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frica No Filter exists because many stories about AAfrica still lazily revolve around the single story of 

poor leadership, poverty, corruption, disease, and 

conflict. These stories fail to portray the other more 

progressive side of Africa and collectively perpetuate the 

narrative that Africa is broken, dependent and lacks agency. 

The result? Harmful stereotypes that continue to paint a 

rigidly negative picture of the continent, despite the massive 

strides we are making. 

Our mission at Africa No Filter is to shift these stereotypes 

because they impact the way the world sees Africa and how 

Af rica sees itself. Through research, grant-making, 

community building and advocacy, we support storytellers to 

help shift the stereotypical narratives about Africa one story 

at a time. 
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C H A P T E R 1 

African elections are often depicted negatively in the media, focusing on corruption, 

ethnic tension, and violence. However, this narrative overlooks the complexities and 

nuances of the continent's electoral processes.

By rethinking how we tell stories of African elections, we can provide a more balanced view – 

highlighting progress, democratic engagement, and the diverse voices of the electorate.

Aimed at equipping storytellers with the necessary tools and perspectives, this guide focuses 

on covering African elections comprehensively and ethically. By rethinking traditional 

approaches to election reporting by journalists, for example, it encourages a more nuanced and 

respectful portrayal of African electoral processes, aiming to dismantle biases and stereotypes.

Storytellers can find practical tips, guidelines on ethical considerations, case studies, and 

innovative storytelling techniques within these pages to help them navigate the complexities 

of election coverage. The ultimate goal is to elevate the quality of election reporting, thus 

fostering a deeper understanding and appreciation of African democracy.

1Created after thorough research , this guide draws from a rigorous analysis of media coverage of 

African elections, as well as insights gathered from focus groups and interviews with 

storytellers, academics, and civil society.

The research aimed to identify common challenges and best practices in election reporting, 

drawing insights from diverse perspectives. This methodological approach has ensured that 

the guide is grounded in real-world experiences and addresses the specific needs of those 

covering African elections.

The guide provides a comprehensive guide to reporting on African elections. It addresses key 

topics such as avoiding stereotypes, understanding the political landscape, and highlighting 

under-reported stories. Journalists can use this guide as a reference tool to improve their 

reporting skills, develop new story angles, and ensure their coverage is fair, balanced, and 

impactful.
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The following sections are based on the main findings from 

our research and analysis of African election coverage.

Stop relying on the same old 
approach by newsrooms

The traditional approach of covering 

elections is through a centralised 'war 

room' setup, where journalists congregate 

to monitor results and report on events. 

There is a need to change this outdated 

and increasingly ineffective method, 

which often relies on predictable 

narratives and established contacts, 

creating a homogeneous and repetitive 

portrayal of the electoral process. 

Coverage often highlights incidents of 

violence, fraud, and corruption, portraying 

African elections as chaotic and 

illegitimate. While such issues may exist, 

disproportionate coverage skews public 

perception. 

This approach often neglects positive 

stories of peaceful government transitions 

and under-reports democratic 

advancements, reinforcing a narrative 

that African elections are inherently 

problematic.

In reality, African elections are 

characterised by heightened public 

participation and increased civic activity. 

Citizens see elections as a critical 

opportunity to voice their opinions and 

influence the future direction of their 

countries. 

Journalists' comments from our research 

focus group:

The 'war room' approach is rooted in 

conventional story-gathering techniques, 

where reporters focus primarily on official 

announcements and pre-scheduled 

events. 

1 The research team used media monitoring, focus groups and case study interviews to understand the coverage of elections in African countries within local and international media by 

conducting a desktop analysis of over 800 online articles from diverse news organisations. The study focused on elections in Liberia, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Eswatini, Nigeria, Ghana, South Africa, 

Botswana, Malawi, and Namibia. The research assessed the quality and focus of election reporting, examining portrayals of political parties and candidates, instances of stereotyping or bias, 

information provision, and the emphasis on political issues versus personal attributes. This analysis provided insights into how elections are reported and highlighted areas for improvement.

C H A P T E R 2 

2.1

WHAT WE SHOULD STOP DOING 
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While this can provide structure and 

ensure coverage of critical moments, it 

also results in coverage that lacks depth 

and fails to engage with the electorate's 

varied perspectives. 

Emotions run high, and the stakes are 

immense, often determining political 

outcomes and social and economic 

trajectories. Effective election coverage 

should capture this vibrant energy, the 

wide range of perspectives, and the 

dynamic atmosphere accompanying 

African elections.

