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This paper explored the role of Botswana television in harnessing the right to health information
and social inclusion of women during the COVID-19 pandemic. The researcher sampled 36
episodes (n=36) between March and June 2020 from the Botswana television Facebook page and
employed content analysis to examine comments, reactions, viewership patterns, and gender
disparities during programming. The program recorded over one million views from its
audience, attracting many reactions and comments. However, there was a ratio of 74.5% for
males against 25.5% for female representation, which was lower than the half margin of all the
guests in the program. Furthermore, the study found that indeed Facebook boosted television
viewership and audience engagement, although women’s issues were not satisfactorily
addressed by the program, both dedicated to gender equality during the pandemic and crafting
topics that discussed the vulnerability of women.
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INTRODUCTION
By its nature, access to health information derives from different perspectives, as both a basic human right
necessity and a risk factor. As illustrated by Demuyakor et al. (2021), Enders et al. (2020), King (2020), and
Radwan and Radwan (2020), when health pandemics strike, the public is exposed to the dangers of
misinformation and misguided views from unconfirmed reports, especially in the era of the rapid spread of
social media usage. COVID-19 as a recent example of a pandemic that caught the attention of the entire world
was faced with misrepresentations and facts from both the public and the media (Brownson et al., 2020;
Duraisamy et al., 2020).
Despite social media’s influence and infiltration of the credible role of the media to protect lives by creating
awareness through public education and disseminating health information, in some cases, there has been
limited information from the health authorities and government officials (Haug et al., 2020). Foundationally,
it is expected that the government undertakes a leading role in managing the flow of information to protect
the citizens’ right to life. However, the sanctioning of media practice in the backdrop of healthcare reportage
has for a long time been part of bigger debates (Collins et al., 2006). Because of the different dimensions
explored by previous researchers, it is clear that there is a need to revisit the application of the ‘right to health’
as a fundamental human right concerning information sharing and public education, to underscore its
meaning, purpose, and merge both the underlying traditional and contemporary practices geared towards
embracing human rights in health. Previously, there have been habitual misperceptions stemming from
illusions of the apparent violations of human rights in health, as usually being indistinct (Gruskin, 2004).
According to Mann (1996), the World Health Organization (WHO) recognizes the promotion of health
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information as a necessity for human rights protection, by ensuring that the information serves both the
mental, physical and social well-being of every individual. It is within this scope that emerging issues mostly
speak to lack of proper medical care, unfair treatment by health professionals-ethical misconduct, and
inadequate policies that govern the existing health practices than addressing the pivotal role played by the
media to facilitate and ensure credibility on the shared information. The Geneva Declaration of 2005 for
example, recognizes the media to be a strategic partner whenever a public health emergency occurs, by
fulfilling trust, improving knowledge (providing education to encourage appropriate actions and behaviors
when dealing with health emergencies), and strengthening cooperation within societies (Covello & Hyer,
2005).
While justifying the right to health information, another discrepancy is the little attention dedicated to an
equal gender representation of those at the helm of the control and management of information in times of
public health emergencies. This may include being the face of communication strategies during the control
and management of a pandemic and addressing the public on radio, television, and online platforms. As
noted by Heidari et al. (2020), Jansen et al. (2017), and Kalabikhina (2020), gender particularities always emerge
as a hindrance to social inclusion, especially with less representation of women in key strategic positions. This
study, therefore, seeks to explore the propagation of information under the COVID-19 pandemic in Botswana,
through television as a medium of information dissemination, and indicate how gender equality has been
achieved as regards the right to health information. In March 2020, the WHO officially declared COVID-19 a
health pandemic (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020). As a result, many countries began to knit measures to control
and manage the virus, which also led Botswana Television (Btv) to coin a television program named ‘COVID19 Botswana Responds,’ with the aim of fast-tracking information delivery to the public. The program was
structured to be presenter-driven, where various guests were invited for sit-in studio discussions on a range
of topics concerning COVID-19 management, hence the naming. Within this program, the guests came from
different government departments, parastatals, and non-governmental organizations across Botswana. Most
important, the program was broadcast simultaneously on its satellite, terrestrial, and Facebook live-streaming
through the Btv Facebook page. At the end of the show, the previously streamed episodes [on Facebook]
could be replayed anytime, this time as recorded content, which taps from Facebook algorithms that allow
for future retrieval of previously live-streamed videos (Parsons, 2018). Btv is a state-owned broadcaster under
the control of the Office of the President, arguably operating as a public service broadcaster (Balule, 2013;
Mosanako, 2014).

