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Abstract
This study takes initial look at the promise of community radio as a public
sphere. Given the interest that community radio has generated in the
communication for development (C4d) arena, particularly its portrayal as a tool
for democracy and good governance, the study attempts to ascertain whether the
model through its flagship genre – political talk-back program can enact political
participation or engender political efficacy within the African context. Data for
the study came from a field research conducted in the United Republic of
Tanzania. The study combines a survey with focus group and in-depth
interviews. Relationships between engagement with community radio, political
participation and interest, and political efficacy were examined, as well as its
association with individual’s level of interpersonal discussion of local issues. A
key finding shows that involvement with political talk programs on community
radio can promote political participation and interest. Similarly, the result
reveals an association between participation on talk program and political
efficacy. These results are encouraging in that they point to community radio as
serving useful democratic purpose in empowering citizens by giving voice to
those considered “marginalized”, and at the same time fulfilling a major role of
providing valued information at the local levels. As the foundation of public
sphere, the stations seem to encourage active citizen participation and a healthy
diversity of opinion. Certainly, this form of communication is needed for the
occurrence of sustainable democratic development.
Key Words: community radio, public sphere, political efficacy, political
awareness, Tanzania
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Introduction
The media in sub-Saharan Africa have failed in facilitating public
debate or in underpinning democracy since the late 1950s and early
1960s when most of the countries in the region gained their political
independence. Particularly, the region’s plethora of broadcasting
systems operate under restrictive laws regarding public access and
ownership structures that makes them less useful for contributing to the
democratic ideals of popular participation. Access to information that
helps citizens to make informed democratic choices was limited.
Broadcasting was monopolized under the pretext that it is a public
service critical to development, fostering of unity, and promotion of
national culture and identity (Article XIX, 2003). In effect, the media’s
traditional “watchdog” role which ensures that elected representatives
uphold their oaths of office and carry out the wishes of those who
elected them are severely restricted.
However, a dramatic shift in ownership structure from
government to private and community control began in the early1990s.
A BBC World Service Trust (2006) study shows the number of
community radio stations operating in the region rose by over 1,000%
between 2000 and 2006, while commercial radio grew by an average of
360% during the same period. This phenomenal growth was attributed
to the 1990s-popular global political democratization process,
accompanied by the liberalization of the media environment, helped by
technological advances which facilitated installation and operation of
small radio units, even in the region’s most remote areas (Panos Institute
West Africa, 2011). A central question that remains unanswered however
is, whether small-scale community radio can produce an appreciable
civic outcome in a globalized world dominated by larger media. This
study investigates this and related questions within the contemporary
context of African communities.
The purpose of this study is to explore the promise of community
radio as public sphere. Specifically, this study examines whether
community radio can catalyze political action (i.e. political participation
and efficacy) that can lead to social change in Africa. This follows the
argument that political efficacy and participation are important
behaviours for a healthy democracy. Abramson and Aldrich (1982)
described political efficacy as a determinant of political behaviour,
stating that without one feeling capable and having the belief that one’s
actions are consequential, one has little incentive to participate in public
discourse. Thus, the media’s role in stimulating political participation is
important because levels of engagement in a democratic system have
consequences for the system’s parallel equity and legitimacy (Rosenstone
& Hansen, 1993).
Rationale and Context
The defining characteristics of community radio are, as Barlow
(1988) states, “their non-commercial status as broadcast outlets, their
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avowed policy of local community involvement in their programming,
and the democratic organization of their institutional procedures and
practices” (p. 81). As a non-commercial media, community radio’s
audience is not in the ordinary sense of casual listeners, but rather, actual
broadcasters and producers, actively engaged in managing and planning
of a local communication project (Gaynor & O’Brien, 2011). Unlike public
radio, community station changes the relationship that exists between it
and its listener by creating real possibility of a collective control over the
means of mass communication to those to whom it had been denied. In
Carpenter’s (2011) view, providing public access to the medium “infers
ability to come closer to communication systems” (p. 91). Thus, given
this unique offer of public access, community radio is viewed as a tool
for increasing listeners’ sense of personal power and community power
(Fairchild, 2001).
To this extent, policy development experts within bilateral and
