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Abstract

Abortion is among the recognised services for sexual reproductive health 
and rights (SRHR), and respecting women’s rights to safe abortion and their 
SRHR is linked with respecting women’s right to life (African Union, 2003; 
Durojaye et al., 2021; Starrs et al., 2018; WHO, 2022). Research indicates sig-
nificant gaps in protecting and respecting SRHR in Africa, specifically in Sub-
Saharan countries (Durojaye et al., 2021; Poku, 2020; Starrs et al., 2018). This 
may be a result of restrictive laws and policies as well as prevailing religious 
and cultural beliefs and attitudes related to SRHR. The media has a key role to 
play in shaping public discourse and impacts attitudes towards abortion and 
its access as a health service and a right of pregnant girls and women (Fraile 
& Hernández, 2024). This chapter explores some of the available literature on 
mass media’s potential to share information and open up global debate about 
abortion in the Sub-Saharan African region, where legal access to abortion is 
restricted. It draws not only on the literature examining how mass media serve 
as effective tools for the public sphere to discuss issues regarding abortion but 
also about how what is communicated can either create a sense of moral panic 
by highlighting deviance from social norms and values or foster change of 
those social norms to create a more favourable environment for safe abortion.
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Introduction and Background
Safe abortion care is among the nine recognised essential services for sexual 
reproductive health and rights (SRHR; African Union, 2003; Durojaye et  al., 
2021; Starrs et  al., 2018; WHO, 2022). Since the International Conference on 
Population Development held in Cairo in 1994 and the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action in 1995, respecting and protecting SRHR have been con-
sidered an important responsibility for governments across the world (Durojaye 
et al., 2021). The UN sustainable development goals link SRHR to goals and tar-
gets and commit governments to ensuring access to SRHR and promoting gender 
equality (goal 5.6) and to healthy lives and well-being for all (goal 3.7) by 2030 
(Munyati, 2018; Starrs et al., 2018; UNFPA, 2023). Respecting women’s rights to 
safe abortion is linked with respecting women’s right to life (African Union, 2003; 
UNFPA, 2023; WHO, 2022). However, many countries are falling behind in their 
provision of this essential SRHR service (Starrs et al., 2018).

The Maputo Protocol (2003) is recognised as the first African document on 
human rights that specifically mentions access to safe abortion as a woman’s right. 
More than 15 years later, research shows that there are significant gaps in protecting 
and respecting SRHR in Africa, specifically in Sub-Saharan countries (Durojaye 
et al., 2021; Poku, 2020; Starrs et al., 2018). As a key source of political and social 
information, the media has an important role to play in shaping public discourse 
and can impact on how SRHR are advanced or restricted (Feldman & Zmerli, 
2019). This chapter aims to explore how mass media coverage facilitates the public 
sphere’s engagement in discussion about abortion as a social issue and how its fram-
ing of abortion issues can create or dilute a sense of moral panic among audiences.

This chapter uses the term ‘mass media’ to refer to all those forms of media 
facilitating communication to a large and dispersed audience, including newspa-
pers, radio, television, and online media (McQuail & Deuze, 2020). It employs 
the concept of the ‘public sphere’ to describe the domain of social life where 
public opinion can be formed and where citizens can freely share their opinions 
(Habermas, 1989, p. 398). ‘Moral panic’ as explored in the chapter refers to media 
coverage that exaggerates an event represented as a threat to societal values and 
interests (Cohen, 2002, p. 1).

