ÒFreedom 

and Independence of the MediaÓ, under Chapter 12 which states in part that, ÒEditors and 

                                            
1The official United Nations position on the debate between Civil and Political Rights and Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights is that they are all universal, indivisible and interdependent. See ÒPress Release HR/4344, PI 
1045Ó, December 8, 1997 online at http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/1997/19971208.HR4344.html, see also 
Robinson, Mary. ÒAdvancing Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights: The Way ForwardÓ. Human Rights Quarterly 
26 (2004) 
2 Civilian rule was officially reinstated on January 6, 1993 
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publishers of newspapers and other institutions of the mass media shall not be subject to 

control or interference by Government, nor shall they be penalized or harassed for their 

editorial opinions and views, or the content of their publications,Ó and that Òall agencies of 

the mass media shall, at all times, be free to uphold the principles, provisions and objectives 

of this Constitution, and shall uphold the responsibility and accountability of the Government 

to the people of Ghana.Ó (Constitution of the Republic of Ghana, 1992: Ch. 12, 162 [4], 162 

[5]) 

 

Importantly, the constitution required the creation of the Commission on Human Rights and 

Administrative Justice (CHRAJ), formally established by in 1993 by an Act of Parliament 

(Act 456) and charged with promoting human rights and investigating cases of human rights 

abuses and corruption in the country. The Commission is a fully autonomous agency with 

powers to investigate the government. (Bossman 2005: Interview). 

 

In addition to the rights enshrined in the constitution and the creation of the CHRAJ, Ghana 

has signed and/or ratified 11 out of 13 of the United Nations treaties and optional protocols 

on human rights including: 

 
!  The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
!  The Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights  
!  The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
!  The Convention Against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment 
!  The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
!  The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
!  The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination against Women  
!  The International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers 

and Members of Their Families 
!  The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
!  The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the involvement 

of children in armed conflict 
!  The Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on the sale of 

children, child prostitution and child pornography3 
 

However, international treaties and national constitutional provisions have little value if the 

people they were created to protect donÕt know about them. The media can be the crucial link 

                                            
3 No action has been taken on The Optional Protocol to the Convention Against Torture and Cruel, Inhuman 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, or The Second Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights 
(http://www.unhchr.ch/tbs/doc.ns f/newhvstatusbycountry?OpenView&Start=1&Count=250&Expand=67#67) 
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between the two, and it is precisely this link that Journalists for Human Rights aims to 

establish through its training programs in Ghana. 

 

2.4 Media and Human Rights 
 

The media and human rights intersect in two important ways. First of all, the media have the 

ability to cover and cover-up human rights abuses, to call for accountability as well as to 

support abusive regimes. Secondly, freedom of expression is a fundamental human right in 

and of itself, which is exercised through the media and journalists by virtue of their very 

profession.  

 

2.4.1 The Media and Human R ights in G hana  

 

This dual role has contributed to the post-colonial reality in Ghana where the media have 

been both supporters of human rights abuses and victims of them. The National 

Reconciliation Commission (NRC) was set up in 2002 to look into accusations of human 

rights violations in Ghana between March 6th, 1957 and January 6th, 1993. The Executive 

Summary of its final report published in 2004 states:  

 
Building a future for Ghana that is united, peaceful and humane also demands 
providing redress, including healing, for those who were hurt in the nature of killings, 
abductions, disappearances, torture, seizure of property and ill-treatment. The 
Commission was seen by the Ghana Parliament as a vehicle to facilitate the 
attainment of these goals.  (NRC Report 2004: Executive Summary, 2) 

 

While much of the NRC findings deal with government officials and institutions, Chapter 3 

of Volume 4 is devoted entirely to the media and for the first time takes an in-depth look at 

the relationship between the media and human rights from independence until 1993. I will 

briefly summarize that chapter and its conclusions in order to further demonstrate the 

relevance of the JHR program and this research study examining its effects on Ghanaian 

journalists. 
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2.4.2 The Findings  of the Nation al Reco nciliation Commis sion 4 

  

The Commission criticized Kwame Nkrumah, the countryÕs charismatic independence leader 

and first constitutionally elected president, for placing severe restrictions on the countryÕs 

media. During his leadership, the media was Òcompletely state-controlled, where a culture of 

fanaticism reigned, and where the imprisonment of Ghanaian journalists or deportation of 

foreign journalists were not uncommon.Ó (National Reconciliation Commission, 2004: p. 

136)  

 

The years following Nkrumah were characterized by a period of successive military regimes, 

[Joseph Ankrah (1966-1969), Akwasi Afrifa (1969-1970), Ignatious Acheamphong (1972-

1978) and Fred Akuffo (1978-1979)] under which the media willingly supported the mandate 

of the government of the day, or was coerced to do so. This is despite declarations by military 

rulers that they respected freedom of the press.  Acheamphong stated, ÒFreedom of the press 

in Ghana is absolutely guaranteed under the NRC.Ó (Acheanphong in NRC Report 2004, p. 

163) However, under Acheamphong, editors of state-owned press were detained and 

replaced, and journalists were frequently intimidated and threatened by National Redemption 

Council officials. (Ibid) 

 

One exception to government control and outright abuse of the media can be found in the 

two-year constitutional presidency of Hilla Limann (1979-1981) in which he permitted more 

openness than previous regimes. However, even during this period, most media outlets 

continued their role of supporting and not criticizing the government. 

 

Any small gains made under Limann were entirely lost during the military rule of Flight 

Lieutenant Jerry John Rawlings who seized power in a coup dÕetat in December, 1981. The 

country entered its longest uninterrupted period of military rule under Rawlings, who 

returned the country to constitutional rule in 1993. During this period, any media not 

sympathetic to RawlingsÕ revolution were intimidated and shut down for unpatriotic 

reporting. Rawlings introduced a newspaper licensing law that forced all newspapers to 

reapply for licenses, essentially barring all critical papers from publishing in the country.  

 

                                            
4The National Reconciliation Commission began in 2002 and concluded in 2004. Part of its mandate was to 
Òrecommend appropriate redress for the wrongs found by the Commission to have arisen from the activities or 
inactivities of public institutions and persons holding public office between 6th March, 1957 and 6th January, 
1993.Ó NRC Report, 2004, Volume 2, Chapter 2, p.9 
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RawlingsÕ campaign of house cleaning, which amounted to the execution of former 

government officials, political opponents and average citizens, was celebrated, not 

questioned, in most of the countryÕs media. The Commission says this is not only a 

consequence of intimidation but also the willing self-censorship on the part of journalists and 

a learned tendency to be sycophantic to government.  

 

In its conclusion of ÒThe Media and Human Rights in GhanaÓ, the National Reconciliation 

Commission condemns the Ghanaian press for not speaking out against human rights abuses 

under these regimes, and directly implicates them in the perpetration of abuses. It states: 

 
 
State media and sometimes private media rationalized policies - good or bad - of the 
different military regimes, and were in many ways accomplices in the victimization of 
peopleÉI t is important that journalists, collectively and individually examine some of 
the past actions of the media, in order to better understand the role the media have 
wittingly or unwittingly played in the countryÕs noble and ignoble history. 
 
There is a need to recognize and acknowledge [ the mediaÕs]  role in promoting a 
culture of human rights abuse, as well as their role in helping to nurture a culture of 
respect for human rights and dignity. This would enable the media to spearhead the 
process of their own institutional re-invention, improve their capacity to champion 
the cause of human rights, and thereby prevent future governments from using them 
to legitimize their actions. (NRC Report 2004- 193-195, emphasis added) 
 

 

While it is beyond the scope of my research, it is clear that the culpability assigned to the 

Ghanaian media by the NRC for past human rights abuses, and itÕs challenge to them to right 

past wrongs by nurturing a culture of respect for human rights, necessitates an investigation 

into where the journalism profession stands now after 13 years of democratic constitutional 

rule, in which Fundamental Human Rights and Freedoms and the Freedom and Independence 

of the Media are enshrined in the constitution. This study will look at the effect that human 

rights training for Ghanaian journalists is having within this context. 
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3. Purpose of Study and Research Questions 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine the experience of Ghanaian journalists taking part in 

the Journalists for Human Rights training program, to reveal the successes and challenges 

they encounter during the training process and to determine factors which may inhibit human 

rights reporting in Ghana. This study was conducted at various locations in Accra, Ghana 

between Dec 10, 2005 and January 18, 2006. 

 

Research Questions 
 

1. What effect do Ghanaian journalists feel the JHR training has had on them as journalists 

and on the stories they produce? 

 

2. What are the barriers to successfully reporting on human rights in Ghana? 
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4. Theoretical Approach 

 

4.1 Development Communication  
 

Development Communication (DC) is a multidisciplinary theory stemming from 

communication theory and several social science traditions. Definitions of DC differ 

depending on the particular paradigm researchers adhere to. For the purposes of this thesis, 

DC is understood as the utilization of media and communications technologies for the 

creation of social, political, economic and/or democratic change, typically in developing 

countries. Servaes distinguishes between three DC paradigms: modernization, dependency 

and multiplicity (Servaes 2004: 269-80). I will briefly address these paradigms, show how 

they relate to the growing call for a human rights-based framework for DC initiatives and 

explain where and how the JHR program fits in. 

 

4.1.1 The Moderni zation Para digm  

 

In the 1950Õs and 60Õs, modernization was the predominant theory of the day, guided by the 

writings of Western economists like Rosenstein-Rodan, Nurkse and Lewis and advanced by 

Rostow in his Five States of Economic Growth theory. Rostow argued that all societies must 

go through the same five steps to modernization and that most developing countries were still  

caught in the first phase, that of the traditional society.  