multilateral organizations considered the potential role of the model in
ensuring good governance and transparency in decision-making and
thus, accorded it high priority as a major platform of development
(Deane, 2005). To the experts, the creation of free, diverse, and pluralistic
media is a strategic approach for eradicating poverty and promoting
popular democracy. For example, Sen (2001) argues that democratic
governance is not sustainable without development because at the heart
of how democratic governance contributes to development is the right to
freedom of expression. Also, critical communication scholars view
community radio as the new “public sphere” that offers space for
citizens to come together to articulate their autonomous views, and to
influence the political institutions of society (Castell, 2008; Tucker, 2013).
With potentials to diffuse information and reinforce emotions and beliefs
about society, politics and political life, community radio in the subSaharan Africa region is viewed a veritable tool for connecting citizens
and their government (Mwesige, 2009; Tettey, 2011).
While previous research on traditional media operating within
communities (such as community newspapers and weeklies) have
revealed the dynamic relationships that exists between media and
community, which fosters political participation and community
integration (cf. Berelson, Lazersfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Lazersfeld,
Berelson, & Gaudet, 1944; McLeod, et al., 1996; Stamm, 1985; Viswanath,
Finnegan, Rooney, & Potter, 1990), we have yet to fully understand the
role of community radio as a communication variable in local political
processes. Although due to its unique format and potential as public
sphere, research interest on community radio have also grown during
the past few decades (cf. Forde, Foxwell, & Meadows, 2002; Gaynor &
O’Brien, 2010; Jankowski, Prehn, & Stappers, 1992; Meadows, Forde,
Ewart, & Foxwell, 2005). Yet, the bulk of the literature on community
radio in Africa focuses on sponsored development projects which begin
with a social goal in mind (and with special one-time funding), all too
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often relying on anecdotal evidence or case studies (cf. Da Costa, 2012;
Jallov 2007). Jankowski (2003) notes that the lack of empirical studies of
the use and effects of community radio is especially problematic, in that
case studies typically contribute only incrementally to our theoretical
understanding and model building of the medium. The problem with
sponsored policy studies generally is that seldom can they be expected to
rise above the basic mandate of delivering data that are deemed
functional for assessing the restrictive policy parameters (such as the
degree of media use and relation to station activities to overall objective)
set by the donors or policy objectives of state, if sponsored internally.
While such reports do offer contributions, researchers’ association
with policy institutions makes it difficult to determine whether the
investigations are conceptually driven and ultimately contribute to a
theoretical understanding of community radio’s place in society. As
such, it can be argued that we lack anything close to the comprehensive
knowledge of community radio operations in Africa. This study
addresses this gap in the literature specifically by examining the role of
community radio as a public sphere and its contribution to citizens’
political participation and efficacy in Africa.
Community radio has a short history globally, but its emergence
is considered a blessing to countries like Tanzania. With an estimated
current population of 44.9 million (World Population Review, 2012)
about 88% of Tanzanians live in rural communities where only about
5.3% of the population have access to electricity. Until recently,
Tanzania’s state-run radio network (RTD) was the only medium
promoting awareness of development and social issues in rural areas.
Given the country’s geographic size--Tanzania is three times the size of
the U.S. state of New Mexico--and terrain (32 mountain summits – the
highest being Mt. Kilimanjaro at 19,340 feet [5895] meters), it is
prohibitively expensive to distribute radio signals to some remote areas
(Intermedia, 2011). About 27% of Tanzanian households have television,
while 41% of the population watches weekly. Still, radio remains the
dominant broadcast medium.
Newspapers rank at the bottom of news and information sources
used regularly by Tanzanians, mainly due to poor circulation
(Intermedia, 2011). Thus, a crucial information gap exists due to the lack
of radio stations in regional languages. Recently, UNESCO has helped
set up community stations in Tanzania and across Africa, and the
international organization is providing capacity building assistance to
the stations to increase civic participation and gender-responsive
communication for sustainable development. Currently, Tanzania has
28 registered community radio stations located in rural communities
with an average 16 million listeners weekly. The changing media
landscape brought about by the licensing of community and private
broadcasting outlets operating side-by-side, makes the country a wellsuited site for this project. This study was undertaken as the lead
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author’s dissertation project conducted in the United Republic of
Tanzania between April and June 2015.
The Public Sphere and Community Radio
The concept of public sphere was first defined and outlined by the
German philosopher, Jürgen Habermas in The Structural Transformation of
the Public Sphere (1962/1989) where he links the media and democratic
community formations in discussing a deliberative model of democratic
society, one where communication is central to maintaining and