Mass Media as a Source of Information and Influence
Mass media in its varied forms can reach a wide audience and offer the space 
to discuss issues affecting their societies in a ‘public sphere’ (Habermas, 1989; 
McQuail & Deuze, 2020). Indeed, mass media is seen as possibly the most cred-
ible and effective source of information on SRHR generally, and abortion specifi-
cally, and plays a key role in influencing the formation of public opinion about 
abortion (Fraile & Hernández, 2024). How media frames and represents abortion 
depends largely on the countries’ context in terms of religious beliefs, social and 
cultural values, and legislation as well as current scientific justifications and inter-
national human rights conventions (Davis Kempton, 2024; Fraile & Hernández, 
2024; Hadley, 2023; McDonnell & Murphy, 2019; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021).
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The recent increase in coverage of abortion issues and the negative represen-
tations of abortion in the media can result in amplified moral panic in socie-
ties (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 2009; Jewkes & Linnemann, 2018). The creation or 
reinforcement of negative representations and stereotypes among audiences can 
promote misconceptions and abortion stigma among the public (Jewkes & Linne-
mann, 2018; Purcell et al., 2014), whereas the increased coverage of abortion that 
advocates for women’s rights to abortion as a human right can not only change 
social-cultural attitudes to be more accepting of women and girls’ need for and 
right to abortion but also impact legislation (Davis Kempton, 2024; McDonnell 
& Murphy, 2019).

Four Factors Impacting Media Coverage of Abortion
Several factors influence how much and what kind of coverage abortion receives 
in the mass media. The reviewed literature focuses predominantly on four: the 
newsworthiness of the topic, the political and social context, media freedom, and 
media ownership.

Successful journalists know what interests their audience, and when issues 
are considered important and interesting to the public, mass media can increase 
the coverage of a topic by changing the way those issues are communicated to 
better meet the audiences’ appetite and boost sales by abiding by the ‘rule of 
newsworthiness’:

Editors and journalists select, produce, and present news accord-
ing to a range of professional criteria that are used as benchmarks 
to determine a story’s newsworthiness […] if  a story does not con-
tain at least some of the characteristics deemed newsworthy, it will 
not appear on the news agenda. News values, then, are the value 
judgments journalists and editors make about the public appeal 
of a story as well as whether it is in the public interest. (Jewkes & 
Linnemann, 2018, p. 67)

This suggests that before journalists choose to cover issues related to abortion, 
they consider criteria to identify what is relevant, two of which include a new 
subject or a subject interesting to the public. Decisions about whether to cover the 
topic of abortion may be influenced by this concept of newsworthiness.

A country’s political and social context and level of freedom of the press also 
impact how mass media covers abortion. South Africa provides a strong example 
of how these contexts impact the media coverage of abortion: there is a marked 
difference between newsprint media representation of abortion by commentators 
in South Africa before 1990, when there were restrictive laws and media freedom 
was limited, and after 1990, after democratic reform, the liberalisation of abor-
tion laws, increased gender activism, and the establishment of an environment of 
greater media freedom (Feltham-King & Macleod, 2015).

Media ownership status (i.e. whether an organisation is government-con-
trolled or privately owned) also affects how media houses represent abortion 
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issues (Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). On the one hand, media houses owned by 
interest groups that oppose the right to abortion are more likely to emphasise 
anti-abortion perspectives, frame abortion rights arguments negatively, and 
potentially limit the diversity of viewpoints available to the public (Feltham-King 
and Macleod, 2015; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). On the other hand, pro-rights 
media ownership is more likely to provide coverage of abortion-related issues 
that support and normalise such perspectives and highlight the importance of 
reproductive rights (Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). In other words, privately owned 
media houses can either contribute to a sense of moral panic about abortion or 
facilitate the informed rational discourse envisioned in Habermas’ public sphere 
by providing factual information on the topic.

A recent case study of  media coverage in Zimbabwe reveals that government-
controlled media houses also suffer from bias. Nyathi and Ndhlovu (2021) 
found that the government-owned newspaper tends to criminalise abortion and 
promote restrictive laws on abortion, which is consistent with the current leg-
islation in Zimbabwe, where abortion is illegal except in limited circumstances. 
Most of  The Chronicle’s coverage of  abortion frames the women who seek 
abortion services as criminals and killers. What is more, the study found that 
the government-owned newspaper draws readers’ attention to the dangerous 
consequences of  abortion for women, without clarifying the difference between 
safe abortion and unsafe abortion. The three privately owned and independ-
ent newspapers examined, however, participate in debate about abortion and 
advocate for decriminalisation. Articles that discuss the consequences of  unsafe 
abortion on women’s health, advocate for women’s rights to abortion, criticise 
the restrictive abortion law in Zimbabwe, and call for review of  the laws to pro-
vide access to legal and safe abortion and prevent the consequences of  unsafe 
abortions were prominent in the private media’s coverage. Nyathi and Ndhlovu 
(2021) argue that how the government-owned newspaper in Zimbabwe crimi-
nalises abortion not only spreads fear about the risks of  having an abortion and 
discourages women from seeking medical assistance to terminate an unwanted 
pregnancy safely but also discourages abortion supporters’ movements and 
increases stigma for women who have an abortion.