There is a critical need to move beyond 

such traditional methods, to ensure more 

comprehensive and complex election 

coverage, by broadening the scope to 

include under-represented voices and 

diverse sources.

Stop creating stereotypical 
narratives about Africa 

International media coverage of African 

elections is often limited to corruption, 

violence, and the impact on the country's 

economy, where weak governance 

institutions are always depicted. This 

narrow focus perpetuates negative 

stereotypes and reinforces a narrative that 

paints Africa as a continent perpetually in 

crisis, unable to govern itself. Such 

reporting overlooks the complexities and 

nuances of African societies and politics, 

their efforts towards actualisation of 

democratic tenets, thereby failing to 

provide a balanced perspective.

Newsrooms contribute to negative 

stereotypes by selectively reporting 

sensational stories that align with 

preconceived notions of Africa as 

unstable and corrupt. This selective 

reporting skews both global and local 

perceptions of the entire continent, 

reducing its many and various 

experiences to a few negative themes. 

Articles often lack historical and socio-

political context, making corruption or 

violence seem like inherent flaws rather 

than symptoms of broader systemic 

problems. Common tropes include 

depicting African leaders as despots and 

the populace as impoverished and 

powerless, reinforcing a simplistic and 

negative image of Africa.

The long-standing stereotypes about 

Africa, such as it being a 'dark continent' 

of chaos and underdevelopment, 

continue to influence media narratives. 

These stereotypes are deeply ingrained 

and perpetuated by repeated negative 

framing that has existed for so long that it 

is hard to apply a fresh new lens when 

thinking of Africa.

CASE STUDY: 
BBC Article on Kenya’s Elections

The article emphasises ethnic divisions in 

the election, overlooking other important 

factors such as policy issues, economic 

development, and civic engagement. It 

focuses on ethnic violence and vote 

rigging, neglecting important aspects 

such as the resilience of democratic 

institutions and peaceful transitions of 

power. The historical and socio-economic 

reasons behind ethnic politics in Kenya 

are not explored in depth, reinforcing 

reductive stereotypes.

2.2

provides an example of how African elections 

are covered in a way that reinforces 

stereotypes. The article discusses the ethnic 

tensions and allegations of vote rigging in 

the context of Kenyan elections.
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Stop focusing on a few 
personalities 

In election reporting, a persistent myth 

prevails in the narrative of starkly defined 

villains and heroes. This oversimplified 

dichotomy turns complex political 

landscapes into a simplistic battle of 

good versus evil, compelling journalists 

to fit candidates into these predefined 

roles. 

The allure of dramatic storytelling can 

overshadow nuanced realities, often 

leading to biased coverage that doesn't 

reflect the multifaceted nature of 

political figures and their policies. This 

myth isn't just a storytelling flaw; it 

distorts public perceptions and 

undermines the integrity of democratic 

discourse.

The root of this problem lies in the 

media's drive to captivate audiences. 

Sensationalism sells, and the temptation 

to craft compelling, easily digestible 

stories can overshadow the commitment 

to balanced reporting. In the fast-paced 

world of journalism, where clicks and 

views are the currency of success, multi-

layered analysis takes a back seat to 

dramatic headlines and viral soundbites. 

Moreover, the advent of social media has 

accelerated this trend, with algorithms 

favouring content that sparks strong 

emotional reactions, further entrenching 

the hero-villain dichotomy in election 

coverage.

Our research highlights the detrimental 

effects of such binary storytelling. It 

shows that audiences are more likely to 

develop a comprehensive understanding 

of political issues when exposed to 

multifaceted narratives that reflect 

candidates' true complexity and 

platforms.

Instead of adhering to the simplistic 

villain-hero trope, journalists are 

encouraged to delve deeper into the 

nuances of political discourse. This 

involves presenting a balanced view that 

acknowledges the strengths and 

weaknesses of all candidates, providing 

context to their policies, and exploring 

the diverse perspectives of their 

supporters. 

2.3
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The article provides a nuanced portrayal 

of Zimbabwean politicians, avoiding 

simplistic categorisations of key figures 

such as President Mnangagwa and his 

rival, Chamisa. It presents an 

analysis of their positions, 

strategies, and challenges in 

the electoral arena, encouraging 

readers to see them as multifaceted 

individuals who are operating within 

a complicated political landscape. 