 

The key to development was increasing capital and savings. As such, the development 

communication programs at the time focused primarily on educating populations about how 

to manipulate their harvests using new technologies and techniques and educating them about 

controlling their own birthrates.  It was assumed that when agricultural production was on the 

increase and the birthrate was on the decrease, people would be well on their way to a 

modern society or so-called ÒdevelopmentÓ. These behaviour change programs were run in a 

top-down way, with foreign experts often using the mass media to deliver information to Òan 

unsuspecting and passive audience.Ó (Melkote and Kandath : 190) 

 

Despite the fact that the Universal Declaration of Human Rights had been adopted in 1948, 

human rights are missing from this phase of communication theory. I argue that development 

theory at this time embodied a de-humanizing element by limiting or preventing the 
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participation of ÒrecipientsÓ, disregarding or labeling as wrong and backwards their 

indigenous knowledge and experiences, and looking for psychological reasons to explain 

why they lagged behind. 

 

4.1.2 The Depend ency Parad igm  

 

By the 1970Õs however, this view was being challenged by another theory, which evolved 

from scholars in developing countries in Latin America. It still viewed development in 

primarily economic terms, but instead of Òblaming the victimÓ as the modernization theory 

tended to do, it blamed political and economic structures and power inequalities for slow 

development. Dos SantosÕ definition is still one of the most widely accepted. He describes 

dependency as Òan historical condition, which shapes a certain structure of the world 

economy such that it favors some countries to the detriment of others and limits the 

development possibilities of the subordinate economies.Ó (Dos Santos in Fann, 1971: 226) 

 

Development communication theorists working within this paradigm argued that it was the 

communication structure that posed an impediment to development and that new media 

policies needed to be adopted in order to level the playing field and take the power out of the 

hands of foreign, elite and commercial interests. These policies would Òpromote national and 

public goals that could put the media in the service of the people rather than as pipelines for 

capitalist ideologues.Ó (Waisbord 2001: 17) This meant moving towards the nationalization 

of the media.  

 

At the same time, the concept of the Òright to communicateÓ was introduced by former UN 

official Jean DÕArcy. As early as 1969, he foresaw the coming technological revolution and 

wanted equal access for all people to telecommunications technology, not just those in rich 

countries.  He argued that the communication rights enshrined in the UDHR under Article 19 

were insufficient to ensure this equality and he called for the UDHR to encompass the Right 

to Communication because it was Òa more extensive right than a manÕs right to information.Ó 

(DÕArcy in Richstad, 1977: 14)  It is at this phase of development communication theory that 

human rights become part of the discourse. 
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4.1.3 The Multipli city Paradig m  

 

Both the Modernization and Dependency paradigms of Development Communication use 

predominantly top-down methodologies when trying to achieve their aims. To counter this 

tendency, a bottom-up theory of participatory communication was born. In this theory, the 

individual, not the information, is central to the process of communication and development. 

If real social change is to take place than the beneficiaries of change must be permitted to 

shape it and decide what is best for themselves. This paradigm focuses mainly on self-

reliance, meeting basis needs and cultural autonomy. (Melkote and Kandath: 193)  

 

While the discourse of rights is not explicit in this model, the focus on the role of individuals 

as change agents within their communities and the inclusion and acceptance of indigenous 

voices, knowledge, cultures and experience has clear linkages to a rights-based framework. 

According to Bessette, ÒIt has to be adapted to each context, by the main actors involved in 

the research or development activities. It also has to be nourished by the lessons of 

experience and of learning from poor communities who, through communication, take 

ownership by themselves for the leadership of development initiatives.Ó (Bessette 2004) 

 

A more recent development within the multiplicity or participatory paradigm of DC is a focus 

on the process of empowerment. Empowerment is defined as the process of individuals and 

communities gaining access to the skills, resources and knowledge necessary to solve their 

own problems and make their societies more equitable. Advocates argue that empowerment 

is necessary to counter existing structures and systems of domination and control. More than 

other participatory processes, empowerment relies almost entirely on local people to control 

the process. Development workers have a peripheral role as consultants or mentors. Rather 

than a short-term project with easily measurable results, empowerment is a long-term process 

that Òprivileges and empowers multiple voices and perspectives and truly facilitates co-equal 

sharing of knowledge and solution alternatives among the beneficiaries and benefactors,Ó 

(Melkote and Kandath: 201)  
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4.2 Development Communication Theory and Human Rights 
     Discourse 
 

Coinciding with the push for empowerment-based DC initiatives and closely related to it, is 

the growing body of literature which argues that peopleÕs knowledge and understanding of 

their human rights are a prerequisite for true citizenship and participation in society, and thus 

essential for their own empowerment and their societyÕs development. (see Murdock in 

Skovmand 1992, White 2004, Linden 1999, Kivikuru 2000) 

 

It is within this area of development communication theory that this study of the effects of 

human rights training on Ghanaian journalists will be situated. However, it must be stated 

that this theoretical framework is not unproblematic due to the complexity, multiple 

definitions and incarnations of the term Òhuman rights,Ó and therefore it is incumbent not 

only to review the development communication literature on the topic, but to incorporate 

such a review into the larger debate regarding human rights in general.  

 

4.2.1 Human Right s: Empower ment or Western Imperiali sm?  

 

Participatory development communication theorist Robert A. White is one of the main 

advocates to advance the human rights focus within the discipline. He argues that the goal of 

development communication must be Òthe cultural and political acceptance of universal 

human rightsÓ. (White 2004: 7)  

 

Within that framework, he argues, new grass roots movements based around gender, youth, 

ethnicity and race among others, will be empowered and thus make social change possible. 

White says that a human rights focus is needed to counter neoliberal ideology that has 

undermined human rights and human well-being by focusing on the free market and the 

hollow promise that Òthe invisible hand of the market will somehow bring the greatest 

happiness to the greatest number.Ó (White 2004: 19) Finally, he says a human rights focus 

goes hand in hand with a new morality based on communitarian values and citizenship, as 

opposed to the isolation and individualism of liberalism. 

 

It is here where the debate surrounding a human rights focus for DC programs grows more 

complex. In his analysis, White clearly defines human rights as not only civil and political 

human rights, but socio-economic and cultural as well. In other words, human rights not just 



 

17 

for the individual but also for the community, just as the UDHR and subsequent treaties 

intended it. 

 

However, international political theorist Tony Evans warns that human rights discourse as it 

is commonly used and understood in the current geo-political system is intimately tied to 

neoliberalism, not opposed to it as White argues, and thus should not only be seen as only as 

discourse of freedom, but also of domination.  

 He argues:  

Within the ambit of market discipline, as opposed to that of international law, human 
rights are conceptualized as the freedoms necessary to maintain and legitimate 
particular forms of production and exchange. These are a set of negative rights 
associated with liberty, security and propertyÉ . Although the global legal human rights 
regime is said to embrace the unity of all rights, including economic, social and cultural 
rights, market discipline pursues only those rights necessary to sustain legitimate claims 
for liberal freedoms. (Evans 2005: 1057) 

  

Civil and political rights as well as economic, social and cultural (ESC) rights are legally 

binding and enshrined in two international covenants ratified in 1966. However, unlike civil 

and political rights, ESC rights are diminished by neoliberals who view them as aspirational, 

and International Monetary Fund conditionalities and World Bank development policies 

often violate these rights in the name of economic improvement. (Ibid: 1059-60) 

 

Likewise, in the current global political climate, human rights abuses by state agents against 

its citizens are often used as legitimization for military action by rich states against weaker 

states. The invasion and current occupation of Iraq serves as a recent example. 

 

On December 2, 2005, Scott McClellan, spokesman for the President of the United States, 

defended the country against claims that the US had tortured suspected terrorists in secret 

jails by stating the following: 

 

 When it comes to human rights, there is no greater leader than the United  
States of America, and we show that by holding people accountable when they break 
the law or they violate human rights. And we show that by supporting the advance of 
freedom and democracy and supporting those in countries that are having their human 
rights denied or violated, like North Korea. We show that by liberating people in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, some 50 million people. And no one has done more when it 
comes to human rights than the United States of America. (McClellan: 2005) 
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In the face of such rhetoric, it is not surprising that human rights are perceived to be tools of 

Western propaganda and just the latest mask of Western aggression and imperialism. Human 

rights rhetoric of this order is perhaps the biggest threat to human rights acceptance and 

practice around the world.  

 

Contributing to the problematic is that while socio-economic and cultural rights are 

considered to be more community-centred than civic and political human rights, there is a 

third generation of rights which should be considered. Called collective or solidarity rights, 

these rights deal specifically with collective concerns such as Òpeace, development, 

ecological balance and communication.Ó (Linden 1999: 413)  These rights were particularly 

important in developing countries during independence struggles but they are not enshrined 

in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and as Linden notes, there is little consensus 

as to whether they are should be considered real human rights or not. (Linden: Ibid) 

 

There is a real risk that top-down development communication approaches, based on the 

individualistic definition of human rights imbedded in neoliberal development policies 

ubiquitous in the developing world will be poorly received in countries where human rights 

are more closely associated with cultural and collective rights. As Kivikuru argues, in the 

African context where there is uneasiness about human rights, the discomfort reflects cultural 

distancing more than political resistance and has led to human rights being portrayed by some 

in the African media as Òa northern hangup.Ó (Kivikuru 2000: 82) 

 

4.2.2 Human Right s and Cultur e  

 

But taking culture into consideration when it comes to human rights is a controversial notion, 

often written off as relativist. That human rights are universal in nature is considered beyond 

question by most Western academics and politicians. But it bears pointing out once again that 

the perception of these rights differs in developing nations. For example, at a regional 

conference in Thailand, prior to the 1993 Vienna conference which proclaimed the 

universality of human rights, the Bangkok Declaration of Asian countries stated: 

 ÒÉ. that while human rights are universal in nature, they must be considered in the 

context of a dynamic and evolving process of international norm setting, bearing in mind the 

significance of national and regional particularities and various historical, cultural, and 

religious backgrounds.Ó (Bangkok Declaration quoted in Banda, 2003: 3) 
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This statement reinforces the desire on the part of many developing countries to have some 

degree of cultural flexibility in defining human rights. Hamelink persuasively argues that this 

can be done without succumbing to relativism. He suggests that the universality of human 

rights still leaves room for different cultural interpretations and implementation. However, he 

adds the caveat that if these cultural interpretations threaten to violate the principals of 

international human rights law, then such interpretations should be assessed by the 

international community in order to judge their validity. (Hamelink in Linden 1999: 414)  

 

Similarly, White argues that there is still room for growth in terms of what is defined as 

human rights. He says discussion and development of the concept is possible and that it can 

be adapted to different cultural contexts. Ultimately though, both Hamelink and White 

support the argument that human rights are universal while allowing an important role for 

local culture within these universally defined norms. 