LITERATURE REVIEW
A Right to Health Information
A majority of studies view health information from the perspective of medical records, with much
emphasis on ‘improved’ healthcare systems, especially with infectious diseases (Chaudhry et al., 2006; Cheol
Seong et al., 2016; Zheng et al., 2014). Improvement is used herein, to selectively refer to efficiency through
computerizing health-related data and making it available for assessment on medical grounds without any
guarantee to make such information publicly available.
When studying the usage of the Internet as a search tool for health-related information, Polgreen et al.
(2008), and Scanfeld et al. (2010) positioned public health organizations at the forefront of making available
the health (public) information via Web 2.0 applications for ease of access, for awareness and educational
purposes. These include information that is by extension, shared on social media networks either by the
media or the public. The researchers argued that there had been a noticeable tradition of engaging in the
vetting process, where web-based information is scrutinized to determine its authenticity and origin. Although
both of these studies pursue technological inclusion in health information, what distinguishes their views is
that the former focused more on the health informatics data, while the latter skewed towards information
published on the Internet either for public consumption or otherwise.
Certainly, as media technologies continue to advance with improved convergence features and capacity,
it becomes debatable that health information could be accessible to all. According to Sato et al. (2019), there
is a need to view equal information distribution as regards health matters by first identifying pertinent
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disparities in the way people access health information from the media. This goes further to suggest an
imbalance in trust levels between different social groups about their preference for the Internet over
traditional media or vice versa. Given the above, the merger between television and social media is becoming
an admirable theme that needs further exploration, especially within the scope of the functions of the media,
the government, and the society that is served by both the media and the government.

Viewing Television Through Facebook for Mass Outreach
Television is one of the trusted sources of information during health crises, and it can be acknowledged
to graciously merge with other technological forms such as social media apps to harness rapid information
delivery. A couple of years ago, social media’s rise had almost threatened the existence of traditional media,
as it was poised to take over the information space (Hughes et al., 2012; Turcotte et al., 2015). However, that
is not the case anymore, as the evolution of technology have already facilitated the two mediums to
harmoniously work together. Moe et al. (2016) and Maca et al. (2016) emphasize the great changes that
occurred over the years, with information availability and reinvigorated audience engagement of the 21st
century, owing to new media technologies. Notably, a combination of Facebook and television improves active
participation from the social audience (Ouma, 2013). During public health emergencies like COVID-19, which
spreads quickly from human to human (Madubueze et al., 2020), there is a need for swift public outreach
utilizing technology.
Regardless of the authenticity of the information, its source, or origin, the public’s trust normally rests
upon health professionals as the most reliable providers of accurate health information. According to Ntsala
and Dikotla (2019), the public has for a long time been expected to visit their nearest health facilities to get
health-related information. However, since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, health information had
to be shared through multiple platforms to reduce congestion at health facilities and elsewhere. That is why
social television was at its peak as content consumption was mostly channeled through the Internet, to
reinforce online communication strategies that were employed to boost public outreach by linking television
programming to social media sites such as Facebook (Geni et al., 2021), without the public being expected to
throng health facilities for information. Even before COVID-19, there has been a growing presence of
Facebook globally which has attracted irresistible research interest, viewed as one of the most used social
networking sites (Moyo, 2019; Snelson, 2016; Tremayne, 2017).
Certainly, shifting to online health reporting and crisis information management not only increases the
availability of information but also promotes social television viewership, and improves interactions and
audience engagement (Kim et al., 2021). Aided by its feature Facebook Live, Facebook’s popularity was sharply
increased by the algorithms that allow usage of extended devices such as mobile phones that propagate quick
access to information and sharing, where viewers would no longer need to be at home watching content on
a television set (Hammock, 2017; Kümpel et. al., 2015). With the help of the above literature, the researcher
seeks to answer the following question:
RQ1-How has the strategy to Livestream COVID-19 program harnessed the audience’s right to health
information?