sustaining good governance. Habermas introduced the public sphere as:
A sphere which mediates between society and the state, in
which the public organizes itself as the bearer of public
opinion, accords with the principle of the public sphere –
that principle of public information which once had to be
fought for against the arcane policies of monarchies and
which since that time has made possible the democratic
control of state activities. (Habermas, 1974, p. 50)
The two major themes in Habermas’ book include an analysis of
the historical genesis of the bourgeois public sphere, and an account of
the structural change of public sphere in the contemporary era with the
rise of state capitalism, the culture industries, and the increasingly
powerful positions of big business in public life. Habermas provided an
historical analysis under which the public sphere emerged and grew as
an independent arena of public debate and discussion, focusing upon
European bourgeois political life of the 17th through the mid-20th
centuries, specific to the societal conditions of Germany, Britain, and
France (Calhoun, 1992; Dahlgren, 1995; Kellner, 2000).
In his historical recounting, Habermas developed a critique of
bourgeois society showing its internal tensions and the factors that led to
its transformation and partial extinction, as well as the emancipatory
potential that it encompassed despite its ideological misrepresentation
and contradictions (Calhoun, 1992). Habermas states that the sphere
developed as the public space between government and the society, an
independent forum where individuals participate in the making,
exchange, and mobilization of political opinion. According to Habermas,
the sphere was separate from the state and the official economy; its
participants gather to discuss matters of common interest, to criticize the
state, and to hold the state accountable to the citizenry. In ideal terms,
the sphere is the realm of social life where information and views on
questions of common concern are exchanged, leading to the formation of
public opinion. Dahlgren (1995) asserts that “the public sphere takes
place when citizens, expressing the rights of assembly and association
gather as public bodies to discuss issues of the day, specifically those of
political concern” (1995, p. 7). From a sociological perspective, Calhoun
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(1992) suggests that the public sphere’s value lies in “its potential as a
mode of societal integration” (p. 6).
Further, Habermas argues that the evolution of the public sphere
made it for public opinion to act as a counterweight to state power and
the powerful interests that shaped bourgeois society. He further
elaborated that the classical bourgeois public sphere was constituted
around rational critical arguments, in which the merits of ideas, and not
the identities of participants, were crucial. To summarize, the public
sphere was conceived as a forum where people meet as co-equals and
engage in public issue debates in a rational-critical fashion, then guide
state actions. Thus, the public sphere was a communicative fulcrum
within which the bourgeois learned to constitute themselves into a
counter hegemonic force and generate collective (public) power. Hence,
individuals and groups acquired new power to shape public opinion,
giving direct expression to their needs and interests while influencing
political practice. Louw (2001) suggests that “at heart, the public sphere
issue seems to be about creating alternatives to one dimensional,
narrowed, manipulated, or closed communication” (p. 101). In other
words, the public sphere is the arena for diverse opinion.
Although the notion of public sphere is normative, the concept
relates centrally to citizens’ involvement with politics. Most importantly,
its unique features of free expression, openness, access, and participatory
debate of issues are closely linked to the principles and ethos of
community radio. Tucker (2013) argues that community radio produces
community involvement that enables “collective capacity” to act as a
bulwark against government and corporate power, and it can mobilize
citizens around common problems by serving as a forum for developing
solutions. As an alternative to the mainstream media, community radio
can re-invigorate the public sphere by reflecting local cultures (Meadows
et al., 2005), and stimulating debate and discussions. Fairchild (2001)
argues that community radio has tremendous potential to help its
participants realize their democratic goals in a variety of contexts and
locales. Unlike public radio, it serves specific communities with
individuals whose issues are in alignment. In other words, community
communication is not just about people in general, but it is about
individuals in specific (local, ethnic, religious, culture) contexts
(Hollander, 2002). As explained by Day (2009), the listener, through the
process of engagement with the station may become empowered and in
turn empowers and enhances the community. People listen or are
involved with the medium because of shared interests. As Hollander
(2002) writes, it is an existing relationship among citizens in the
community that attracts them to relevant issues presented by community
media, “not politics in general; but local politics, not national sports but
local sports; not crime in general but crime in the community” (p. 33).
The democratic decision-making built into the organizational
structures of a community radio encourages active engagement and a
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healthy diversity of opinion. Audiences across all community models
express a strong appeal to identify with their local stations because of
their openness and inclusiveness. Downing (2001) likened community