It explores the historical context of 

Zimbabwe, power struggles within the 

ruling party, and socioeconomic factors 

influencing voter behaviour. In so doing, 

the article encourages readers to engage 

with many layers of African elections.

The article is committed to truth-telling 

by presenting facts, analysis, and 

expert opinions about Zimbabwean 

politics. It addresses both challenges 

and positive developments for a 

more balanced understanding of 

political processes.

It promotes critical thinking by 

offering a detailed analysis of 

Zimbabwean elections, empowering 

readers to question assumptions and 

seek a deeper understanding of African 

politics. This fosters a more thoughtful 

and informed discourse, moving beyond 

surface-level perceptions to embrace 

complexity and nuance.

C A S E S T U D Y 
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African journalism has been dealing with 

the dominance of Western media 

practices and narratives for many years. 

The pervasive influence of Western 

perspectives has often overshadowed 

the diversity of African societies, 

marginalising local voices and 

disregarding the richness and intricacies 

of African electoral processes. This 

perpetuates the idea that only Western 

journalism standards are valid. 

The belief stems from the history of 

colonialism and neo-colonialism, which 

has left a lasting imprint on African 

societies. Western powers' involvements 

in African affairs – together with 

sensationalised news stories – have 

fuelled suspicions of external 

interference in elections. Local political 

figures have, at times, exploited this 

narrative to deflect blame and discredit 

opponents, further entrenching the 

myth.

While Western influence certainly shapes 

perceptions of African elections, it is far 

from the sole factor driving negative 

stereotypes. Local dynamics, such as 

weak institutions, corruption, and ethnic 

divisions, often significantly impact 

electoral outcomes and public 

perceptions. Furthermore, African media 

outlets shape the narrative, and their 

coverage can reinforce or challenge 

existing stereotypes.
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Journalists can foster partnerships with 

local media outlets and amplify a range 

of voices from within African 

communities to help provide a more 

balanced and accurate portrayal of 

electoral processes on the continent. It's 

time to move beyond the myth of Start using 
alternative voices

2.4

Western influence and engage in a more 

subtle conversation about the challenges 

and opportunities facing African 

democracies.

African elections often lack a diversity of 

perspectives beyond the dominant 

narratives of the incumbent and 

opposition parties. 

This lack extends to gender, 

disability, and other under-

represented groups. The political 

discourse tends to revolve around 

the agendas set by these major 

players, leaving little room for 

alternative voices to be heard.

For instance, in many African 

countries, women and people 

with disabilities face significant 

barriers when attempting to enter 

the political arena. Despite 

comprising a substantial portion 

of the population, their 

perspectives and concerns are 

often marginalised or overlooked. 

 

WHAT WE SHOULD START DOING 
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As a result, election coverage 

predominantly focuses on the narratives 

of male and able-bodied politicians and 

neglects the unique challenges and 

viewpoints of women and disabled 

individuals. Limited representation of 

alternative voices in African elections is 

due to entrenched power structures 

within political parties, media and 

institutions. 

These structures often favour established 

candidates with resources and 

connections, making it difficult for 

newcomers or marginalised groups to 

gain traction in the electoral process. 

Additionally, societal norms and 

prejudices may further hinder the 

participation of under-represented 

groups in politics, perpetuating the 

dominance of traditional power 

dynamics.

Embracing diverse voices in elections not 

only enhances political discussions but 

also results in policies that better address 

the varied needs of the population. By 

amplifying the voices of women, people 

with disabilities, and other marginalised 

groups, African countries can promote 

greater social cohesion and democratic 

legitimacy. 
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Contrary to popular belief, today's youth 

are not apathetic towards politics. The 

notion that young people are 

disinterested and disengaged from the 

electoral process is a persistent myth that 

undermines their significant, albeit often 

unrecognised, participation. This 

misconception has led to a lack of 

targeted political messaging and 

outreach towards younger demographics, 

perpetuating a cycle of disengagement 

and under-representation. The reality, 

however, is far more complex and hopeful.

The traditional measures of political 

engagement, like voter turnout and party 

membership, often show lower 

participation rates among young adults 

compared to older generations. 

Additionally, media portrayals and 

anecdotal evidence have perpetuated 

stereotypes about millennials and Gen Z 

being self-absorbed or disinterested in 

civic duties. However, these measures fail 

to capture how young people engage 

with politics today. Social media activism, 

protests, and involvement in non-

traditional political organisations are just 

a few examples of youth making their 

voices heard.