Abortion as Controversy and the Amplification  
of Moral Panic
As women are the population most impacted by abortion, the framing, language, 
and focus of abortion-related media coverage often demonstrate underlying 
biases and power dynamics and reveal how media narratives can reinforce or 
challenge traditional gender norms and the social status of women. How mass 
media frames abortion can add to or reduce stigma and a sense of moral panic 
around abortion. More often than not, media coverage of abortion is not advo-
cacy for human rights but the presentation of a controversial topic related to what 
women’s bodies are expected to be and how they are intended to work (Jewkes & 
Linnemann, 2018; Lagos & Antezana, 2018; Purcell et al., 2014). For example, a 
2014 study of newspaper coverage of abortion in Great Britain found that only 
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a few newspapers framed abortion positively, advocated for the right of women 
to abortion services, and challenged the stigmatising and negative discourse sur-
rounding abortion and women who decide to terminate their pregnancies (Purcell 
et al., 2014). A much larger number of the analysed newspapers presented abor-
tion as a criminal act and portrayed women who terminate their pregnancies as 
‘incompetent’ or ‘unnatural’ women who are unable to deal with motherhood. 
This deviation from the ‘norm’ of womanhood and motherhood can be exagger-
ated in the media and result in moral panic. The study also indicated that British 
newspapers tended to associate abortion with post-abortion complications and 
health risks, which discourages women from seeking abortion services.

The framing of abortion in South American mass media operating online also 
condemns or stigmatises women who have or seek abortions. Lagos and Antezana 
(2018, p. 136) criticise the online media public sphere ‘as a male domain’, where 
men’s voices are seen to encourage gender-based violence with their violent dis-
courses. Lagos and Antezana further contend that even if  mass media is a good 
space for the public to express freely their opinions, what is said in that sphere 
and how it is said can contain elements that lead to moral panic. Their study 
indicates that in the context of South American countries, online public opinion 
often propagates a distorted picture of abortion and holds the survivors of rape 
and sexual assaults accountable for the pregnancies that result from these crimes. 
The impact of this media coverage has serious consequences; increased negative 
portrayals and representations of abortion and those who seek them reinforce 
stigmatisation, discourage women from seeking abortion services, and pose a bar-
rier to the activists engaged in advocating for women’s rights to abortion (Lagos 
& Antezana, 2018).

Men’s voices are more often heard in the media’s discussion and representation 
of the topic of abortion. As Davis Kempton’s (2024) assessment of the coverage 
of the change in abortion laws in the United States of America (USA) indicates, 
mass media privileges men’s voices because men hold more political power and 
more actively participate in the decision-making processes. Women’s voices claim-
ing their reproductive health rights are not boosted in the same way as the voices 
of men opposing legal access to abortion are. Many other studies also argue that 
the mass media coverage of the legalisation of abortion is more politicised than 
any other health issue (Davis Kempton, 2024; Fraile & Hernández, 2024).