radio operation to working through horizontal social channels. Such
horizontal sharing makes possible collective problem identification and
solution. In this way, community radio could play an important cultural
role by encouraging dialogue between diverse components of a
community. Barlow (1988) suggests that the model’s democratic
structure encourages “active citizen participation and a healthy diversity
of opinions” (p. 81). The emancipatory potential of community radio is
distinctly present in the communicative process, from creation and
production of content to distribution and consumption of programming,
each of which accounts for its social and political importance. Day (2009)
adds that the main aim of community radio is to stimulate people within
the community to work to improve their community by connecting with
one another. In short, participation is not an end but a means leading to
participation in the broader life of the community. Thus, community
radio is viewed as the promotion of good governance and a safeguard
against abuse of power that essentially leads towards the ideal of a truly
inclusive polity.
Indeed, the popular view of community radio as public sphere
emerged from relatively recent innovations in development
communications in which advocates have argued for the adoption of a
participatory paradigm for media development projects in poorer
countries and communities (Ascroft & Masilela, 1994; Melkote, 2002;
Servaes & Malikhao, 2008). From this perspective, community radio
outlets are issue-based organizations devoted to counteracting existing
distribution of power by facilitating coalitions among other issue-based
organizations and providing citizens a platform for airing their views.
This perspective assumes that if a station can motivate and train
numerous volunteers to produce radio programs, a large pool of
engaged listeners could become involved, resulting in successful
community service. This argument presupposes that participation in the
station could serve as a bridge to participation in society, or that access
to information could lead to access to a larger polity and a steady
amplification of social voice. Thus, community radio initiatives – with its
call-in political talk program – are cast as movements for social change
and democratization, and as counterpoints to the processes of
commercialization and de-politicization through radio’s “unique
features of ownership and programming which provide for
management, membership, and content to be generated by the
community while simultaneously meeting its needs” (Gaynor & O’Brien,
2010, p. 4).
Community Radio and Political Awareness
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As noted above, advocates of community radio point to its
capacity to stimulate information acquisition or create political
awareness as a major contribution to community development (Gaynor
& O’Brien, 2011). Studies show that political awareness is a critical
predictor of mass attitude change (see Zaller, 1989). Political awareness is
also a requisite to citizens' political attitude and participatory behaviour.
Therefore, political awareness is critical because effective democratic
governance depends on the existence of an informed electorate. Popular
contributions to government will be vacuous if citizens lack the
knowledge or understanding of the policy debates. According to
Feldman (1989), citizens who are more politically aware are likely to
develop stable attitudes on major political issues, while other studies
suggest that better-informed persons are more likely to demonstrate
political tolerance and be supportive of government actions (Gamson &
Modigliani, 1966; Key, 1961).
In this study, engagement with community radio is
operationalised in terms of participation in the medium’s political talk
forum (i.e., active participation in political talk show). Political talk
programs are the flagship genre of political learning on community
radio. They are produced in local languages, and have become popular
in several African countries (Mwesige, 2009; Tettey, 2011). Since
community radio is about giving voice to the voiceless, it begins with
talk: talk about the everyday issues shared among community members,
talk about the decisions and actions giving rise to these issues, and talk
about how to tackle the issues and whose responsibility it is to do so.
Studies show that audiences regard certain new media forms
especially call-in shows, and the internet as useful and valuable to civic
life (Bucy, D’Angelo, & Newhagen, 1999). With new technology
fundamentally changing how users interact with media, contemporary
radio phone-in programs depend on listeners’ ability to become
contributors through their telephones. Mwesige (2009) describes political
talk as a forum for robust political debates, for finding solutions and
determining development inputs that truly meet local needs. According
to Mwesige, live exchanges on talk programs opens new opportunities
for citizens to directly engage public officials in unique ways that
traditional power relations seldom allow. Thus, political talk shows offer
audiences a chance to speak and be heard “at a time when there
continues to be much to say about politics, economy, and everyday
struggles” (Matza, 2009, p. 489).
Although some have criticized political talk shows as “irreverent,
often directing citizen anger at ruling establishments, their political
opposition, or at each other” (Mwesige, 2009, p. 221), there is some
degree of agreement among experts that radio talk shows influence
perceptions of political efficacy (Hofstetter, et al., 1994; Hofstetter &
Gianos, 1997; Hollander, 1995a, 1995b, 1996). The programs connect
citizens and their government, thereby providing a means of political
‐29‐