 

4.2.3 Towards a Human Right s Based D evelopment Com munication?  

 

Empowerment and social change facilitated through a human rights-based participatory 

approach that values culture has the potential to dramatically improve the lives of individuals 

and societies around the world. The difficulties arise from the ways in which some powerful 

governments and international organizations have chosen to define human rights and their 

decision to prioritize some rights over others. This can create a perception that human rights 

are another Òburdensome and inappropriate importÓ (Lush in Kayizzi-Mugerwa 1998: 64) 

that have little relevance to the worldÕs diverse cultures. In addition, political rhetoric about 

human rights to legitimate military action on sovereign nations endangers acceptance and 

ownership of human rights in countries already skeptical about Western imperialist ambitions 

and aid conditionalities that put human rights second to profit-making.  

 

Theorists and development communication practitioners are not alone in their advancement 

of a human rights framework for development. In 2003, civil society groups from around the 

world participating in the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) in Geneva put 

human rights at the top of their agenda in their call for a just and equitable information 

society. In a declaration to the WSIS entitled ÔShaping Information Societies for Human 

NeedsÕ, the organizations stated the urgent need to build people-centred information and 

communication societies: 
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 Ét hat pursue the objectives of sustainable development, democracy, and gender 
equality, for the attainment of a more peaceful, just, egalitarian and thus 
sustainable world, premised on the principles enshrined in the Charter of the 
United Nations and in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. (WSIS Civil 
Society Plenary 2003: 324) 

 

But where exactly do journalists fit in to a human rights-based framework for development 

communication?  Because human rights-based DC theory is a relatively new area of research, 

the DC literature is still lacking when it comes to the specific role of journalism and 

journalists. However, it is clear that journalists by their profession as communicators and 

disseminators of information have a crucial part to play in the information society and 

development communication as a whole. As Argren argues, Òthe application of a rights-based 

approach in the information society should not only be limited to the distribution of ICT 

among all peoples of the world but could be extended also to include medias [sic] reporting 

in a broader sense.Ó (Argren 2004: 17, emphasis added) It is here where the Journalists for 

Human Rights training program fits in.  
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5. Methods and Materials 

 

I decided that semi-structured in-person interviews with the Ghanaian journalists were the 

most effective way to elicit the information that would answer my research questions.  I 

conducted 11 interviews of which nine were with Ghanaian journalists involved in the JHR 

program. These nine interviews form the core of this research but will be buttressed with 

additional interviews from the General Secretary of the Ghana JournalistsÕ Association (GJA) 

and the Acting Chair of the Commission for Human Rights and Administrative Justice 

(CHRAJ).  

 

I obtained a copy of the National Reconciliation Commission report on Media and Human 

Rights between 1957 and 1993 and I rely on this to enhance the validity of this research 

topic. I also collected newspapers and was provided with copies of several stories that JHR 

trainers produced with their Ghanaian counterparts since JHR began its work in Ghana in 

2003. Like the additional interviews, I used these articles to familiarize myself with what 

JHR perceives as human rights stories as well as to deepen my understanding of the overall 

program, and not for content analysis purposes.   

 

5.1 Qualitative Interviews  
 

For this study, I chose a qualitative research approach focusing on in-depth semi-structured 

interviews. I had a general line of questioning (see Appendix A) but allowed the conversation 

to go in its own direction as long as the interviewee was sticking to the general topic. The 

interviews ranged in length from 20 minutes to three hours depending on the amount of time 

the interviewee had available and the relevance of the information he/she could provide. The 

interviewees were chosen through non-random sampling, a technique typically employed 

when analyzing people and institutions in specific circumstances. (Deacon: 1999, 41, 43, 50). 

The names of the Ghanaian journalists,were provided to me by the JHR Ghana country 

director who was fully aware of my study, as was the Executive Director based in Toronto, 

Ontario, Canada.  

 

The interviews took place in several different settings in Accra, Ghana, always chosen by the 

interviewee so as to aid in their comfort during the interview process as suggested by Deacon 

(Ibid: p.66) Most took place in their personal offices but some took place in public places like 
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restaurants and cafes.  I tape-recorded each interview on an analog mini-tape recorder and 

took hand-written notes as well. 

 

5.2 Conducting the Interviews  
 

Creating a personal rapport with the Ghanaian interviewees was crucial to accurate 

information gathering. I think the semi-structured interview format allowed the respondents 

the time and space to become comfortable with me and for trust to develop between us. I am 

acutely aware of the cultural and socio-economic factors that must be taken into 

consideration as a Western researcher interviewing journalists in a developing country, as 

well as the post-colonial bias and stereotypes that can arise on the part of both interviewer 

and interviewee. However, I think that my past experience as a professional journalist in 

Canada combined with my experience as a volunteer in Ghana for two years (2002-2004), 

enhanced my ability to develop the comradery and respect needed to successfully conduct the 

interviews. In addition, while all the interviews were conducted in English, I could see that 

my basic command of two local languages helped to put the interviewees at ease at the 

beginning of the interview process, and in my opinion, this helped to some extent to offset 

my ÒothernessÓ in their eyes.   

 

5.3 Analyzing the Interviews  
 

Following the completion of my field research, I transcribed the interviews in their entirety 

and entered them into a word processing program. I read them multiple times and then began 

the process of data reduction. I first created categories based on themes that had emerged 

during the course of the interviews and later during the course of the transcription.  

 

For the data display process which followed, I printed out and cut up the sections of 

summarized transcripts as a visualization technique in order to obtain insight into not only the 

first categories that emerged through reduction, but higher order categories that required 

further analysis and clustering. I then grouped results a second and third time using coloured 

cards with category headings for differentiation. This process ultimately led to the final 

categories which appear in the Findings Chapter.   
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5.4 Validity and Reliability  
 

There is an ongoing debate within the academic community as to whether validity and 

reliability can be adequately established in qualitative research studies like my own, with 

some scholars within the natural sciences and of a positivist persuasion arguing that these 

concepts can only be produced through quantitative analysis of measurable phenomena. 

However, like Kvale, I disagree with this perspective and argue that both reliability and 

validity can be established in qualitative research studies, in necessarily different yet just as 

legitimate ways. (Kvale: 1995) 

 

Validity  

One way to establish the validity of a study based on qualitative interview analysis according 

to Kvale, is to check, to question and to theorize. Checking involves examining researcher 

effects on the study, weighing the evidence, checking the meaning of outliers, following up 

surprises and looking for negative evidence. Questioning involves the relationship between 

the researcherÕs questions and the findings. In order for validity to be established, the 

empirical evidence obtained in the interviews through the researcherÕs questions must support 

the overall object of research. Finally, there should be a theoretical questioning of the very 

nature of the phenomena being investigated. (Ibid)  

 

The validity of my research will be established in part based of these criteria and is revealed 

in various sections throughout the thesis. This includes a critical reflection about my own role 

in the research process: my professional background as a journalist, my personal background 

as former volunteer in Ghana and my cultural background as a white Western researcher in a 

post-colonial context. I pursue surprising results and in one case (that of Human Rights 

Education) form a category based upon them. I will also discuss results that contradict the 

majority view and attempt to provide an explanation for them.  

 

The findings will reveal methodological coherence by solidly tying my empirical data to my 

research questions thus illustrating the validity of the method chosen for research and the 

questions posed during the interviews. I use numerous interview extracts in order to provide 

linguistic evidence and further enhance validity of my interpretations (Potter and Wetherall: 

1987) and consistently reflect on the social, political and historical contexts of the findings. 
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Reliability  

 

The reliability of a qualitative research study based on interviews is established in part by: 

selecting an appropriate sampling for the research involving interviewees who best represent 

the research topic; collecting and analyzing data concurrently; and linking findings to theory. 

(Morse: 2002) By focusing this study on interviews with nine Ghanaian journalists involved 

in the JHR program, and limiting the inclusion of additional interviewees who were not 

directly involved in the program, I think I have used an appropriate sample to answer the 

research questions. In addition, I attempt to make the entire research process as transparent as 

possible by providing details and explanations of the interview process and subsequent 

analysis and category formations.  Finally, in order to create structural and theoretical 

coherence, I connect the overall findings to Development Communication theory and specific 

areas of theoretical advancement within the theory, particularly, the call for the development 

of a human rights framework for DC initiatives. 
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6. Findings 

 

The findings chapter will be divided into two main sections: Effect of Training and Human 

Rights Reporting in Ghana: Challenges. Both these sections will be divided into sub-

categories based on interview analysis. Large sections of the interview transcripts will be 

used here for three purposes: 1.) To help provide evidence for analysis and interpretation in 

order to strengthen the credibility of the overall f indings; 2.) To illustrate themes emerging 

from that data; 3.) To enable the voice of the interviewees, while acknowledging that their 

voices have been filtered twice, though my interpretation of them as the researcher and 

through the interviewees own interpretation of reality and how they chose to construct it 

during the interview process.  

 

These findings pertain to the effect of training in human rights reporting on nine Ghanaian 

journalists, as well as the challenges they face to successfully reporting on human rights in 

Ghana and in fulfilling the JHR mission. At the request of the journalists who felt the 

information they provided in the interviews was of a sensitive nature, I agreed not to refer to 

them by name or identifying characteristics. However, in order to help maintain their 

anonymity yet at the same time develop a thread between their narratives, I have chosen to 

refer to the journalists alphabetically. 

 

6.1. Effect of Training  
 

The effects of training are divided into three sub-categories: Human Rights Education, 

Empowerment and Technical Skills. All interviews were conducted after the interviewees 

were involved in the training program for at least six months. 

