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The concept of transformative leadership still has to acquire a wide following in the mainline media – not because of opposition or sceptism to the idea but simply due to lack of its wide dissemination. Just before coming to this conference, I asked several old friends in mainstream newspapers what they thought of transformative leadership. Their first reaction was: What’s that?

If this illustrates anything it is the imperative need to sensitize and create awareness among the media, before this powerful tool for change can be harnessed to support and promote ethical governance. 

My apologies to the organizers for changing the title of the theme. I was asked to speak on “Organizing and networking approaches for media practitioners and organizations for sustainable campaigns towards the promotion of transformative leadership through media”. One of the first steps towards making the media a partner in this huge endeavor is to use simple, crisp language without diluting the concept. 

CAPWIP has defined transformational politics as having a more humane, people-centered agenda, participatory processes and structures and sustainable and gender-responsive ways of life. The very same definition can be used to delineate the difference between traditional media and transformational media. 

What do we mean by ‘traditional media’? It is patriarchal and status quoist in its attitude within the organization, in its decision-making hierarchies; it is conventional in its views of what makes news, in its choice of subjects and in its handling of them. Transformational media, on the other hand, is more egalitarian, more socially conscious and in general, more people-oriented. Unfortunately, a large number of media organizations and media persons today belong to the former category.

Before you start to think that only men are responsible for this state of affairs, let me make it clear that even women in the media are often so conditioned as to be patriarchal in their ways of thinking. This is not as shocking as it sounds, nor as surprising. Women media persons, after all, are products of society. More importantly, many have had to claw their way out of the ‘soft beat’ syndrome by which women are given subjects such as health, education, environment, fashion and glamour (which rarely make it to the front page) while their male colleagues are given ‘more important’ areas like politics, finance, corporate sector and foreign affairs to cover.  In the highly competitive world of journalism, many women declare that they would rather be known as media persons rather than as women media persons; that it is not their gender but their undoubtedly excellent work that they would rather be known by.

Some change has to be brought about in media organisations and among media persons for both to be able to perform their key role in the promotion of transformative leadership. The role of media is critical because it performs three crucial roles: It creates awareness and public opinion, and also builds confidence among leaders walking on the difficult path of ethical governance. Second, media is a bridge between leaders and civil society – it provides information to civil society and it keeps leaders informed about the views of civil society so that they can respond and act on them. Third, it creates a climate in which people are made aware of their rights and demand that their political leaders and civil servants fulfill their duties.

Before going into the nitty-gritties of networking, I would like to share with you my experiences as a journalist for 18 years in two of India’s largest national newspapers and as director of Women’s Feature Service for the past year.

WFS began as a unique concept as far back as 1978 as a UNESCO project when the need for space in the media for women’s voices was first recognized. The objective was – and continues to be – to have more of women’s analysis and views in the mainstream media. Seven WFSs were established at that time. But by 1990, the India-based WFS was the only one that survived. This points to the difficulties of surviving in the highly competitive, commerce-driven and resource-hungry world of the media, and also of bringing about a change in the perception of mainstream media as to what constitutes ‘news that’s fit to print’. This is a challenge that we at WFS face daily.

At Women’s Feature Service (WFS), we have created and nurtured a network of journalists – a majority of them women – who are grounded in social reality and committed to writing on gender and development issues. We are also in touch with NGOs and regularly report on their work. We see ourselves as a bridge between NGOs and the mainstream media. Over the past 10 years, we have built up a clientele in mainstream media and our features are now published in over 50 mainline newspapers and magazines in different regions of India and abroad, and in a large number of websites. In the past year, we have also deliberately targeted local language (non-English) publications in India as we believe this is the best way to reach the grassroots and bring about changes in the deep-rooted attitudes of society. 

With space for social issues shrinking in the media and a concomitant preference for politics, business, entertainment and glamour, marketing has not been an easy task. We have succeeded because of regular interaction and networking with decision-makers in mainline publications, because of the presence of like-minded journalists in the publications and most important, because of readers’ pressure. We produce over 400 features each year; on an average, each one is published at least three times in newspapers, magazines and websites.

In addition, WFS organises workshops for mediapersons, to train and sensitise them on reporting on gender and development issues. This includes writing on women in politics and governance. Other activities include making project-related radio programmes and documentary films.

I am happy to say that there are three Women’s Feature Services: our bureaus in the Phillipines and Costa Rica are now independent entities though we continue to have cooperation agreements with them.

This brings me to the first strategy for networking with the media to make it a partner in the movement for transformative leadership. There is no order of importance. Each is an important element in the overall context. And by media, I mean not only print but also television, radio and Internet.

COOPERATION: Why is it that we work towards the same objectives but find it hard to work with each other? It is important to keep the overarching goal in mind and bring NGOs, women leaders and mediapersons together, to share information, to collaborate on sensitizing and training programmes. If an NGO knows of women leaders who are doing good work, it should share this information now only with media but other NGOs too so that there is widest possible dissemination of information. The media relies on NGOs for information, particularly from the grassroots. But this information must be reliable and accurate.

In fact, it is important for NGOs and women leaders to know how the media works. When to hold a press conference, how to prepare press releases, when to release them (for instance, if it is released when there is a political crisis or say, when Parliament is in session, very little media coverage can be expected).