Abortion in Negative Frames: Unintentional Media Bias
Mass media also can unwillingly convey a negative image of abortion to its audi-
ence even if  they had an intention of advocating for the right to abortion when 
the media content does not match the reality of abortion. An analysis of four 
American and British television dramas from different television stations shows 
that even though these dramas positively portray abortion and highlight women’s 
rights to seek abortion, they fail to portray abortion realistically (Freeman, 2022). 
Instead, the dramas portray the abortion procedure as surgical only and people 
seeking abortion as white, rich, and young. Freeman argues that television pro-
ducers exclude information that viewers should know, like such alternatives to 
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surgical interventions as medical abortion (i.e. taking oral medication), and the 
fact that all women can seek abortion, no matter where they live, their age, or the 
colour of their skin. Freeman (2022) further notes that such misinformation can 
‘exaggerate the risks of seeking abortion services’ and can ‘reinforce the assump-
tion that abortion is violent and dangerous’ to fuel abortion-related stigma  
(p. 600). What is more, when mass media does not cover the whole truth about 
abortion, it can be at risk of reinforcing the existing concerns associated with 
post-abortion complications and women’s fears about seeking abortion services:

More accurate representations of abortions (in terms of how an 
abortion is accessed, what will happen during the procedure, what 
will happen after, and who accesses abortions) may help to pro-
vide safer information to those who only access information about 
abortion through popular culture. (Freeman, 2022, p. 600)

Media coverage focussing on newsworthiness of issues regarding abortion 
can also foster biased information. When the voices opposing the legalisation of 
abortion are considered newsworthy, they are the most heard in the mass media 
and gain further prominence among audiences (Rohlinger, 2015; Sambaiga et al., 
2019). In such countries as Tanzania and Uganda, which have restrictive laws on 
abortion and the majority of the population holds strong religious beliefs, the 
mass media focuses on anti-abortion movements’ discourses because they are the 
most prominent (Larsson et al., 2015; Sambaiga et al., 2019). When the voices of 
activists supporting safe abortion and advocating for legal changes are few and of 
marginal interest to the public, they do not attract media attention and lose vis-
ibility in mass media. When mass media provides a public platform to voice opin-
ions opposing women’s rights to abortion, these rights are often ignored among 
the population (Davis Kempton, 2024).

Abortion Coverage as Advocacy
While mass media can amplify dominant voices of power that demonise abortion, 
it can also advocate for abortion rights. The media can promote debates and give 
a voice to activists in order to influence public opinion and change conservative 
attitudes and restrictive laws (Feltham-King & Macleod, 2015). Mass media has 
the power to set the agenda and influence social norms around abortion, and 
media coverage has contributed to the amendment and repeal of restrictive laws 
and protection of women’s rights to abortion (McDonnell & Murphy, 2019).

The increased coverage of incidents justifying the right of women to request 
abortion services brought about a change in the abortion law in the United States 
of America (Rohlinger, 2015). Although USA law allowed abortion in cases 
of sexual assault, incest, and foetal malformation during the 1940s and 1950s, 
Rohlinger narrates that this changed in the 1960s after increased coverage of the 
request for abortion by TV celebrity Sherri Finkbine, who realised that ‘she had 
ingested a drug known to cause fetal deformity’ (Rohlinger, 2015, p. 43). Her 
ordeal and travels to Sweden to obtain a safe abortion combined with the rubella 
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measles epidemic received important TV coverage, and, as a result, abortion laws 
were amended in the country.

McDonnell and Murphy (2019) argue that mass media coverage of the 2012 
death from sepsis after a prolonged miscarriage of Savita Halappanavar, who was 
refused an abortion because the law did not permit medical doctors to perform 
an abortion while the heart of the baby was still beating, brought about a similar 
change in Irish law. McDonnell and Murphy (2019) analysed how six Irish news-
papers framed the issue of abortion to demonstrate that Savita Halappanavar’s 
death provided an opportunity for newspapers to highlight the gap in the existing 
legislation which did not give medical doctors a clear framework. The law was 
accused of prioritising the rights of the unborn over the rights of the mother. The 
international media attention and debates reflected negatively on Ireland’s image 
which gave way to a historical change in the Irish constitution, from ‘the protec-
tion of the unborn’ to ensuring that abortion was available on request up to 12 
weeks (McDonnell & Murphy, 2019, p. 18).