 

6.1.1 Human Right s Education  

 

One of the most surprising findings which runs contrary to an initial hypothesis is that a 

deeper understanding of human rights was not the most significant effect of the JHR training 

and that it was more of a secondary effect for the journalists who mentioned it. After at least 

six months of JHR training, some of the journalists still struggled when trying to define 

human rights and definitions differed greatly from one journalist to another.  
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I see human rights as no matter what your position, all people should be treated  
equally and you should not discriminate when you hire people maybe regarding 
their educational standards, thatÕs it. (Journalist A) 

 

Human rights are human rights. A human being has a right. And if you violate that 
right then you are violating human rights. The United Nations, in the charter 
stipulates what individuals are not supposed to go through. Anything thatÕs 
inhumane, youÕre violating human rights. (Journalist B) 
 
I would say that human rights are rights when one freedom is stepped on by an 
authority or a power, that the victim of that power has no means of getting 
theirÉhe Õs powerless and his freedom is stepped on and the human rights issue 
arises. (Journalist C) 
 
Interviewee: For me I thought that human rights was just something people were 
doing just to make a name or something but now after seeing what people go through, 
when I talk to them, when I see their condition, I feel those people donÕt know their 
rights and they should be educated about what their rights really are so they can fight 
for them. But I feel there should be something to motivate us, something that will help 
you feel more comfortable with what you are doing because I never had any human 
rights training before I came here.  
 
Researcher: So you think there should be more focus on human rights training in the 
JHR partnership?  
 
Interviewee: Yes, like a week or a day or some seminar or workshop. (Journalist D) 
 

 
 The journalists who said they had a firm grasp on human rights issues said it stemmed more 

from their own pre-established knowledge and interest in human rights than from the JHR 

training.  

 
The underlying themes of my career have been to fight for human rights and the 
underprivileged. I need somebody who will be able to infuse the younger ones with 
how to go about human rights reporting and we got [our trainer] and heÕs very good. 
(Journalist E) 
 
I personally come with a background of where I am coming over to Ghana as a 
refugee, it sharpens my desire to delve into human rights issues and other social rights 
because these are things that have contributed to thousands of Liberian refugees all 
over the diaspora. So as a journalist, I think I have to pay attention to it. (Journalist F) 
 
 

Overall, there was limited knowledge about the contents of the UDHR, the rights enshrined 

in the Ghanaian constitution and in the many human rights treaties of which Ghana is a 

signatory. Importantly, these findings point to a gap between a basic understanding about 
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human rights and the legal frameworks designed to protect them.  A connection between the 

abuse and the law against it needs to be made in order to effectively educate people about 

their rights. Without that, there is a risk of oversimplification in reporting where the focus of 

the story is restricted to the person who suffered the abuse and doesnÕt present the wider 

context. This could lead to the impression that nothing can be done to stop abuses from 

occurring and that there is no recourse for citizens when abuses take place.  

 

The General Secretary of the Ghana Journalists Association Bright Blewu points out the 

importance of making this connection. 

ItÕs one thing being conscious about human rights, and being capable of defending it 
concretely. You know, I can tell you ÔThatÕs your human rightsÕ, and I can end there. 
But for me as a journalist, if I can say itÕs your right because the constitution say this, 
if you go to chapter five of the constitution it says every child has the right to do this, 
for me it enriches the discussion and it gives people more faith in the media. 
(Interview, December 2005) 

 
Also lacking in the findings was an appreciation on the part of the journalists about the 

connection between human rights and their own profession as laid out in Article 19 of the 

UNDR regarding freedom of opinion and expression. Ultimately, these findings indicate that 

the human rights education component of the training has had a limited impact on deepening 

the understanding of the more complex issues, legal and otherwise, surrounding human 

rights. 

 

6.1.2 Empowerm ent  

 

Empowerment is used here to describe personal and professional improvement and 

satisfaction gained through the training experiences with JHR. The term empowerment is a 

loaded one, deeply rooted in neo-liberal rhetoric. However, I have chosen to use it here based 

on the Development Communication definition described earlier and because the journalists 

themselves often used it, reconstituting it in their own way to describe progress and 

achievement, without the ideological underpinnings.  

 

Journalists placed more emphasis on this effect of the training than they did on the human 

rights education component. Being involved in the JHR program was considered positive and 

beneficial to most of the journalists. They discussed the feeling of satisfaction that came from 

doing stories that they perceived as ÒimportantÓ to average Ghanaians and they admitted to 

feeling proud of themselves when audience members contacted them to either find out more 
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about a story or simply to tell them they had enjoyed it. In this way, human rights reporting 

invoked a feeling in the journalists that they were  Òmaking a differenceÓ and being 

recognized for it. 

 

They (readers) would call and say, ÔDid you really talk to that person? Your story is 
good.Õ You read it and you feel it, you provoke some kind of action even though the 
person wonÕt necessarily tell you what he or she intends to doÉt hatÕs why I think 
weÕre doing a good job. (Journalist G) 

 

When you talk to the people, they donÕt know the effects of some of the things have 
on them, after talking to them, they get an understanding that maybe their rights are 
being violated and they try to fight back. Sometimes too, the stories we publish, I 
thought no one reads about it, so recently I just wrote a story and I had calls about 
how we reported that story, were these things happening and they would also try to 
follow up and see what they can do about it. I was proud, I was happy IÕve also done 
something that people out there are reading. (Journalist D) 

 

Journalists also expressed a sense of empowerment that came from connecting with real 

people who became sources for their stories. Prior to the JHR training, most of the journalists 

relied on press releases, press conferences and interviews with officials, rarely giving a voice 

to average Ghanaians. Meeting and talking to real people and incorporating them into their 

stories was considered a breakthrough for the journalists in terms of putting faces and names 

to the issues they were reporting and this in turn helped them to a develop a deeper 

understanding about the issues, and compassion for the people affected. 

  

We did a story about this AIDS patient, that was before World AIDS Day, and it was 
really something to be talking to people with HIV/AIDS. I never knew I could come 
up and talk to them. I was with [the JHR trainer] and when I saw them I didnÕt believe 
that they were people with AIDS and that kind of thing. ItÕs a way to get to know 
peopleÕs real stories, knowing that this has really happened and knowing how you 
should deal with it if something should come your way or knowing how you can help 
them. Maybe for now the only way I can help them is to do the publication. 
(Journalist G) 
 
Unlike a political story where you hear that this minister has done this, you have the 
number and you just call and go straight away, but in human rights stories itÕs not like 
that, you have to go to the people affected. And one thing I can say is that for 
example, when I go to a press conference, you always say what the minister said and 
all this is news, but since I started working with [the JHR trainer], I changed that 
angle of my writing so any press conference I attend, the people that are affected if 
they are present at the press conference or the workshop, I interview them to get their 
views and give them direct quotes and I see that to be interesting. (Journalist A) 
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Moving forward to meet people who are victimized, people who are less privileged, 
people who are in need and need to speak out but have no channel, the way to find 
them and the way to get around these are the areas in which the program has helped 
me. (Journalist F) 
 
 

In addition, the journalists made a link between the stories they covered and the betterment of 

society. They drew connections between human rights reporting, the education of citizens 

and the reinforcement of democracy. They also saw reporting on human rights as 

contributing to development and prosperity, which added to the sense of empowerment and 

importance they derived from their work. 

 
If a great proportion of the public is interested in human rights issues, that is one of 
the biggest incentives for democracy because you will make sure that you will prevent 
the military from taking over, you will be able to put the government on their toes. 
(Journalist E) 

 

I plan to go back [to Liberia] as a humanitarian and as a human rights journalist, a 
journalist who loves rights issues and makes sure to educate and sensitize the people 
through our publication, through our website, so the people will get to know what it 
is. To remind citizens and the government that human rights are the issue that needs 
to be upheld and without that I donÕt know where this country might be headed 
because we saw in the wake of less prioritizing of human rights activities and other 
rights, people went haywire and then war came about. (Journalist F) 

 
Éf or people to see that things are not the way especially politicians want them to see 
things. They tell you everything is good while everything is not good. So you let them 
know that these people are deceiving you and that thereÕs someone out there that 
needs help. (Journalist G) 

 
I think it will help them develop. Lots of people feel, well sometimes I will talk to 
some of them and they feel that people have been coming here and going, and youÕre 
also here and we donÕt see any improvement. So I think the more we can tell them 
that we are not there to help them but to give them the guidelines of what to do, it is 
broadening their minds, it will help them develop. (Journalist  D) 

 
There was a contrary view, however. One journalist dismissed the potential impact human 

rights reporting could have on the country as a whole. He said the JHR training and 

subsequent increase in human rights reporting would not have larger ramifications for 

society. 

 
Our society is already opened, our reporting hasnÕt been that bad and I donÕt think we 
have much bad human rights records as far as weÕre concerned so to Ghana,  [human 
rights reporting] wouldnÕt make that much of a difference. (Journalist B) 

   
 



 

30 

 

6.1.3 Technical Skills  

 

This is the area where the JHR training appeared to make the most dramatic impact. 

Journalists listed more effective writing, feature-length writing, interviewing techniques, and 

the ability to use technology like digital cameras and editing equipment as being the most 

important and lasting impact of the training.  