discussion (Katz, 1992; Verba, Schlozman, Brady & Nie, 1993). Zerbonus
(1993) found that talk radio listeners are politically more attuned than
non-listeners, and Hollander (1995) suggests that listening to talk shows
may increase a person’s perception of both competences: belief of
government representatives and actual participation in the system. In
other words, how effective one feels is a determinant of one’s
participation in the polity (Wollman & Stouder, 1991). Mwesige (2009)
describes how talk radio in Uganda serves democratic purposes, noting
that participants focus on common issues of interest rather than
advancing personal causes. Similarly, in a study of talk radio programs
in Ghana, Tettey (2011) surmised that “participation reflects active
agency, which is a critical requirement for the growth, consolidation and
sustenance of democracy” (p. 21). Hence, when government officials take
part in live discussions, they’re careful and respectful of citizens' views
(even if privately they disagree) because of the political repercussions
that could follow what might be perceived as a negative reaction
(Mwesige, 2009). Therefore, political talk show on community radio is
one indicator of how far Africa has come in opening its airwaves for
accessible discussion of issues that concern citizens. It is pertinent to
focus on community radio because similar programs rarely air on public
or private stations. As O'Sullivan (2005) states, “these fora allow the
audience a presence, and so create at least an illusion of access to the
mass media” (p. 719) which is not an insignificant starting point for
citizens' understanding of politics and their engagement with the public
sphere. Thus, the first set of questions asks:
RQ1: Is participation in political talk shows on community radio
related to political efficacy?
RQ2: Is participation in political talk shows on community radio
related to political participation?
Studies have shown that individuals who rely on the news media
for information and talk about the news content with others, will have a
better understanding of issues (cf. Chaffee & Frank, 1996). Hence, this
study anticipates that interpersonal discussion of issues discussed on
political talk radio programs will heighten political interest and/or
participation in public policy discussions. Notably, previous studies
mainly focused on the effects of hard news, but not on talk program (cf.
McLeod, et al., 1996; Scheufele, 2000). Political talk on radio is different
from hard news in that it consists mainly of individuals’ personal
opinions on issues. Because radio is the most available and pervasive
medium in Africa, it is important to know how much content from
public issues debate on community radio enters individuals’
interpersonal discussions with others. This raises a third research
question:
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RQ3: Does participation in political talk shows on community
radio influence an individual’s discussion of local issues with
others?