CREDIBILITY AND TRUST: If mediapersons, NGOs and mediapersons are to collaborate with each other to build a culture of  good governance, these two elements are vital. Mediapersons have to be confident that they information they are given is reliable and factual. On their part, NGOs and women leaders should be confident that what they share with mediapersons will be properly represented without distortion or sensationalizing. The media can also help by sharing information with women leaders. This would be a valuable input for women politicians especially when it comes to legislations or raising questions in Parliament or state legislatures.

How can this trust and credibility be built? By regular interaction – even when there is no story to be written. It can’t happen overnight and has to be nurtured over a period of time. On the part of the media, respecting a desire not to be quoted, or even a respecting a request that the news not be written until the time is right. Also, off-the record information is much appreciated by journalists - provided, of course, that it is accurate. The thing to keep in mind is that there’s no free lunch. There’s a kind or quid pro quo involved here. It has to be a two-way process.

SENSITISATION: As I said, earlier, it is unrealistic to expect women journalists to automatically be aware of women’s rights, concerns and issues, just because they are women. WFS organizes training workshops for journalists – both men and women – to sensitise them on reporting on gender and development. We have found that in many cases, young women journalists have only a vague awareness of women’s issues. Many have also unconsciously absorbed patriarchal attitudes.

At WFS we are putting special emphasis on workshops for journalists writing in local languages. This is because we feel that much of the discourse on empowerment and development is conducted in the English language media even though the vernacular media has a much greater outlook and influence.

Another way is for NGOs to organize discussion groups at which media persons and women leaders are present, and topical issues are taken up. This would serve the dual function of informally creating links with media persons. For both NGOs and women leaders, it is important to be well-prepared with statistics, information and arguments or else the entire exercise can turn out to be counterproductive.

VISIBILITY: Why is it that only a handful of women leaders keep getting invited for interviews, TV debates, chat shows, meet-the-press events, electronic discussion forums and radio programmes? They are articulate, presentable and they know the value of a quotable quote. Of all three, I would say the most important is that women leaders need to be well-prepared and able to convincingly put across their views..

Accessibility is important. Many journalists complain that politicians are hard to contact. And news cannot wait. If you are not available, media persons will go to someone else. And if this happens often, they will simply stop trying to get your comments. Cooperate with the local press, get invited to events organized by press associations. The media is just as anxious to get to know you as you are them.

We have a women’s press association in Delhi, called the Indian Women’s Press Corps. It has a membership of over 400 women print journalists (including all the senior journalists) and more from the electronic media. I am its Treasurer. Among our activities, we have regular interactions with women parliamentarians – debates, panel discussions, sometimes informal lunches at which we invite a senior MP to discuss with our members upcoming legislations concerning women. We also invite women leaders to our other functions. IWPC aims to create awareness of women’s issues and also to facilitate the functioning of women journalists. I would urge media persons to form similar bodies.

Getting visibility in the media requires hard work. But it has immense dividends. Because once you establish a reputation of doing good work and being a good source, the media will come to you, asking for interviews, comments and so on. A word of caution: If NGOs or women leaders are asked to comment or react to something, and you don’t have an immediate reaction ready, ask for time. Or direct the journalist to another colleague if it is not your area of specialization. The media appreciates frankness and understands that politicians and NGOs can’t be expected to know everything.

For many women politicians, the obstacles also come from within their own political parties. They have to fight to be given a chance to speak in Parliament and state legislatures or convey the party’s views to the media. Here women parliamentarians can form caucuses in their own parties or even, as the Nepal MPs have done, form a women parliamentarians caucus. In India, some enterprising women leaders also make it a point to be at the party headquarters at the time of the daily press briefing, particularly when there is something that they want to speak about. This is a good strategy since the media corps is already gathered there.

A very important -- but, sadly, now neglected – instrument in newspapers, magazines, radio, television and Internet is the Letters to the Editor column. It is the forum for readers/viewers/listeners to express their views. And even if they are not printed or aired, they are taken note of. For women in governance and public life, this space can be used to react to events, express their opinions, their opposition, their support or even – if it can be made topical – talk about their work or experiences.

PERSEVERANCE: Networking with the media is a constant, on-going activity. Media organizations follow the ‘beat’ system. Every so often, beats are reassigned and the journalist moves on to cover something else. And the whole networking and sensitization process has to begin again.

One way to get around this is for NGOs to create a core groups of media persons (through workshops, training programmes etc) who are also committed to transformative leadership and include in this group journalists who are at the level of assistant editors. This is because assistant editors build up expertise in certain subjects and they are not moved around as much as reporters and correspondents. The drawback here is that they do not write news stories, only editorials and edit page articles.

I would like to point out here that transformative leadership is not only about women politicians. We are talking here about changing and improving systems of governance. So much of what I am saying applies to bureaucrats as well. In fact, it is easier for politicians to have access to the media. But women bureaucrats too have to lower their guard and build bridges with the media.

INCLUSIVENESS: Finally, I would like to urge all of you to include men in the campaign for transformative leadership. Men must be made partners in the movement for change. Whether in the NGO sector, media or politics, men must be brought into the loop. We have a few good men in this room; with sensitization, we can have many more. Let’s give the men a chance to prove themselves!

Thank you.
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