Research reveals that young people are 

engaged, but in ways that differ from 

previous generations. Our study shows 

youth are more likely to participate in 

digital activism, support social 

movements, and engage in political 

discussions online. They are informed, 

passionate, and ready to make a 

difference, but their methods and 

platforms of engagement are evolving.

2.5
Start finding the voices
of the youth 
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The myth of the missing youth

C A S E S T U D Y 

The News24 article titled:

Data-Driven Reporting:  The article relies on statistical data from the 

Independent Electoral Commission (IEC), indicating that 78% of new voter 

registrations are citizens aged 16 to 29. This data-driven approach is crucial in 

debunking the myth that youth are disengaged from the electoral process, 

providing concrete evidence.

Highlighting Positive Trends: By focusing on the significant participation of 

young voters, the article highlights a positive trend that challenges prevailing 

narratives of apathy or disinterest among African youth towards electoral 

processes. This emphasis on positive developments can help shift the narrative 

towards recognising the agency and engagement of young people in shaping 

their countries' futures.

Youth-Centric Perspective: The article foregrounds the perspective of young 

voters by highlighting their active participation in the electoral process. 

Centring the voices and actions of youth provides a more nuanced 

understanding of their role in driving political change and contributes to 

reshaping perceptions of their political agency.

Contextualisation: The article contextualises the data within the broader socio-

political landscape, discussing social media engagement and youth activism. 

This contextualisation helps readers understand the underlying dynamics 

shaping youth participation in elections, moving beyond simplistic narratives of 

apathy to a more nuanced analysis of the factors influencing political 

engagement among young people.

Potential for Inspiring Action: The article's showcasing of young voters' high 

turnout has the potential to inspire further youth engagement in future 

elections. Presenting positive examples of youth involvement can encourage 

other young people to participate in the electoral process and contribute to 

positive democratic outcomes.
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African election coverage often lacks 

diverse and engaging narratives, focusing 

mainly on political rivalries, logistics, and 

allegations of fraud. This approach 

overlooks human interest stories, under-

reported issues, and grassroots 

movements. By broadening the scope 

of coverage, we can better inform 

and engage our audience with the 

vibrant aspects of electoral 

politics and the impact on local 

communities. 

The lack of innovative 

reporting can be attributed 

to the constraints and 

habits of the media 

industry. Many media outlets prioritise 

sensational stories that guarantee 

immediate attention, often at the 

expense of more in-depth and 

substantive coverage. In addition, limited 

resources and the fast-paced nature of 

news cycles can make it challenging for 

journalists to explore and develop 

comprehensive stories. 

There is also a tendency to follow 

established narratives, driven by the 

assumption that these are what 

audiences expect and are interested in. 

However, this assumption often needs to 

be revised, resulting in repetitive and 

unoriginal election coverage that fails 

to capture the full scope of the 

electoral process. 

To improve election coverage 

and attract more viewers and 

readers, it's important to use 

new storytelling techniques 

and perspectives. These 

new methods can 

significantly increase audience 

engagement and interest. 

Moreover, using multimedia platforms 

like videos, podcasts, and interactive 

features can turn a predictable routine 

into a compelling narrative that resonates 

with and captivates a wider audience.

2.6
Start finding 
new angles,
new stories 
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Focus on Underrepresented 

Groups: The article highlights the 

pivotal role of Nigerian women in 

political mobilisation. Since 

women comprise a demographic 

that is often under-represented in 

election coverage, this brings a 

fresh perspective by spotlighting 

their contributions and 

challenges.

1 

Focus on Grassroots 

Mobilization: It explores the 

grassroots efforts of women, 

emphasising community-level 

engagement rather than high-

level political manoeuvring. This 

angle showcases the importance 

of local initiatives and the power of 

grassroots movements in shaping 

electoral outcomes.

2

Focus on Human Interest 

Stories: The narrative delves into 

personal stories and experiences 

of women involved in the 

mobilisation efforts. These human 

interest elements make the 

coverage more relatable and 

engaging, helping to capture the 

audience's attention.

3

C A S E S T U D Y 

Educational, informative, inspiring: By providing 

detailed insights into the strategies and methods used 

by women to garner support, the article educates 

readers on the mechanics of grassroots mobilisation. 

This not only informs but also inspires readers about the 

potential for change driven by community efforts.