Social Inclusion and Promoting Women’s Leadership in a Pandemic
Regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, pressure groups, researchers, and media reports about the social
inclusion of women veered towards equity in healthcare support and protection of the poor and the
vulnerable from distress and infections. According to Rawal (1970), social inclusion is a contextual concept
that takes a dualistic form that also involves exclusion, hence the inadequate sole definition of the term.
However, Hayes et al. (2008) aligned the social inclusion concept towards advocacy for equal social
participation, fair social integration, and equal distribution of power. On the other hand, Cobigo et al. (2012)
define social inclusion from a human rights perspective, positioning individuals or groups within the
community service context. The researchers argue that for a person to feel socially included, they need to be
accorded opportunities to make meaningful contributions to the communities they live in, and access to
information is instrumental in that regard. While investigating issues of social inclusion, Tull (2021) identified
several social inclusion concepts such as religious and cultural myths, ethnicity, and discrimination in several
countries leading the pack on marginalizing women and other vulnerable groups. Gibbons and Sidun (2021)
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and Otieno and Nkenyereye (2021) also postulate that women and girls were mostly affected by the downside
of the pandemic repercussions, leading to the null presence instead of being on the forefront of the collective
efforts to fight the pandemic.
Hardy et al. (2021), and Shahid and Pelling (2020) argue that there was visible mistrust towards women
leadership, greatly influenced by the lack of suitable strategies for gender mainstreaming and implementation
of the pandemic fighting approaches, save for the female health workers (frontline staff) who would carry the
healthcare burden in the workplace and household responsibilities. These studies found other prevalent
challenges associated with anxiety and mental breakdown, mostly affecting women and girls more than men
and boys. Therefore, based on the social inclusion of women to be at the forefront of information
management during the pandemic, the researcher seeks to answer the following question:
RQ2-To what extent did the program facilitate for social inclusion of women in managing information
during the pandemic?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: STRUCTURAL-FUNCTIONAL APPROACH AND
INFORMATION PROPAGATION
Within the structure of media and society, tenets of mass media’s functional role position themselves
within broader perspectives. As proposed by Talcott Parsons in the 1950s, structural-functionalism would
later synchronize analytical and systems theories by roping in the idea of the media’s role as an intersection
of political economies, education, and authoritative philosophies (Münch, 2001). As a result, this theory has
been debated at different levels.

Perspectives of Structural Functionalism
According to Anderson and Meyer (1975), both the theoretical and methodological grounds of
functionalism in the media commonly recognize the media holistically, regardless of the medium. This kindles
diverse discourses on the tangible ‘functionality’ of information dissemination taking a monomorphic form
rather than distinct demarcations of operational boundaries. Additionally, Couldry (2004) suggested that the
media function as a mediator in society. This process acts as a pivot between two fields, health, and human
rights, in which the functions of members of a society are determined by the state of their health, and their
psychological wellbeing (Amzat & Razum, 2014; Stam 2000). Also, Haslam et al. (2021) point out the merits of
using media platforms to encourage community outreach where both the health authorities work together
with community leaders and the media as an information propagation strategy during a crisis.
Drawing from Heal (2003), strategies applied in functionalism are resultants in answering societal needs
of being, which include information sharing and collaboration. Within a wider spectrum of the media function
in society, it is not surprising for the government to take the lead in providing the platform and resources for
the community to utilize in spreading information and ultimately downsize the spread of the virus. Using
functionalism as a theoretical base, this study attaches to Talcott Parsons’s proposition that functionalism as
a social theory treats all the systems of society as one and, is expected to pull together to make the system
function better. Informed by that, the researcher then drew from the approach by Btv to invite different
systems such as the government, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), parastatals, and private entities
to the program, where they served the same interest of public education, awareness, collectivism in managing
and control the spread of COVID-19. Table 1 presents the categorized systems that formulated this study.
Table 1. Descriptive statistics studio invitations
Name
Government
NGOs
Parastatals
Private
Total
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Data group
Frequency (n=98)
26
30
13
29
98

Percentage (100%)
26.5
30.6
13.3
29.6
100
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MATERIALS, PROCEDURES AND METHODS
This study used content analysis based on primary data collected from videos streamed between March
and June 2020 on the Btv Facebook page. Given the aim of this study as highlighted earlier, the data sample
for content analysis was a selection of 36 videos (n=36), where the number of comments, viewership, and
total reactions were analyzed from the streamed video posts (Peruta & Shields, 2018).

ANALYSIS
The data were analyzed in two sets, starting with the counting of all the comments, reactions, and views
that the program had attracted to inform question 1, which aimed to establish the status of information
propagation through the program. The analysis also included probing into how topics were allocated across
the different sectors that were selected for this study by order of relevance to the control and management,
to determine whether the government dominated the discussions through more relevant and impactful
topics or is it the community or both. The second attempt which aimed at addressing question 2, was to
establish how the gender balance of those invited to speak on the television served the purpose of social
inclusion of women during the pandemic, including topics that discussed the vulnerability of women and
children during the pandemic. This was done by directly drawing from each selected episode by a way of
counting the representations.