 

The chaps who come they are able to give them new ideas of how to use the computer 
better than what they knew, and the camera, taking photographs and that sort of thing. 
(Journalist C) 

 
I learned to make documentaries, [the trainer] taught me a different way to do it. The 
structure of the story, how to approach peopleÉa nd I can edit, [the trainer] taught me 
how to edit. (Journalist H) 
 
IÕve been able to take my reporting to another level. Through the assistance of [the 
trainer] IÕve been able to improve on my writing, thatÕs very good I can say about 
him. Even though our stories are edited, [the trainer] will do everything he could.  
LetÕs say I have an article in this newspaper, he would take a copy, do the corrections 
and point out to me, Ôhere you should have done it this wayÕ, and where I do well he 
says Ôthis is just perfectÕ and so through that IÕve been able to improve. (Journalist A) 
 
I mean there are interview techniques, there are presentation techniques, ways to set 
your interviews, there are ways to search for information that will not offend because 
human rights are a sensitive issue, you know, and how to package the cause that 
youÕre portraying, so I believe that these are the areas where JHR has really helped 
me a lot. (Journalist F) 
 
IÕve learned a lot; getting interviews, I wasnÕt very good at that and then IÕve 
improved on my article writing and how to handle people and not to get carried away 
when they are telling me about their stories. (Journalist D) 

 

That the major gains have been on the technical side suggests several things: that the 

journalism experience and educational training of the Ghanaian journalists is lacking, and in 

order for human rights reporting to be successful, a basic skills transfer and capacity building 

needs to be accomplished first; and/or that knowledge of human rights on the part of the 

journalist trainer is lacking and trainers prefer to focus on basic skills enhancement instead.  
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6.2 Reporting Human Rights in Ghana:  Challenges  
 

Many of the challenges described act as barriers to effectively reporting human rights in 

Ghana. Therefore, this section will be broken down into two main subheadings: Barriers 

Within the JHR Training Program and Barriers Within Ghanaian Structures and Society.  

 

6.2.1 Barriers Wi thin The JHR  Training  

 

Barriers have been grouped into three categories specific to the JHR training based on what 

the journalists perceived as hindrances to the effectiveness of the training and to fully 

achieving the desired aims of the JHR program. They fall under the headings Economic, 

Cultural, and Experience and Role of the Trainer.  

 
6.2.1.1 Economic 
 
One of the most common barriers to successfully reporting on human rights issues while 

working with Journalism for Human Rights was the economic difficulties journalists 

experienced when participating in the program. At the time of research, the Ghanaian 

journalist trainees said they were not being paid for the time they devoted to working on 

human rights stories with the JHR trainer, nor were they paid when stories they wrote about 

human rights were subsequently published or aired.5 Thus, in order to get paid, some had to 

work extra-long hours covering their regular beats, which was difficult when they were 

traveling to other parts of the country to cover human rights stories with the JHR trainer.  

 
It sometimes affects the amount of work I can do for them because 
sometimes it takes away most of my time when I have to travel for maybe 
a week or some days, but when IÕm here I can use it to write other storiesÉ 
Sometimes you go somewhere and no one wants to talk to you and you have to try 
and persuade that person to talk to you. Even, you have to go through lots to get the 
stories so there should be something to motivate us. (Journalist D) 
 
There was a time, when I was working with JHR when most of the Ghanaian 
journalists working with JHR started to boycott, some of them boycotted saying there 
is no incentive, you know. ÔOur employer feels weÕre not working in the interest of 
the paper and our work is questionable and itÕs like weÕre working on holidays pay. 
So working with JHR is making me cashlessÉÕ (Journalist F) 

 
There was some two girls who were the original [trainees] and they felt they were 
being used by the JHR team and that the credit that was due to them was not as good 

                                            
5 Expenses were paid when the Ghanaian journalists traveled out of town in pursuit of human rights stories with 
the JHR trainer 
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as they expected. So it made them think that they would go out, do the work, they 
would go to the villages and they speak the languages of the people. YouÕre the 
outsider, you donÕt speak [the language] so the greater part of the work is by them, so 
there was a financial issue. (Journalist C) 

 
While journalists expressed concerns about the financial burden they incurred in order to 

work with JHR, some also clearly accepted this as part of the volunteer nature of the training 

and focused on the non-financial benefits. 

 

Though the financial aspect you know, sometimes you think it would be ok if I got 
something small, but you have accepted, so for me what I can learn from it is to write 
a long feature and then be able to write a hard news story at the same time. The 
financial aspect is kind of worrying but then itÕs also good, knowledge is power, so if 
IÕm able to acquire that knowledge, in the future I can write those stories. (Journalist 
G) 

 
When it comes to my background and my priority I say ÔOh, itÕs one of those thingsÕ. 
You are not paying for empowerment and you are able to travel to areas of your 
country where you havenÕt been before and this should give you the opportunity after 
JHR has left, the opportunity as a journalist. (Journalist F) 

 
However, even those who accepted the unpaid nature of working with JHR still said it had a 

negative impact on them, increasing their workload and often decreasing their overall 

monthly salaries. The journalists agreed that it would be a significant improvement if some 

kind of financial incentive was offered by JHR in order to assure that they and their families 

would not suffer in the short-term for participating in the program.  

 
 
6.2.1.2 Cultural 
 
Culture played a multifaceted role the JHR partnership. A fundamental part of the JHR 

overseas program involves Western journalists leaving their own culture, sometimes for the 

first time, to perform human rights and journalism training in Ghana, a culture which differs 

in many ways from their own. At the same time, Ghanaian journalists are partnered with 

trainers whose cultures they are also often unfamiliar with. This puts culture at the very core 

of the training experience.  

 

One of the ways culture manifested itself was in regards to the universality of human rights. 

This wasnÕt fully accepted by all the Ghanaian journalists and at times there were clear 

differences between what the trainers understood as human rights and what the Ghanaian 

journalists understood as human rights. This had an impact on the success of individual 

partnerships and the pursuit of human rights stories. In some cases, Ghanaian journalists 
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would propose stories about social issues that the journalism trainers didnÕt feel had strong 

enough connections to human rights issues. In other circumstances, what the trainer 

perceived as a human rights abuse, was perceived by the Ghanaian journalist as a cultural 

tradition.  

 

If you donÕt understand it [Ghanaian culture] and you look at it from some kind of 
Western perspective you will see some kind of an abuse. So certainly they need to 
understand. When the last [JHR trainer)] was going to the witchÕs village, the 
understanding was different. I had to tell her no, those women who are kept in that 
area were not kept there because they were called witches or moved away from their 
village. They were kept there purely for security sake because if they would have left 
them where they were, people could have lynched them as being witches. So they 
deliberately created a kind of hospice where all of them could come and stay and 
theyÕre safe. (Journalist B) 
 
In Africa there is a cultural aspect [to human rights]. You know we have these 
situations where people are held in bondage sometimes and there is a problem there. 
So culturally I would say there is a particularity to the African situation. (Journalist C) 
 
The JHR trainer suggested this story, it has to do with culture as well. It was about 
homosexuals, which is not a story we would think about on a normal day. I hadnÕt 
thought about it before and it created a big debate in the newsroom. But we went 
ahead and did it. It was funny the kinds of responses we got. The majority of people 
didnÕt want to know. Even though deep down most people appreciate that they do 
exist and that their numbers were increasing in Ghana, most were disgusted. 
(Journalist I)  

 
In regards to the last comment, the journalist later remarked that despite homosexuality being 

culturally unacceptable and the negative responses the story received from the audience, she 

would choose to do it again because only after the story was completed did she personally 

realize that homosexuals are part of Òthe Ghanaian realityÓ and therefore their rights should 

be discussed.  

 

At the same time, an interesting dichotomy appeared between the journalists who felt cultural 

traditions were undeservedly being labeled as human rights abuses, and those who argued 

that traditions or not, they were still human rights abuses and should be stopped. 

 

Some of these abuses are seen as like tradition, especially if you go to the north. And 
thatÕs why these stories should be out so that people can see no, itÕs not a tradition, we 
are out of that system now. You canÕt detain a woman in the house because she has to 
give birth to a baby boy before she leaves. You canÕt be beating your wife because 
you think you are the head of the family. Somebody will have to come out and talk 
about this so that you will know that no, I shouldnÕt do this, itÕs wrong. If I do this 
IÕm abusing somebodyÕs rights. (Journalist H) 
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It still comes down to, though they have to uphold their culture, what we need to do is 
tell them that with time things have to change. You can still maintain your culture by 
taking the barbaric aspect out of it.  For instance, I donÕt see why you have to take a 
girl child and cut her. (Journalist G) 

 
 
This dichotomy exemplifies the wider debate surrounding the universality of human rights 

and where culture fits in, as well as the risk that human rights-based development 

communication initiatives from the West will be seen as another form of cultural 

imperialism. Because independence movements in Africa were based in part on the struggle 

to reclaim cultures and traditions, human rights initiatives can be perceived as posing a threat 

to them. (Banda 2003: 7) 

 

There is another, more visible dichotomy in the training program, noted by some Ghanaian 

journalists as problematic; that is the white Western trainers/black African trainees 

dichotomy. There was a particular concern that by revealing human rights abuses in Ghana, 

the white trainers from the West were helping to reinforce the negative perception of Africa 

already held by many Westerners. 

 
I donÕt know why they are only taking people from white [sic]. I think they should 
include some African journalists so that people will not perceive that they are 
discriminating against blacks. I mean when people come here they never look at the 
positive but only the negative and what they send out to the Western world, so people 
will always see us--as people would put itÑ as monkeys or backwards. So I think if 
they were involving blacks in this, yah. (Journalist A) 
 
I hope [the trainers] learn about Ghana, about the issues that matter to people. I have a 
particular concern about how Africa is covered in the international media so I hope 
itÕs an eye-opener for them. If you live in Africa itÕs not just about AIDS and hungry 
people and if thereÕs a conflict in the Ivory Coast you donÕt have to call your cousin in 
Ghana and say, Ôare you safe?Õ. (Journalist I) 

 
 

Clearly, even in pursuit of human rights stories, the negative outcome of perpetuating 

colonial stereotypes and the common death/disease/disaster formula by which Africa is 

commonly covered by outside journalists must be considered. This is not to say that human 

rights stories shouldnÕt be covered because they contribute to negative perceptions of Africa. 

Instead, it suggests that the journalists covering these stories, and in this case, the journalism 

trainers, should not only be thinking about the potential good that stories on human rights can 

do, but, when covered inappropriately and without context, the potential damage they can do 
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as well. Stories on human rights shouldnÕt only be told when abuses have occurred, but when 

they have been prevented, and when human rights have been upheld, promoted and 

honoured.  