Methodology
Study Site and Sampling Method
The data analyzed for this study were gathered from four
community radio stations in Tanzania (Sengerema FM, Afya FM, Sibuka
FM, and Saut FM). The selection of stations was based on the mix of
stations--private, public, and community--operating in the Lake Zone
regions (Mwanza and Siriyu), permitting analysis of participants’ media
use. The four stations (except Afya FM) are in rural agricultural
communities; hence their audiences are composed largely of farmers,
fishermen, and small-scale business owners. Afya FM, a special interest
station is in Mwanza city centre, but its signal reach other locations in the
region. The station promotes itself as “health learning media.” The
Tanzania Episcopal Conference owns Saut FM, which is operated by
mass communication students enrolled at St. Augustine University.
The population involved in this research is male and female adult
community radio listeners, activists, volunteers, and workers. The
stations assisted in listener recruitment by broadcasting announcements
related to the study during their half-hourly news bulletin for two
consecutive days. The publicity clearly stated the purpose of the study
and provided the demographic requirements necessary to participate
(e.g., regular listenership, age). Survey questionnaires were completed
by interested participants at the stations. This approach was taken
because studying radio audiences is a methodologically complex
process; rarely can a station’s audience be observed directly in radio
research (Crisell,2006). Suffice to say that the primary focus of research
in community communication is the individual as a member of a specific
community (Hollander & Strappers, 1992; Hollander, et al., 2002).
Unlike public radio, community radio is meant to serve specific
communities with individuals whose issues are aligned; people listen or
are involved with the medium because of shared interests. However,
participant recruitment was conducted without regard to ethnicity or
gender.
Of the 400 questionnaires distributed, 307 were returned (less
than 5% of potential subjects were eliminated because of their inability to
complete the survey in English). This resulted in a completion rate of
76.8%. The respondents ranged in age from 18 to 66 (M = 27.08); 58.6%
(180) were males, and 38.8% (119) were females.
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Measures
Many of the variables used to characterize audiences were drawn
from existing verified survey items designed to measure exposure to
news and public affairs in mass media communication associated with
political participation. For mass media use (in line with Pan & Kosicki’s
(1997) approach), the exposure items examined were measured on a
four-point scale: (1=never, 2=hardly ever; 3=sometimes, 4=regularly, as
an additive index (Cronbach’s alpha = .75). Activities included are: read
a daily newspaper, read a magazine, watch television news (local and
national), listen to radio news (local and national). A follow up question
asks: “What primary purpose does the medium that you selected serve
in your daily routine”? For example, I watch television because….” To
measure intensity of radio use, respondents were asked, “How much
time per week do you spend listening to radio? The measure, on a 6point scale, included 1=0-6.9 hours per week, 2=7-13.9 hours per week,
3=14-20.9 hours per week, 4=21-27.9 hours per week, 5=28-34.9 hours per
week, 6=more than 35 hours (McNair, 2013). For the measure of
engagement with community radio, respondents were asked to rank
their levels of involvement with their community station on a four-point
scale (1= not involved, 2=slightly involved 3=moderately involved, and
4=very involved). Following Pan and Kosicki (1997), the measure of
exposure to political talk radio was differentiated from other media use,
because talk radio is construed as a type of opinion activity and not a
mere media exposure (Crittenden, 1971). To measure this exposure,
respondents were asked: “How often, if ever, do you listen to radio
shows that invite listeners to call-in or send a text message to discuss
current events, public issues, and politics: 1=never, 2=very rarely,
3=rarely, 4=occasionally, 5=very frequently, 6=always?” Respondents
who said “never” were coded as “non-listeners”. A follow up question
asks: “Have you, yourself ever tried to call into such a radio program, or
not?” Respondents replying "yes" were coded as "callers" and those
answering “no” as "listeners.” Following Scheufele’s (2002) study on
differential gains, frequency of interpersonal discussion about politics
was measured using a two-item composite (α = .53) of discussion of local
and national politics. Respondents were asked: “How often do you
discuss things happening in your community with neighbours or
friends?” and “How often do you discuss national affairs with others?”
Responses were measured on a five-point scale 1=never, 2=less than
once a week, 3=once or twice a week, 4=nearly every day, 5=every day.
Measure of political variables. The scale used to measure interest
in local and national politics, drawn from Scheufele (2002), is a
combined additive index (α = .63). The question asks, “Thinking about
your local community, how interested are you in local community
politics and local community affairs?” The second question asks, “How
interested are you in national politics and national affairs?” Response
options on a five-point scale include, 1=not interested, 2=slightly
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interested, 3=somewhat interested, 4=very interested, and 5=extremely
interested.
The questionnaire included 6 out of 14-16 conventional nonvoting items traditionally used to measure participation politics.
Respondents were asked to answer “yes” or “no” to any of the activities
which includes attending neighbourhood meetings, writing letters to an
elected official or the news media, or calling to a radio station. The six
items selected were considered relevant to political activities in subSaharan Africa. The six-participatory behaviour were combined into an
additive index, and the analysis revealed adequate internal consistency
(α = .65). The items were adopted from previous studies (Hofstetter &
Gianos, 1997; Hollander, 1995, 1996; McLeod, et al., 1999).
The questionnaire provided three items, each intended to
differentiate the two efficacy dimensions–internal (self) and external
(system). For “self-efficacy”, the following statements were presented: “I
consider myself well-qualified to participate in politics”; “I feel that I
have a pretty good understanding of the important political issues facing
my country”; “I feel that I could do as good a job in public office as most
other people”. Responses range on a five-point scale from “strongly
agree” to “strongly disagree”. System efficacy was similarly measured in
response to the following statements: “Under our form of government,
the people have the final say about how the country is run, no matter
who is in office”; “If public officials are not interested in hearing what
the people think, there is really no way to make them listen”; “There are
many legal ways for citizens to successfully influence what the
government does” were presented.
Analytical Method
The research questions in this study specifically sought
expectations about possible association between participation in political
talk on community radio and political participation and efficacy.
Previous studies on talk radio consistently provides bivariate
relationship to explain both the predictors of listening and to describe
relevant variables of merest.
Results
Frequencies
The media use variables show that radio programming is an
extremely popular medium in Tanzania. The mean number of hours
spent weekly listening to radio is greater (M = 3.57, SD = .61) than for
other media types (Table 1). For exposure to talk shows, the mean score
is 4.50 (SD = 1.51) on a 1-6 scale. Only 6.6% of respondents (20 of 305)
indicated that they’d never listened to a political talk radio program. Of
the remaining 285 respondents who listen, 199 are callers (69.8%) while
106 are merely listens without making calls (37.2%). Only (62.1%) of the
sample are call frequently or always (Table 2). The data support the
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differentiation made between listeners and callers, and as expected,
callers are more frequent listeners than listeners who do not make calls.
Table 1: Media Use Statistics
N

