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new media practices and social change: 
A comparative study in sub-Saharan Africa
The world is in the middle of a digital revolution and has brought us to a situation in which interactive ICT 
become an ingrained part of most of our lives: Communication between close and distant others related to 
economic concerns, information gathering, community matters, global networking, politics, and identity, all 
increasingly involve digital mediation. In what ways and to what extent has this affected practices, social life 
and gender relations? Centre for Gender Research is partner in a new research project.

Av Ardis Storm-Mathisen, Researcher, Centre for Gender Research
ardis.storm-mathisen@stk.uio.no

These questions are at the core of the “New Media in a 
Changing Africa” (Mediafrica) project that started June 1 2015, 
with Centre for Gender Research as an important partner. This 
multi-disciplinary project – involving nine researchers and 
seven institutions in five countries – is funded by The Research 
Council of Norway (FRIPRO) and headed by Professor Jo 
Helle-Valle, Development studies, Oslo University College (see 
facts box).  

The project focuses on Africa and the rapid changes that 
have taken place there the last two decades. In this period, 
Africa has experienced a relatively consistent economic 
growth, which suggests that broader social transformations 
are unfolding. The continent is also in the middle of a 
digital revolution. It is more than likely that there is a causal 
relationship between the two. Yet, to this day there is very 
little knowledge as to how they are linked. The Mediafrica 
project aims to generate insight into these links by looking 
at how media are actually used by people. The technological 
revolution does not by itself generate change; the effects of 
media practices depend on the social environment they are 
parts of: different social, political and economic environments 
will generate different social effects of media practices. 

Media practice research in Africa has so far mainly dealt 
with corporate use and aggregated statistics on ICT diffusion 
and various policy and content related concerns. Studies of 
everyday uses have been carried out on a small scale and 
with limited possibility for generalization. The novelty of the 
Mediafrica project lies in the ambition, on the one hand, to 
generate detailed knowledge about the social mechanisms 
that explain changes in particular settings, and, on the other, 
to situate such knowledge in wider analytical frameworks 
that give grounds for generalization. Given the focus on 
how media is linked to social practice, practice theory is the 
analytical foundation of the research. The main analytical tool 
is comparison based on fieldwork in various sites and answers 
are sought in the form of social mechanisms. To develop 

comparative methodology and new theoretical perspectives 
based on radical practice theory is also an ambition in the 
project.

Comparisons – over time, between 
different socialities and settings 
Media’s social significance requires it to be linked to people’s 
everyday concerns. The investigation will therefore be open 
and explorative as to what concerns people’s media uses are 
linked to. What effects do new media have on local economic 
life? What new political divisions and alliances do media 
generate? How do media affect household, family and kinship 
relations? How do media affect gender relations and sexual 
practices? What effects do media have on health and religious 
practices? And how does new media affect space/place and 
mobility? Insights into the research questions will be sought 
through methodological triangulation of data generated 
through participant observation, surveys and other available 
material. 

The project is designed as a ‘slanted’ comparison between 
field sites in sub-Saharan Africa that have been studied by the 
involved researchers earlier: two fieldwork sites in Botswana is 
the major case while field sites in South Africa, DR Congo and 
Zambia serve as supplementary cases. The field sites represent 
various types of social and political histories and cultures and 
are fruitful cases for comparative analysis of the ICT revolution 
in sub-Saharan Africa. Botswana is a stable and wealthy 
country, South Africa is turbulent but a motor of growth in 
sub-Saharan Africa while Zambia and DR Congo have, in 
different ways, gone through phases of recession and political 
breakdown. The World Bank estimates that sub-Saharan Africa 
will experience above 5% economic growth in 2014. Although 
ICTs are spreading extremely fast here – with an impressive 
growth in mobile cellular subscriptions – it remains the region 
with the lowest ICT Development Index (IDI), less than half 
the global average (ITU 2013). Household ICT access is still 
quite low and fixed (wired) and broadband penetration is 
marginal in large areas. However, the IDI varies greatly from 
one country to the next: South Africa and Botswana are ranked 

as high up on the African list; Zambia is ranked in the middle 
and DR Congo towards the bottom. Based on data gathered 
from localities within these different countries systematic 
comparisons will be conducted between urban and rural 
settings, different socio-economic and social environments and 
over time.