 
6.2.1.3 Experience and Role of Trainer 
 

According to the Ghanaian journalists, an important factor in the JHR training was the 

professional experience that the JHR trainer brought to the partnership. Often, they said, lack 

of experience on the part of the trainer hindered the ability of both the trainer and the trainee 

to achieve the desired goals of JHR.  

 
IÕve noticed that most JHR volunteers of late donÕt really know how to be a journalist. 
These are people who come here just for experience sake, coming to see Africa for 
the first time and wanting to do anything to get there. A lot of them, they get here and 
they donÕt even know journalism. Maybe because you are from Canada or wherever, 
you expect people to respect you. Hard working journalists, though they may not have 
grasped it, the idea of human rights reporting, but theyÕve got a lot over the years. 
TheyÕre well respected and you come and say ÔIn Canada, we wouldnÕt do this, in 
Canada we wouldnÕt do thatÕ which is far beyond most of the topics. And of course 
IÕm a local reporter working along with you and I will lose taste for the whole thing. 
(Journalist F) 

 
Currently we have one person and I donÕt really see what she is doing. The last one, 
she knew what she was about. She was always having ideas and approaching others to 
develop them. She was really very good. So the one who is currently here, she only 
has two or three years experience and I think that accounts for why sheÕs not serious 
because itÕs not so much. Really sheÕs not serious. (Journalist H) 
 
 

At the same time however, adequate experience was perceived to enhance the quality of the 

partnership. 

 
[The current trainer] is very good. JHR have created a problem for themselves 
indirectly due to the high caliber of the volunteer. What if the next person doesnÕt 
match up? There may be lapses, like whether everyone who comes will be helping 
train local journalists and have an appreciation for human rights stories. (Journalist E) 
 
 

The level of experience that the trainer brought to the partnership affected the respect the 

Ghanaian journalists had for them, and their willingness to trust them and work effectively 

with them. A lack of experience was considered a waste of time and an insult to some of the 

journalists who had significant journalistic experience themselves.  
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In discussing the professional backgrounds of the trainers, another pattern immerged 

regarding the role of the trainer. The journalists revealed some uncertainty about using the 

term trainer, and in many cases used other terms like volunteers, people, and most 

commonly, partners. One journalist took direct issue with the use of the term. 

 
See when you say training, you are looking at it from a different angle. They are not 
coming to train. They are coming to partner with them to do the same thing which 
they are already are doing. TheyÕre not here to train them. When they come, we mix 
them up with the people, they interact and they share ideas, they are not training them. 
(Journalist B) 
 

 

The barriers within the JHR program are all linked by the issue of power. In all instances, 

with the economic and cultural barriers and well as the experience and role of the trainer, 

there are real or perceived differences in power. Economically, the Ghanaian journalists feel 

in order to participate in the program and benefit from the training, they must incur increased 

economic hardship, while they perceive the Western trainers as not having the same financial 

difficulties. Thus, the trainers are perceived to have more economic power than the trainees 

and this has contributed to resentments as some of the previous quotations illustrate. 

Culturally, there is tension between what constitutes human rights violations and what 

constitutes cultural traditions, and when Western trainers suggest a tradition is an abuse, this 

can be threatening to individual Ghanaian journalists. Power is also at play when it comes to 

the Western trainer helping to expose human rights stories in an African country, which, done 

improperly, can simply reinforce negative images and stereotypes about Africans. 

In regards to the professional experience and role of the trainer, the insistence by one of the 

journalists that they are not trainers at all and the decision of the journalists to use different 

words to describe them, indicates that they have a level of discomfort with being perceived as 

ÒjustÓ trainees and, and therefore unequal in relation to the JHR trainer. 

 

6.1.2. Barriers W ithin Ghanai an Structu res and Society  

 

Some of the internal barriers in the JHR program are also at play in Ghanaian society and 

structures, compounding the challenges faced by journalists trying to cover human rights 

stories. Societal and structural barriers will be divided into two sub-categories: Economic; 

and Profit, Politics and Public (Dis)interest  
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6.2.2.1 Economic 

 
There is a system in place in Ghana whereby journalists who cover press conferences, 

workshops, grand openings and other promotional events get what is called solidarity money 

or soli for attending. According to the journalists, one press conference could pay as much as 

half the journalistÕs monthly wages, creating a significant incentive to prioritize coverage of 

these orchestrated events over other stories that donÕt pay. In fact, a quick look through any 

one of GhanaÕs newspapers is very telling. The vast majority of stories are those that pay soli 

for journalistic coverage. In some cases, journalists said their entire income was dependent on 

soli, so they specifically sought out the most profitable stories. When covering human rights 

stories however, they were neither paid by JHR, nor through the soli system and sometimes 

not by their employers. That meant they were taking a considerable financial loss to work on 

human rights stories. To cover any story that didnÕt pay soli required a much stronger 

commitment and level of sacrifice on the part of the journalist. 

 

In Africa here, journalism work does not pay. So I would say that you have to have a 
love, I mean a passion for being a journalist not to follow this soli kind of thing. The 
problem is that most editors donÕt pay their reporters. Anyway, IÕm not one of them. 
So what they resort to is this soli when they go and they are given some money for 
transport and to be frank with you, that is what some of the reporters solely depend 
on. So a reporter will always go for such an assignment than to go for human rights 
issues because thereÕs no soli in it. (Journalist A) 
 
 
These guys [JHR trainee journalists] are not paid so you come and take a guy around 
the country and he doesnÕt get any cash. But if he stayed in Accra here and covered 
stories on the NPP or the NDC, at the end of the day he comes home with a token, T 
and T for gas or transport. ItÕs what they call soli and these guys are used to it.  
(Journalist F) 
 

 

One journalist said that in order to do a human rights story on her own in northern Ghana 

after the JHR trainer had left, she had to ask the regional minister if he could provide her with 

transportation and accommodation. This clearly has worrying implications for journalistic 

independence. On top of that, she had to spend her own money to pay the cameraman and the 

soundman to stay with her. 

 

In addition, some of the journalists felt an ethical obligation to help the people they 

interviewed for their human rights stories. They didnÕt feel comfortable interviewing poor 
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people and leaving them without contributing money or food. Again, this put an extra 

financial strain on the journalists. 

 

When you get to some of the villages, poverty there is just too much. So when youÕre 
leaving, youÕre being touched to give them something. You canÕt just go and meet 
someone not knowing what to do, not knowing what to eat for that day. Then you 
come and worry the person with questions and after the person answers the questions 
you leave the person like that. Your conscience will not allow you. You feel like 
giving the person something. If you donÕt have it, how will you give the person 
something? When I went to the north like that, I spent more than 500 thousand 
[cedis]6 of my own money. (Journalist H) 
 
 

6.2.2.2 Profit, Politics and Public (Dis)interest 

 
Adding to the challenges of covering human rights stories are the difficulties journalists 

encounter during the publishing process. The journalists interviewed all worked for private 

media companies which seek to profit from their publications or programs. This profit 

motivation was raised numerous times as a barrier to human rights reporting with managers 

and editors choosing instead to run stories that were considered a better ÒsellÓ. This, 

combined with what the journalists describe as public disinterest in human rights stories on 

the one hand and a near obsession with political stories on the other, means human rights 

stories often remain unpublished, relegated to the back pages, or are not assigned in the first 

place. This was most commonly articulated by the journalists who had editorial decision-

making powers within their media houses. 

 

The private owned media such as ours, weÕre also a business, weÕre into business, we 
look for money so it is what the people want to read, to hear, is what we give them 
because weÕre also looking for our money. So we have situations where people may 
not be interested in human rights stories we put out there, so if thereÕs a newspaper 
that has a banner story on human rights, maybe the refugees being unlawfully 
detained or tortured or something like that, we wouldnÕt sell.  People wonÕt buy the 
paper as much as they would buy a paper with a political, you know, something about 
the head of state or some official who has done something wrong. (Journalist C) 
 
For most people in the private media, survival sells the antics, so if you donÕt have 
that commitment to human rights, youÕll never have a front page story on human 
rights, they wonÕt buy it, the public is interested in misconduct. I think the media 
houses, print, radio and TV, try to respond to the public, so I may do a human rights 
story that is good by all standards but every quarter you do sales analysis and you see 
sales come down. If you see sales pick up youÕll want to do more of those stories, so 
the public response. (Journalist E) 

                                            
6 Cedis are the Ghanaian currency. 500 thousand cedis is approximately $55 US. The average monthly salary 
mentioned by the Ghanaian journalists ranged between 300 000 and 500 000 cedis, or $33US and $55 US.  
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This is a country, and IÕm saying it with confidence, which is polarized with politics, 
in every aspect of this country itÕs politics. As a journalist in a press house you should 
be able to do the public good and judge the situation on the ground, but what I notice 
in this place is that politics has got influence over nearly everything as far as even the 
media is. So most editors and news editors, if not reporters, are kind of entrenched 
when it comes to politics. (Journalist F) 
 

These journalists make a distinct separation between human rights stories and all other 

stories, especially political ones. But at least one journalist took issue with this separation and 

argued that dividing stories into separate categories is unnecessary and undesirable because 

all stories could incorporate a human rights angle. 

 
I think every story could be some kind of human rights story, but IÕm not telling it 
because I think itÕs a human rights story, IÕm telling it because itÕs a news story worth 
covering. Yes, politics is a major interest because whether you get quality drinking 
water or not, it will depend on what the government is doing about the water sector. 
So I think that if you report on whatever and it effects a personÕs rights, then I think 
itÕs human rights. But do you have to say Ôin this special human rights reportÕ? No I 
donÕt think so. (Journalist I) 
 

 

This raises a significant issue about the creation of the category called Òhuman rights 

reportingÓ. Most of the journalists tended to perceive human rights stories as distinct from all 

others, instead of covering all stories from a human rights angle. Therefore, profit-making 

political stories and sensational corruption scandals steal the headlines, with journalists not 

drawing any connections between those stories and human rights issues. While having a set 

aside insert in a newspaper dedicated to human rights is an important achievement, 

developing a deeper, more contextualized approach to all news reporting, based on a human 

rights perspective, would further enhance the publicÕs understanding of these issues. This will 

be further elaborated upon in the conclusion. 