Mean

Std. Deviation

Newspaper

300

3.05

0.728

TV National news

299

3.26

0.865

Magazine

296

2.97

0.875

TV Local News

298

3.26

0.891

Radio News

300

3.57

0.605

Valid N (listwise)

288

Table 2: Levels of Talk Show Exposure
Frequency

Percentage

Never

20

6.6

Very rarely

16

5.2

Rarely

38

12.5

Occasionally

54

17.7

Very frequently

71

23.1

Always

106

34.8

Total

305

100

Bivariate relationships
For the first research question that asked: “Is participation in
political talk show on community radio related to political efficacy?”, a
Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated to determine whether a
relationship exists between callers and political efficacy. A positive but
weak correlation was found (r (288) = .153, p < .01) for external efficacy
including a significant linear relationship between the two variables
(Table 3). The results suggest possible confidence for government
officials, pointing to improved democracy. The mean score of system
efficacy was (M = 9.66, SD = 2.36 [n = 288]). A vote of confidence for
government executives indicate their responsiveness as part of the
healthy function of the system of representative democracy. However,
previous studies suggest that external efficacy is more susceptible to
situation factors. In other words, system efficacy is susceptible to change
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depending on the situation, therefore, talk radio may have greater
interest on it, but in opposite direction. However, the result showed no
correlation for self-efficacy (r (286) = .088, p >.05). The mean score for
self-efficacy was (M = 10.65, SD = 2.01 [n = 288]). This is not a surprise,
in that previous studies have shown self-efficacy to be stable within
individuals with the possibility of being enhanced by political discussion
on radio (Hollander, 1995). Table 3 shows that mere listening and not
participating in the program is not correlated in any form to the two
efficacy dimensions.
To answer RQ2, “Is participation in political talk on community
radio associated with political participation?”, the Pearson correlation
coefficient showed a significant positive correlation between active
engagement with political talk show and political participation (r (260) =
.271, p <.001) (see Table 3.). This indicates that a correlation exists
between engagement with political talk shows and political
participation, but the association is weak. Individuals who are highly
involved with talk programs are more likely than others to have
knowledge of political issues and be involved in local political affairs.
The results also show a similar positive linear relationship between
participation in political talk program and political interest (r (295) =
.208, p <.001) suggesting that those who participate in political talk
shows tend to be interested in politics, and they might just be using the
program both to sharpen their political knowledge, and to promote
personal political interest.
Table 3: Correlation among selected variables

Listene
r

Political

Politic
al

Participati
on

Interes
t

Self-

Interperson
al
Discussion

System
Calle
r

Efficac
y

Listener

1

Political Participation

.187**

1

Political Interest

.140*

.146*

1

Interpersonal
Discussion

-0.022

-0.01

.273**

1

Caller

.252**

.271**

.208**

0.036

1

Self-Efficacy

0.109

0.024

.230**

0.097

0.088

1

System Efficacy

0.033

0.12

-0.078

-0.032

.153*
*

.226**

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
Pearson Product Correlation
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Efficacy