RESULTS
RQ1-The Public Outreach Serving the Audience’s Right to Health Information Based on
Comments, Reactions, and Viewership
Comments
In all the reviewed 36 episodes (videos), there were 424 comments, episode six recorded the highest
number of comments (141) while episodes 2, 3, 5, 7, and 12 recorded the lowest (0) comments.

Reactions
2,505 reactions were recorded from the selected episodes. 2,289 (91%) were likes, with 181 (7%) heart
reactions (love), 14 (1%) sad reactions, 10 (0.4%) angry reactions, 10 (0.4%) laughter reactions, and 1 (0.04%)
wow reaction (see Figure 1), where April and May recorded the highest reactions than other months.

Figure 1. Audience reactions
Online Journal of Communication and Media Technologies, 12(3), e202219
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Viewership
All the episodes accumulated 1,461,900 views between March and June 2020. March accounted for 90,000
(6%) views, April 544,000 (37%) views. May had 393,000 (27%) views and June 434,900 (30%) views (see Figure
2). The median percentage for viewership patterns was 28% while the mean percentage for viewership
patterns was 25%. April recorded the highest viewership, which was 10% higher than the second-highest
viewed month, June. At the beginning of the pandemic in March, viewership was very low.

Figure 2. Viewership patterns

RQ2: Social Inclusion: Gender Disparity in Leadership and Authority of Information
Of the 98 studio guests, 73 (74.5%) were male, while 25 (25.5%) were females, displaying a difference of
48 (49%) (see Figure 3). The number of studio guests indicated a huge margin between men and women.