 

The Acting Chair of the Commission for Human Rights and Administrative Justice (CHRAJ) 

thinks this connection between human rights and other issues should be made in order to help 

bypass both the political and profit barriers that keep human rights stories out of the news. 

 

Covering human rights is not profitable. YouÕll see that they will rather talk about 
corruption, theyÕll rather talk about what some big man is doing or what the president 
is doing or not doing right, politics, politics. WeÕve told [Ghanaian journalists] that 
corruption is also a human rights issue so why donÕt you look at it from that angle. If 
the hospitals are not doing what they should be doing, itÕs a human rights issue 
because itÕs access to healthcare so weÕre trying, weÕre tryingÉ (Bossman Interview: 
January 2006) 
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7. Conclusion and Discussion 
 
 
The relationship between human rights and the Ghanaian media is long and complex. 

GhanaÕs post-colonial years have been shaped in part by how the media has covered, or 

covered-up, human rights abuses in the country. There are signs that the days of a 

government-censored and self-censoring press are fading into the past, notably revealed by 

the increasing focus on human rights stories by many of countryÕs media outlets. In the last 

few years, Journalists for Human Rights has worked to further these advancements, through 

its journalist training program.  While this study is limited to the effects of one training 

program in Ghana, I feel it is important to put the results into a more multi-layered context in 

order provide a fuller understanding of some of the main issues encountered in the research. 

Therefore, the following is an elaboration of some of the key findings and their implications 

within broader socio-political, historical and global contexts. I have divided them into three 

higher order categories: Conceptual Confusion, Inequality, and An Image of Africa. 

 

7.1 Conceptual Confusion: Human Rights Journalism, Human 
     Journalism or Both? 
 
 

As indicated earlier, the findings reveal a  limited level of understanding about human rights 

issues and the legal mechanisms designed to uphold them. This could point to conceptual 

confusion on the part of both the Western trainers and the Ghanaian journalists. The 

confusion arises when it comes to defining a ÒrealÓ human rights story as opposed to a 

people-centred story about relevant social issues.  A ÒrealÓ human rights story could be one 

that has in some way to do with one or more of the rights included in the UNDR or its 

covenants. Social issues might not specifically relate to these internationally constituted 

rights. They might be about broader issues like peace or development or changes and trends 

in society. 

 

Confusion between the two is not necessarily a negative occurrence. In fact, in the case of the 

JHR training, this confusion can be said to have had a positive outcome since it is clear in the 

findings that journalists trained by Journalists for Human Rights are taking a greater interest 

in issues that effect their society as a whole, while at the same time finding a new sense of 

pride in reporting on topics that effect and reflect the lives of real people. Whether every 

story these journalists pursue under the heading of Òhuman rightsÓ has a direct linkage to the 
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rights enshrined in the UNDR and its subsequent treaties should be considered less important 

than the development of a people-centred, socially minded journalism that breaks the mold of 

hegemonic and sycophantic reporting so engrained in the country. More than an 

understanding of the intricacies of human rights legalities and mechanisms, the journalists 

reveal that the JHR training has fundamentally changed their concept of journalism as a 

whole and this has ramifications for them not only when they cover human rights stories, but 

for every story they cover. What JHR is imparting to the Ghanaian journalists is in line with 

what peace and conflict researcher Johan Galtung has defined as, Òhuman journalism.Ó  

 

Critical of the established news paradigm where events but not processes, and elites but not 

real people get coverage, Galtung argues for the creation of a global and human journalism, 

free from repression and reflective of its social communication abilities. (Galtung 1992: 245)  

There is no reason, according to Galtung, why the news media Òcannot significantly advance 

the causes of peace, international relations, global resource protection and promote the needs 

of the disadvantaged.Ó (Ibid: 25)  

 

There are clear parallels between human journalism and human rights reporting. However 

human journalism is broader in scope and not limited to the UDHR but extended to wider 

social issues facing many of the worldÕs people.7 Galtung is primarily advocating the 

implementation of human journalism by Western reporters covering developing countries in 

order to present a more accurate, contextualized understanding of people and places, instead 

of reinforcing simplistic and negative stereotypes. His concept however, is just as relevant at 

the national level. Human journalism practiced by a countryÕs news media has the potential 

not only to educate citizens more accurately about issues affecting them, but to reflect their 

lives more accurately as well. And similar to the goals of human rights reporting, human 

journalism aims to inspire citizens to act on the their own behalf and make them more aware 

of their lifeÕs goals which will in turn stimulate development, democracy and participation. 

(Ibid: 166-7)  

 

Human rights journalism risks ghettoization when editors, publishers and journalists see it as 

separate from all other kind of reporting. Due to the profit, politics and public dis(interest) 

barriers detailed earlier, for the foreseeable future it will likely be relegated to itÕs own 

section or segment, more on the periphery than central to daily news reporting. This does not 

diminish the significance of special human rights sections that readers and viewers can 

                                            
7 Similar to what Linden defines as solidarity and collective rights in the theoretical chapter. 
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depend on and which assures them some information of this order. However, this segregation 

of human rights stories could perhaps be viewed as an important first step towards the 

implementation of the broader concept of human journalism in the newsroom as a whole, 

where reporters aspire to cover all stories from the Galtung perspective, focusing on 

Òconcrete issues involving concrete human beings and concrete needs--freedom, identity, 

wellbeing and survivalÓ (Ibid: 154)  

 

The Ghanaian journalists trained by JHR do not, for the most part, work as designated human 

rights reporters after the trainers leave. While they may have a heightened awareness of these 

issues and pursue them more frequently than other reporters in their newsrooms, they are still  

expected to cover a range of topics. This can have many positive benefits. The JHR training 

has left the journalists poised to the transfer skills they have learned in reporting human rights 

stories to any other story they cover. The potential effect is that readers will get more 

contextualized, relevant, people-centred reports on all issues, moving towards a Òhuman 

journalismÓ, and this should be considered one of the strengths of the JHR program. 

 

7.2 Inequality 
 
Inequality is built into most training programs where the entire concept is structured around 

the trainer/trainee model in which one actor is expected to send information and the other is 

expected to receive it. This inequality can be exacerbated by the economic, cultural and 

historical context of the training, elements of which are at play in the JHR training program 

in Ghana. In many ways, the inequalities revealed in training programs that operate in such 

contexts can be seen as microcosm reproductions of global inequalities. Thus, instead of 

alleviating inequalities and injustice as most training programs intend to do through the 

transfer of skills and knowledge, there is a risk that the process may actually reinforce them.  

 

Without intending to do so, and while it is perhaps uncomfortable to acknowledge, the JHR 

model of sending predominantly white Western journalists to train Ghanaians reproduces 

colonial power relations of whites in a superior role to blacks. This was touched upon by 

some of the Ghanaian journalists in the findings chapter. This relationship, combined with the 

perception by the Ghanaian journalists that some of the JHR trainers lack sufficient training 

themselves, risks creating the overall impression that the trainers are there only because they 

are white and Western educated, which in an of itself qualifies them as trainers regardless of 

their inadequate professional experience. When these trainers label cultural customs human 
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rights violations, this can amplify the division between the two once again, with the trainers 

appearing to impose Western values on a culture they know little about. 

 

Further widening the gap between trainer and trainee within training programs taking place in 

poor countries in particular, is the economic hardship incurred by the trainees in order for 

them to participate in the program. At the time of this research, some JHR trainers were paid 

a monthly stipend, others were not, but this mattered little to the Ghanaian journalists who 

saw them as privileged Westerners who were not struggling to get by as they were. This also 

reinforces income inequalities at play at the global level. 

 

One way in which the Ghanaian journalists attempted to diminish these inequalities was to 

use more egalitarian discourse, preferring the term partner or volunteer, to refer to the 

trainers. The Ghanaian journalists expressed confidence that they were imparting knowledge 

about their culture and country to the trainers and that this created a two-way learning process 

which made the term partner a more accurate characterization of the relationship.  

 

Overall, inequalities can diminish the effectiveness of training programs. Therefore 

acknowledging and identifying inequalities and seeking to eliminate them is crucial. 

 

7.3 An Image of Africa 
 

According to the Orientalist perspective, the Western portrayal of Africa and Africans has 

lead to the formulation of them as the ÒotherÓ. Orientalism is embedded in post-colonialist 

theory most famously advanced by Palestinian-American scholar Edward Said.  For him, 

Orientalism is how the Orient and its peoples are constituted in the West, and in which all 

non-Westerners or non-Europeans are Òeither a figure of fun, or an atom in a vast collectivity 

designated in ordinary or cultivated discourse as an undifferentiated type called Oriental, 

African, yellow, brown or Muslim.Ó (Said in Eide 2002: 14) Essentially, these Oriental 

ÒothersÓ are stripped of their uniqueness and individuality and lumped together in a group 

whose characteristics and traits are imposed on them by the West. Building on SaidÕs 

critique, Swedish ethnologist Magnus Berg has called Orientalism Òa long history of what we 

are not.Ó (Ibid:16)  

 

In their coverage of Africa, Western journalists have contributed greatly to the othering of 

Africans. Studies have shown that much of the reporting from the continent focuses on 
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irrational tribalism and primitivism to explain events, with a total disregard for complex 

historical, political and economic factors; and linkages between Western policies and 

conflict, famine and other social problems facing the continent. (See Malkki 1996, Wall 

1997, Fair and Parks 2001, and Philo 2002) Thus, Western audiences are repeatedly exposed 

to conceptions of everything Òthey are notÓ in reports about Africa.  

 

In the findings, several of the Ghanaian journalists voice this as a concern; that by working 

with a Western trainer on human rights stories -- stories that often portray their cultures, 

government, officials and/or individuals in a negative way -- they might in fact be 

contributing to the reinforcement of these distortions and the perpetuation of their own 

country and people, and ultimately themselves as others. One of the journalists worried 

specifically about perpetuating the image of Africans as ÒmonkeysÓ and ÒbackwardsÓ. 