1

Finally, to answer RQ3, “Is participation on political talk on
community radio related to individual’s interpersonal discussion of local
issues?” Pearson correlation was calculated to examine the relationship
between the two variables. The result shows a weak correlation that was
not significant (r (298) = .036, p >.05); participation is not related to
interpersonal discussion.
Conclusions
The emergence of community radio on the media landscape of
Tanzania has introduced a new information sharing dynamic with
potentials for social change. Evidence available from this study suggest a
willing desire by the stations to fulfil an important role of providing
communities with timely information about the world. At the same time,
citizens are expressing optimism about access to a larger polity made
available to them by the stations. Although the stations work to produce
a wide diversity of locally produced programs to meet community
expectations, the political talk-back program is the most significant
program on air. Audiences interviewed claim it is one of the major
reasons they listen. For those that participate, they see talk-back forum as
opportunity to inject their views and ideas and potentially influence the
polity. Interestingly, our visit for this research coincided with the period
Tanzanians were debating two major national issues: a constitutional
reform, and the election of new government. Participation on the issues
across the four community stations were vigorous. Also, openly debated
on the airwaves were issues such as gender inequality, ritual killings of
albinos, and “nyumba ntobo” – a practice that forces a young girl to
“marry” a widowed woman to bear a son for inheritance purposes.
These issues hitherto had not seen daylight or received media attention,
because they fall under local customs, and are treated as taboos.
Arguably, the stations are “forcing” a change in the system.
Across the stations, pervasive call-in programs provide an
excellent, unstructured outlet for public discourse. The convergence of
radio with the new technologies is ably aiding citizens’ participation in
on-air political discussions. In fact, new technologies (such as SMS) have
enhanced community radio’s performance as a public sphere
infrastructure. The popularity of political talk radio is greatly aided by
use of text messaging. In effect, more people join to articulate their
autonomous views towards influencing the political institutions of
society. In this way, community radio is playing an important cultural
role of encouraging dialogue between diverse components of a
community, a process that is integral to community social structure. The
talk-back programs illuminate debates about the nature of the public
sphere, that is, its universal access and its potential as a platform for
opinion formation. To this extent, a new media audience is emerging,
one that is non-passive, but is participative and independent. Thus,
we’ve realized through media interconnection, a vision that was once
only imagined.
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This study revealed a significant positive association between
participation in political talk program and system efficacy, a finding that
suggests that community radio tends to promote political interest and
political participation. Most importantly, our research revealed evidence
that community radio could impact political discourse and political
learning. Thus, engagement with community radio is serving a useful
democratic function of empowering citizens, clearly giving credence to
the notion that political discourse is at the heart of democracy (de
tocqueville’s,1835/1984). We surmise, therefore, that the community
radio sector is strategically helping to forge a democratic society by
giving citizens the opportunity to communicate their thoughts and
actions to others around them. Without doubt, the model’s
organizational structures encourage active citizen participation and a
healthy diversity of opinion. Thus, the sector is meeting the atypical
expectation of public radio service – informing citizens at the local levels,
and at the same time giving voice to their views. In so doing, community
radio in Tanzania is filling the void left for decades by commercial and
public broadcasting services. The mere fact that information is regularly
available to citizens gives us confidence that the root for enlightenment
is being planted at the local levels. This form of communication must
take place if sustainable democratic development is to occur. Most
significantly, the presence of this sector in rural communities appears to
have widened the boundaries of citizens’ awareness.
Nonetheless, major challenges remain that threaten community
radio’s viability as public sphere in Africa. First is financial solvency.
Generally, financial sustenance is a common problem with community
stations because by their very nature, they should rely on local resources.
However, this problem is more acute in Africa given the small-scale
economies of the rural communities. The support from listeners, the
primary source, is paltry, if at all it exists. Thus, the stations struggle to
stay afloat, and are forced to look to advertising or support from
government or international development agencies to maintain their
services. The temptation is strong to embrace commercial support for
the sake of sustainability. Not surprisingly, we witnessed evidence of
this drift as the stations we visited used the flavour of local music (or
entertainment) to attract audiences’ attention to their niche. This is
understandable given the fact that they’re competing with commercial
stations for audience’s attention. The danger however, is that the drift
towards entertainment content for commercial reasons could make them
lose the character of public sphere.
A final point to consider is the issue of (in)tolerance of differing
viewpoints by African leaders. Without doubt, tolerance is essential to a
functional democracy. Although the number of African countries with
freedom of information laws (or right to information) has increased over
the years, but providing the public with information about how
government works or policy details is another issue. Of course, related to
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this is the question of how long African leaders are willing to tolerate
differing opinion. So, non-compliance with freedom of information and
leadership intolerance could potentially stifle the role that community
radio can play in Africa. For now, however, it is sufficient to recognize
that community radio could lead the vanguard for larger social
movement to democratize society by heightening the level of citizen
participation. The opportunity to provide space for people to come
together to freely discuss and identify societal problems, and through
that discussion bring about social change, is a major reason many point
to community radio as a public sphere.
___________________
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