Figure 3. Gender representation
6 / 12
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DISCUSSION
The number of comments revealed by the results denotes more than half of the episodes having been
commented-on, compared to those that did not have any comments; also, a sizable number of them were
real-time comments; those that were posted during the live stream, as identified by a timestamp depicting
the exact time that they were posted. This further suggests the program was accessible to many viewers as a
live stream than as a recorded program. Thus, the highest commented-on episode attracted 141 comments
in total, where many questions, exchanges, and opinions converged in the comments section. The episode
featured a cabinet minister who addressed the audience on labor-related matters at the height of a lockdown.
Through the comments, a lot of interest was mostly drawn towards the informal sector partakers who
demanded to know the government’s position on their welfare during extreme social distancing.
Given the total recorded reactions in the results, a ‘like’ reaction (represented by a thumb symbol), was the
leading reaction used in each episode. Having accumulated 91% usage out of the total reactions to the
program, it is worth noting that the program certainly became relevant and well-received by most of the
Facebook audience. A ‘like’ on a post signifies having interacted with the content, mostly in a positive way
(Scissors et al., 2016), or even what Eranti and Lonkila (2015) argue to be an influencer of support from one
follower to the other especially when users have a kind of connection to the post in question. Regardless of
other reactions not being greatly used akin to a ‘like’, the audience still conveyed emotions using the available
facial symbols [laughter, wow, sad and angry], and a love (heart) reaction that was introduced by Facebook in
2016 for global usage (Krug, 2016). Reactions such as ‘sad’ and ‘angry’ were mostly used to react to information
from episodes that discussed sad news such as death announcements and the rising spread of the virus,
whereas ‘love,’ ‘wow’ and ‘laughter’ were neutrally dispersed around different episodes that did not bear any
sad reports.
As indicated in the results, the program garnered over one million views of all the episodes between March
and June. Previous studies have examined online video content ‘views’ for other social media platforms such
as YouTube, and tallied this kind of viewership with content popularity, hinting at a high demand for COVID19-related information during this period. Observing that April saw a rise in viewership surpassing other
months that were studied, indeed there was a surge in online live-streamed television content viewership
during the first months of the pandemic (Rajan, 2020). While they recognize the existing relationship between
views and popularity, Ham and Lee, (2020) acknowledged that it would be inappropriate to hypothesize that
high numbers in viewership would signal good content or high impact the content has, bearing in mind that
proving whether the content is good or bad is a subjective matter, sanctioned at a personal level. On the other
hand, there was a huge disparity in the viewership patterns for March and April, where the former only had
6% viewership compared to the latter with 37% as shown in Figure 2. Given that this program started
broadcasting content immediately after COVID-19 was declared a pandemic, it had been evident in the past
that television viewing had been on the decline and was revived by the demand for pandemic-related content
(Túñez-López et al., 2020). This could suggest that in March, television had just begun to regain momentum
as an information tool.
Deriving from its name ‘COVID-19 Botswana Responds’, it is a delineation that the program meant to
respond to or publicize Botswana’s efforts towards fighting the pandemic. The topics discoursed more about
the control, management, and prevention of the COVID-19 spread. These topics reflected on ideas by
professionals coming from both the government and civil society groups to discuss their mandate to
collaborate in the fight against the virus, including individuals who were affected by the virus, either through
the loss of their family members or being survivors. This shows an effort made to harness the new and
available information about the state of the country in the fight against the virus. As a state-owned television
station, Btv succeeded in safeguarding public safety by providing daily updates on different topics and using
real subjects (individuals) to address issues related to the containment of COVID-19.
Strategically, there was a mix of guests, not only coming from government departments but also from civil
society organizations, academics, and independent health professionals to share their efforts in the fight
against COVID-19. Lin et al. (2017), and Marston et al. (2020) underscored the importance of community
leadership engagement as a strategy for public outreach and project management during health crises,
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drawing from the Tsunami occurrence in Japan, and the active participation of non-governmental actors
during the COVID-19 pandemic recently.
Although the positioning of the topics tilted towards the mandate of the government through its ministries
and departments, it, however, showed the sensitivity of COVID-19 related information and handled it in the
highest regard. Hence, using the program to ensure more credibility on the information released for public
consumption, with the involvement of community leaders from different sectors. Meanwhile, even when nongovernmental organizations’ representatives were invited for discussions, most of the time, the government
mandate of being at the forefront of fighting the pandemic was repeatedly emphasized. Researchers have
presented varied findings on the power of television in shaping peoples’ thinking and influencing behavior
(Enikolopov & Petrova, 2017) and the influence of content on social networks. On repeated occasions, the
program used the invited community leaders to remind the public about adhering to the COVID-19 protocols,
including movement restrictions, washing hands with clean water and soap, sanitizing, wearing masks, etc. It
should also, be noted that the way questions were molded, was mostly for guests to provide formal responses
to either an ongoing public outcry or the potential misunderstanding about the virus; positioning the
government and stakeholders at the forefront in the fight against the pandemic.
The program constructively considered the use of both male and female subjects in the studio discussions.
However, a ratio of 74.5% of males against 25.5% of females as studio guests for the program indicates that
leveling the playfield, to have women playing more leadership roles in the fight against pandemics is still a
daunting task. Also worth noting is the program (COVID-19 Botswana Responds) lacked topics that specifically
discussed the social inclusion of women and children and their vulnerability during the pandemic. Otherwise,
discussions were fully dominated by the control and management of the pandemic from the government
level to NGOs, addressing issues of health for all, proper information management, and the status of the
country through public partnerships in spreading awareness. The fact that the two presenters who hosted
the program were both females still did not prove a balanced gender representation in the program,
especially with the everyday faces that the audience would see in-studio discussions, deliberating on the
management efforts to deal with the pandemic. In history, women have been underrepresented in television
programming (Martinez-Sheperd, 2006). This has the potential to affect the effectiveness of the program,
despite the message of the program being well received. Some audiences may prefer or get motivated when
being addressed by the gender they associate well with than the opposite gender. According to Nathanson et
al. (1997), men and women have a history of using television differently, which stems from their psychological
connections and stereotypical gender sympathy.

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
Information about the COVID-19 pandemic was fairly disseminated by Btv, given that, it was provided
simultaneously both on its satellite network and Facebook page (live-stream) and viewership was satisfactory
on their Facebook page as the program was educative and addressed a wide range of issues. The ultimate
reach of the populace is evidenced by their interest to interact with the program by watching, commenting,
and reacting during the live-streaming of every episode having attracted over one million views. It is worth
noting that many of the guests were specialists in different fields, community leaders, and volunteers. The
strategy to live-stream the program on Facebook also boosted its accessibility as it offered convenient options
for accessing information about COVID-19. Furthermore, the strategic naming of topics was highly relevant to
the fight against the pandemic and to spread more information about programs and initiatives in place that
the communities participate through. Despite having adequately propagated health information, gender
equality was overlooked, especially in the representation of females in key strategic leadership positions
either in their communities or in government and parastatals in which the ratio for males and females was
wider, where females could not even reach the half margin of the total representation. This study, therefore,
suggests that in future programming by Btv, social inclusion to empower women as voices of authority on
issues of communal concern be utilized. This study also recommends that future studies conducted in this
area could explore viewers’ perceptions on issues of gender representation by drawing an assessment of a
similar television program from a different country, to establish the different ways in which gender issues are
dealt with during a pandemic.
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