4
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Solutions journalism offers a 

fresh perspective on election 

reporting by focusing on the 

problems and potential 

solutions. It shifts the framing of 

stories from solely highlighting 

challenges to showcasing 

initiatives, innovations, and 

successes. Empowering citizens 

and countering negative 

stereotypes can shift the 

narrative about African 

elections to a more constructive 

dialogue about democracy and 

governance.

The media landscape is 

changing, with audiences now 

seeking stories that offer hope 

and practical solutions rather 

than just highlighting problems. 

Solutions journalism provides 

more rounded narratives. This 

approach can also motivate 

citizens to engage more actively 

in the democratic process by 

showing that solutions are 

possible and already happening.

The rise of social media platforms like 

TikTok have revolutionised information 

sharing and storytelling. These platforms 

offer unique opportunities to reach 

younger audiences with engaging, bite-

sized content that can enhance election 

coverage.

Traditional election coverage 

often targets older 

demographics, overlooking the 

media consumption habits of 

younger audiences. This gap 

needs to be addressed 

because:

Africa has one of the youngest 

populations in the world. 

Ignoring their preferred 

platforms means missing out 

on engaging a crucial segment 

of the electorate.

1. The demographic Shifts 

Young people consume news 

differently, favouring short, 

visual content over lengthy 

articles or traditional 

broadcasts.

3. Engagement and

Participation can be 

improved

Reaching young people 

through the platforms they 

use can increase their political 

engagement and 

participation.

2. Consumption 

patterns 

change

2.7

2.8

2.9
Start practicing
solutions 
journalism 

Start using new
platforms, with new
content formats 

Start addressing
the gap in 
traditional coverage 
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Journalists often face external 

pressures, including political 

interference, censorship, and 

safety concerns. Media houses 

are crucial in safeguarding 

journalists' independence and 

integrity, providing them with 

the resources and support 

necessary to fulfil their duties 

without fear or favour.

2.11

The media collectively serve as the fourth estate, a 

watchdog over the government and other powerful 

institutions. Journalists must embrace this role, 

understand their influence in shaping public discourse, 

and hold those in power accountable.

Engage Audiences:  Modern audiences, especially younger 

generations, seek stories that offer hope and actionable insights.1

2
Foster Informed Citizenship: Providing solutions-oriented content 

helps citizens to make informed decisions and participate more 

actively in democratic processes.

3
Encourage Accountability: Highlighting successful strategies and 

solutions pressures policymakers and institutions to adopt effective 

practices.

2.10

WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN NEXT 

Deal with External 
Pressures 

Recognise journalism as 
the fourth estate 
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C H A P T E R 3 

As journalists, it's imperative to challenge our preconceived notions and biases, especially 

regarding a diverse continent like Africa. These recommendations encourage a critical 

examination of how we perceive and portray the continent, urging us to approach stories 

with an open mind and a commitment to nuanced, accurate reporting.

Check your bias and assumptions about Africa.

Remember your code of ethics as a journalist. 

Rethink yourself

Rethink your environment

Design an election plan with your most junior and senior journalists.

 Do a story on the five political parties who don’t stand a       

              chance of winning.

 Do a feature profile piece on the leader of the opposition.

 Interview young people across the country to see what  

 they think or how they are engaged.

 Find young people engaged in the elections and cover 

 their stories.

 Do a profile piece on women and how the elections or 

 the winning policies may affect them.

 Explain the political system in that country.

 Compare this election to another election elsewhere in 

 the world that had similar dynamics.

Rethink your stories

 Develop a fact/information   

              series on the election to  

              publish on TikTok.

 

 Create video stories.

 Use multimedia.

 Create a Visual / Picture 

              only story. 

Reimagine your platforms
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This comprehensive guide on African elections provides a 

crucial resource for journalists aiming to transform the 

African narrative. By challenging the prevalent negative 

narratives and emphasising the complexities and nuances of 

the electoral processes, this guide encourages a more 

balanced and democratic engagement. It offers practical 

tools and innovative storytelling techniques to help 

journalists navigate the ethical complexities of election 

coverage. By focusing on rethinking traditional approaches 

and avoiding stereotypes, journalists can foster a deeper 

understanding and appreciation of African democracy.

Ultimately, this guide serves as a vital tool to enhance 

storytelling skills, develop new story angles, and improve the 

quality of journalism. By committing to nuanced and 

accurate reporting, journalists can play a significant role in 

promoting a more informed and democratic society. 

This guide is not only a call to action but also a step towards 

more inclusive and representative election coverage that 

truly reflects the diverse voices and experiences of the 

African electorate.

C H A P T E R 4 
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