Fieldwork in Botswana – on media practices 
and gender relations 
Centre for Gender Research will take part in a six-month long 
fieldwork in Botswana – in collaboration with researchers 
from the University of Botswana and Oslo and Akershus 
University College – studying people’s practices with media in 
two sites: the capital Gaborone and a rural village. This work 
will follow up prior fieldwork (Helle-Valle 1996) and shed 
light on long-term changes in relation to gender, sociality and 
household dynamics, education, local politics, religion/health 
and mobility. We will use various in situ-methodologies that 
capture people’s practices through being there, spending time 
and be open to take in the unexpected; participant observation, 
dialogical interviews, audio/video/photo record of special 
events and public discourses (off- and online) relevant to the 
people studied. In addition we will study various secondary 
source materials and conduct two surveys: one in the village 
and one in Gaborone. These surveys are modelled after an 
extensive survey conducted in the village in 1990 (ibid), but 
have added questions on media use and with adjustments for 
more urban conditions. This will provide us with comparable 
data, spanning over a quarter of a century, and a unique 
source for insights into long-term changes and differences 
between urban and rural localities. The Botswana fieldwork 
will also serve as a reference case to which data from the other 
research sites will be compared. Centre for Gender Research 
will also take part in the broader comparative analysis across 
the fieldwork cases to study variations in how media use has 
affected gender relations in different political, economic and 
cultural conditions. 

How media affects gender – a non-gender- 
centered gender study
An important task for Centre for Gender Research in the 
Mediafrica project is to focus particularly on how media 
affect gender relations. The approach applied in this research 
will be, on the one hand, to see gender as omnipresent, but 
on the other, that the extent to which it is central to people’s 
concerns varies. Moreover, the cultural, economic and socio-

political significance and effects of gender varies considerably, 
depending on the specific context gender practices are parts 
of. In line with the overall perspective in the project, focus will 
be on the practical reality in which gendered identifications 
and doings happen (and where human as well as non-human 
actors play a part). Thus, a crucial analytical approach in this 
project is that in order to grasp the social significance of gender 
we need to insist on always contextualizing gender. We need 
always to ask ourselves: By whom, in what ways, linked to 
what concerns and with what effects is gender practices linked 
to wider social concerns? This stance amounts to conducting 
what we call a non-gender-centric gender research and also an 
attempt to theoretically contribute to gender study: to insist 
on gender’s centrality, still acknowledging that gender is not 
anything in itself but always linked to various concerns and 
therefore always must be studied as part of the contexts and 
wider social processes in which it is made relevant and has 
effects. This is what the project attempts to do: Studying gender 
through the lens of media practices so as to show the richness, 
variety and unpredictability of gender as a factor in Africa’s 
changing face.  

Facts:
New Media Practices in a Changing Africa – a research project 
funded by the Research Council  of Norway (FRIPRO) running 
from June 1. 2015 to May 31. 2018.

Research sites:
Botswana: Gabarone and a village
DR Congo: Kinshasa
Zambia: Lusaka
South Africa: Cape Town and a village

Partners and people involved:
HiOA, Development Studies Department, Professor Jo 
Helle-Valle
UiO, Centre for Gender Research, senior researcher Ardis 
Storm-Mathisen
LSE, Department of Media and Communication, Professor 
Wendy Willems 
University of Birmingham, senior researcher Katrien Pype
University of Botswana, Department of Sociology, Botswana, 
Assistant professor Monageng Mogalagwe, Lecturer Gabriel 
Faimau & Lecturer Letshwiti Tutwane 
University of Cape Town, Department of Social Anthropology, 
South Africa. Post doc to be appointed 
Harvard University, Professor Jean Comaroff
Homepage: http://www.mediafrica.no
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