 

These concerns are warranted. Studies have shown that negative coverage of Africa has 

worrying implications for both foreign and domestic audiences. A study of news content and 

audience understanding in the United Kingdom revealed that in the absence of contextual 

news reporting on Africa, audiences and journalists will fill in the gaps with what are 

effectively post-colonial beliefs about Africa and the innate faults of Africans. (Philo, 2002: 

10) Such reporting creates the perception that only negative things happen in Africa and that 

Africans alone are to blame for their problems.  

 

Domestically, it can create a culture of shame and inferiority with citizens and even local 

journalists buying into and reproducing the distorted images others have created of them. 

Former Indian Prime Minster Indira Gandhi articulated this as a problem for people of all 

post-colonial countries at an international media conference held in New Delhi in 1976.  

 
We imbibe their prejudices. Even our image of ourselves, not to speak of the view of 
other countries, tends to conform to theirs. The self-depreciation and inferiority 
complex of some people of former colonies make them easy prey to infiltration 
through forms of academic colonialismÉR ather than unguardedly accepting versions 
put out by news agencies and publishing houses of the Western countries, we should 
get to know one another directly and keep in touch to have firsthand acquaintance 
with our respective views. (Gandhi in Galtung 1992: 82) 
 

As stated earlier, the argument here is not that human rights stories (or any news that could 

be perceived as negative) should not be covered because they could reinforce racist, distorted 

perceptions. That would amount to the suppression of stories that deserve to be told and leave 

perpetrators unchallenged. Instead, the argument is that journalists covering these stories 
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need to be conscious and critical about the context in which they are told, particularly the 

post-colonial context. A story about child abuse in Canada is unlikely to result in all 

Canadians being perceived as child abusers by the international community. However, due to 

the distorted image of Africa still prevalent in international media flows, a story about child 

abuse in Ghana, if not properly contextualized, could reinforce negative perceptions of the 

entire population or even the African continent as a whole because it plays into pre-

established attitudes and biases. It is the responsibility of both Western journalists covering 

foreign countries and domestic journalists covering their own countries to do as much as 

possible to prevent that outcome by situating specific cases and trends into appropriate socio-

political and historical contexts. It is also crucial that when incorporating the voices of people 

fighting against abuses, that these voices are not just those of Western aid workers and 

foreign NGO employees, but members of the local community as well. Many of the 

campaigns to end violence and abuse originate at the grassroots level with local people 

intimately involved in working towards the betterment of their own societies. These 

important actors are all too often overlooked in media reports, especially by the Western 

media who prefer Òour villains to be foreign and our heroes home-grown.Ó (Koppel in Fair 

and Parks 2001, 47) 

 

Finally, I would like to note that this sectionÕs title, An Image of Africa, was borrowed from 

a critique by world-renowned Nigerian author Chinua Achebe. In it, he urges the 

contextualization and humanization of representations of Africa, and asks the West to  Òlook 

at Africa not through a haze of distortions and cheap mystification but quite simply as a 

continent of people--not angels, but not rudimentary souls either--just people, often highly 

gifted people and often strikingly successful in their enterprise with life and society.Ó 

(Achebe: 2003)   
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8. Limitations 

 

Like the JHR training program, my own research is not free from power inequalities and this 

is a potential limitation of my findings. The relationship between the researcher and 

interviewees can at best aim to establish equity, which is Òa sense of fairness and justice that 

pervades the relationship between participant and interviewerÓ, (Seidman 1998: 92-93) but it 

can never establish true equality. My role as a researcher interviewing Ghanaian journalists in 

some ways closely mirrors the relationship between the JHR trainers and the journalists. Like 

the trainers I am a white Westerner, entering the interview process as the actor with more 

power, the one in the position to ask the questions and guide the conversations. While I 

hoped that my background of living in Ghana and my understanding of two local languages 

helped in some way to bridge the gap between us, there is no doubt that some level of 

inequality still persisted and this could have impacted on how the Ghanaian journalists chose 

to structure their responses to my questions, thus effecting the overall findings. However, my 

position differs from the JHR trainers in the respect that as a researcher I was constantly 

interpreting and reflecting upon my own interpretations and attempting to contextualize them 

appropriately, and I hope this reflexivity has helped to minimize any distortion that power 

inequalities could have had on the overall findings. 

 

Another limitation of the research is a more practical one: time constraints. I had 

approximately one month between December 10, 2005 and January 15, 2006 to complete my 

field research. However, there were approximately 10 days in the midst of this time period 

when no interviews could be arranged or conducted due to the Christmas holiday. In addition, 

the limited time prevented me from traveling to Kumasi and Tamale, to interview two 

additional Ghanaian journalists and due to the diff iculty of establishing the necessary rapport 

over the phone and the undependable nature of phone connections in general, I decided to 

limit my study to journalists in Accra with whom I was able to interview in person. 

 

Also, as previously mentioned, the Journalists for Human Rights program is currently 

undergoing changes that could alter the way the JHR training program functions in Ghana. I 

have only been able to analyze the experiences of Ghanaian journalists who have taken part 

in past training initiatives. 

 

Finally, this study is limited to the effects of training on nine Ghanaian journalists. A more 

comprehensive study would have to include at least the same number of journalism trainers 
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to give a more complete understanding of the training.  Also, in order to measure the effects 

that JHR has had in Ghana over the last three and a half years, a quantitative study of 

audience awareness of human rights issues should be undertaken. This measurement would 

help determine whether or not the JHR program is fulfilling its overall mission of educating 

Ghanaians about their human rights through the countryÕs media.  
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9. Summary 

 
This thesis set out to investigate the effects of training in human rights reporting on Ghanaian 

journalists and to examine the successes and challenges they face while trying to achieve the 

JHR goal of increasing the quality and quantity of human rights reporting in Ghana. It aspired 

to fill a gap in the literature regarding the implementation and effect of human rights training 

programs for journalists designed to educate citizens about their internationally and 

nationally enshrined rights and thus contribute to democratic values.  

 

Specifically, it set out to answer two central questions: What effect do Ghanaian journalists 

feel the JHR training has had on them as journalists and on the stories they produce; and what 

are the barriers to successfully reporting on human rights in Ghana? 

 

The central findings were broken down into several sub-categories. In response to the first 

question regarding the effect of training on the Ghanaian journalists, three categories were 

delineated: Human Rights Education, Empowerment and Technical Skills. The human rights 

education component of the training was found to have had the least effect on the journalists 

in the program, while more dramatic effects were found in the areas of empowerment and 

improved technical skills, like writing, interviewing and editing.  

 

The challenges of reporting on human rights in Ghana were separated into two larger 

categories: Barriers Within the JHR Program and Barriers Within Ghanaian Society and 

Structures. Several sub-categories were then explored to present the full range of both 

implicit and explicit barriers to human rights reporting in Ghana. Barriers within the program 

were divided into Economic, Cultural and Experience and Role of the Trainer.  

 

Economic barriers include the difficulty created by the non-payment of Ghanaian journalists 

in the training program; cultural barriers include differences between the Western trainers 

and the Ghanaian journalists in terms of what constitutes a human rights abuse and what is a 

cultural tradition; and experience and role of the trainer explains how the Ghanaian 

journalistsÕ perception of the educational and professional background of the Western trainers 

impacts the success of the training. Some of these barriers were also found in Ghanaian 

society where the barriers were defined as Economic; and Profit, Politics and Public 

Dis(interest). In this case, economic includes incentive called ÒSolidarity MoneyÓ journalists 

are given to cover promotional events which they must forego in order to cover human rights 
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stories. Profit, Politics and Public Disinterest describes managerial and editorial decisions to 

prioritize political stories over human rights stories because of greater public interest and the 

resulting higher revenues.  

 
Finally, placing some of the major findings in social, historical and global contexts, the 

results were expanded into the following higher order categories: Conceptual Confusion, 

Inequality and An Image of Africa. Within conceptual confusion it is argued that what is 

actually being transferred to Ghanaian journalists is closer to what Johan Galtung called 

ÒHuman JournalismÓ than it is human rights journalism, and that this kind of journalism 

offers positive benefits not only to Ghanaian journalists but could be incorporated by 

journalists around the world in order to focus on issues of peace, development and 

environmental issues. Inequality highlights divisions inherent in many training programs that 

take place in poor countries and often mirror global inequalities. It stresses that these 

inequalities should be identified and reduced in order to facilitate more effective training. An 

Image of Africa looks at need for proper contextualization of all reporting from Africa, 

especially when covering stories that could be perceived as negative so as not to avoid the 

reproducetion of post-colonial stereotypes of the African ÒotherÓ, a concept advanced in 

Orientalism by Edward Said.  

  

It is my ultimate desire that this research be useful. I hope that the Ghanaian journalists find 

the product insightful as well as an accurate representation of their experiences with JHR and 

as journalists covering human rights in Ghana. I also hope that the Journalists for Human 

Rights management team is able to use these results for future program development and 

implementation and that the results can be used beyond just this one training program and can 

be effectively transferred to similar initiatives in Ghana and elsewhere. 

 

Finally, I hope in some small way this study adds to the growing body of development 

communication research that calls for a human rights framework for DC initiatives, and helps 

illuminate some of the strengths and weaknesses of such a framework when it is practically 

applied.  
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APPENDIX A-INTERVIEW GUIDE* 

 
 

!  How did you first learn about the JHR program?  

!  Why did you become involved? 

!  What was your initial impression of the program? 

!  How do you perceive the JHR trainer you worked with? 

!  What is your perception now, after completion of the training? 

!  Describe how the training works on a day to day basis. 

!  What have you gotten out of the training? 

!  What are the some strengths and weaknesses of the JHR program? 

!  How do you define human rights? 

!  Are there any special challenges to reporting on human rights? If so, what are they? 

!  How would you characterize the human rights situation in Ghana? 

 

 

*All interviews were semi-structured and these questions formed the basis of the interviews, 
However, in most cases they extended far beyond this line of questioning depending on the 
natural flow of the conversation between the researcher and the interviewee. 
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