Abortion Coverage for Informed Decision-making
The mass media has significant power to provide factual information to assist 
individual women of reproductive age’s decision-making about abortion services 
because mass media exposure allows them to acquire information on the existing 
laws guiding abortion in their countries and their rights to make decisions about 
their own bodies (Aalmneh et al., 2022; Ahinkorah et al., 2020; Dickson et al., 
2018). For example, a 2018 study conducted in Ghana and Mozambique that 
identified socio-demographic factors influencing the termination of pregnancy 
among women in the two countries found that exposure to newspaper, radio, tel-
evision, or social media impacted the likelihood that a woman would decide to 
terminate a pregnancy:

The importance of media in providing information about how and 
where to terminate a pregnancy could account for the association 
between media exposure and the prevalence of pregnancy termi-
nation. Women who have access to social media may also be aware 
of the abortion laws in their country and are less likely to be stig-
matised by society in their quest to have a pregnancy terminated. 
(Dickson et al., 2018, p. 8)

A 2020 study in Ghana further supports the relationship between mass 
media exposure and self-efficacy in abortion decision-making by revealing that 
adolescent girls and young women who consume mass media messages are more 
likely to develop independent decision-making about their own access to abor-
tions than those who are not exposed to this information (Ahinkorah et  al., 
2020). Women’s exposure to mass media provides them with a variety of  ideas 
and knowledge about the importance of  safe abortion, and the researchers rec-
ommend that
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to promote safe abortions, […] government should also ensure 
regular, periodic mass media campaigns to target adolescent girls 
and young women and provide education/knowledge on family 
planning and safe abortion practices. (Ahinkorah et al., 2020, p. 9)

Mass media’s potential to build capacity for decision-making around abor-
tion was also confirmed by a 2021 study of three popular media outlets in Kenya 
that found that when mass media provides adolescents with accurate informa-
tion on sexual reproductive health and abortion, cultural mindsets can change 
and encourage adolescents to make informed, independent decisions about their 
reproductive health (Kafu et al., 2021).

Conclusion
The review literature demonstrates that mass media coverage can be a double-
edged sword when it comes to abortion. Coverage can satisfy either the pro-rights 
movement or the anti-rights movement. Mass media can serve as a model of the 
ideal public sphere, whereby the population has various opportunities to partici-
pate in public life by expressing their views on matters affecting them, but it is 
also a platform from which the dominant voices in this public sphere exercise the 
extant power dynamics and relationship, including men and governments who 
are against abortion rights. In other words, this can drown out other arguments 
for women’s right to abortion and prevent accurate media coverage of abortion 
issues.

Mass media coverage of abortion, in general, reveals that abortion is a con-
troversial subject worldwide even in countries where abortion is legalised. The 
consistently negative framing of the issue in the media can result in moral panic 
(McDonnell & Murphy, 2019; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). When media content 
amplifies negative attitudes towards abortion, this increases abortion stigma, dis-
courages women from seeking safe abortions, and prevents activists from advo-
cating for abortion (Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021, p. 1474). This can perpetuate the 
problem of women continuing with unwanted pregnancies or accessing unsafe 
abortion, and the latter is a significant factor in the high maternal mortality rates 
in Sub-Saharan Africa (Durojaye et al., 2021; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). When 
media content promotes independent decision-making and women’s sexual and 
reproductive rights, it also has the power to influence not only an audience’s atti-
tudes and social norms around abortion but also abortion legislation.

Well-informed and responsible mass media coverage of abortion issues can 
result in a more informed public, reduced stigma, a more nuanced understanding 
of the complexities surrounding sexual and reproductive rights, and ultimately, 
better health outcomes and expanded options for women. While much of the 
available research focuses on the coverage of abortion in newspapers, television, 
and online media, there is little available literature on radio coverage of abortion. 
Given the influence of radio on its audience in Sub-Saharan Africa and its reach 
to all social groups (e.g. Chiumbu & Motsaathebe, 2021; Munoriyarwa, 2021), 
how radio covers and frames abortion needs more attention. This was the impetus 
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behind a study conducted in 2024 into radio stations’ coverage of the decriminali-
sation of abortion for minors in Rwanda.
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