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ABSTRACT: Development journalism is perceived as an alternative journalism that 

primarily focuses on national development especially in the Third World countries. This paper 

examines the reasons for dissociation from the advancement perspective of the developed 

world, the challenges faced by development journalism, and discusses the way the nation 

should go so as to attain her desire in the committee of nations. Library research was used to 

generate secondary data for this paper. The discourse is anchored on the theoretical 

proposition of development theory of the press which persuades the developing nations to 

engage in development journalism. The paper suggests that the Nigerian press should generate 

and manage contents to help society build consensus for the needed changes and growth. 

KEYWORDS: Challenges, Development, Journalism, Mainstream Media.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

An overview of Development Journalism 

Development journalism may not be new but it is still a novelty in the Nigerian setting since 

we are yet to embrace its potentialities. The importance of the media in any society cannot be 

over-emphasized, and through the advent of technology, the world has become a global village. 

The media perform the role of teaching, informing, educating and entertaining the public, in 

addition to encouraging socio-economic and political development in nations of the world, 

Nigeria inclusive. It is not an overstatement that Nigerian media give prominence to politics 

and business issues while development reporting is scarcely covered, thereby affecting the 

development and growth of the nation. 

One view point is that in Nigeria, the relevance of media as a critical interface between the 

government and the people in democracy is almost gone while media reports are mostly uni-

polar, from the government to the people without feedback (Falobi, 2010). The role of the 

media is critical to the development of any nation. Development entails putting in place all the 

component parts a society needs to progress harmoniously. Rogers gives credence to this when 

he defines development as: 

a widely participatory process of social change in a society, intended to bring 

about both social and material advancement (including greater equity, freedom 

and other valued qualities) for the majority of the people through their gaining 

greater control over their environment (Rogers 2003, p. 573). 

Viewing from the perspective of Rogers, development journalism should take a cursory look 

at news reportage in a way that fosters national development, and should provide in-depth 
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reports to the benefit of the masses. This would help them to gain both social and mental control 

over their domain. 

Certain types of news and issues, though because of their negative nature, have become 

stereotyped as developmental issues, while many others get ignored. Some examples of the 

former are suicides, rural poverty, while those of the latter are urban housing problems, 

sanitation, education and literacy levels or children in urban slums and the likes. However, the 

rural issues merit serious attention, so do issues affecting the less less-privileged sectors in any 

part of the society. It would be a misconception to believe that the “disadvantaged” constitutes 

only the poor farmers. The urban migrant population, slum dwellers, street children, HIV-

affected people, rural tribes, all of these people would come under the tag of the disadvantaged. 

It is important to identify them thus because they deserve the attention of the authorities 

concerned. 

As communication revolution continues to shape the perspective of society, the media industry 

is growing by leaps and bounds (long and energetic). This high and growth also gets reflected 

in the issues that are chosen for media coverage and the way in which this lappers. The growing 

urban-rural divide is evident in media reporting. Even at the urban level, most often, issues that 

affect the lowest common denominator in society are ignored. Power equations and commercial 

interests have taken over the commitment of the media. In the rural scenario, poverty and 

illiteracy dominate the media. 

A modern society characterized by democracy, social and economic justice, national 

integration, social discipline and economic progress is possible only with the active and 

oriented help of the mass media. As a result, there should be a sharp focus on people’s 

initiatives and movements at the grassroots levels. Every media vehicle must devote time, 

energy and resources to bringing up such issues. Development journalism can be employed as 

a tool of empowerment for a nation, by standing its strengths and weaknesses and thus throwing 

light on what needs to be done. A development journalist should critically examine the existing 

development programmes and projects with the actual task undertaken till date. This form of 

journalism should also motivate the active participation of the affected people and advocate for 

their interest, rather than glossing over the views of the policy makers and planners. 

Development is a central social objective and the mass media play a decisive role in this 

process. The assumptions of development communication concerning modernization and 

dependency are no longer fashionable in Nigeria. In his view, Kunczik (1995, p.55) notes that 

development journalism comprises the reporting on ideas, programmes, activities and events, 

which are related to an improvement of the living standard, mainly in the rural regions. He then 

assumes that journalism is able to influence the development process by reporting on 

development programmes and activities. Accordingly, it is the journalist’s duty to critically 

examine and evaluate the relevance of a developing project to national and local needs; the 

difference between its impact on people as claimed by government officials and as it actually 

is. Kunczik then adds that reporting on national and international events is only desirable if the 

events constructively contribute to the development of the living standard of the people. 

Purpose of the Paper 

This paper is written with the aim of looking at development journalism in Nigeria cum its 

attendant challenges. Though the converse, now, is for the developing countries to leave 

western form of journalism as they are and focus on the alternative form of practice that will 
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shoot up development for the people, developing nations are expected to move into action and 

liberate themselves. The paper seeks to critically examine and suggest the way forward for 

Nigeria to take its place of pride. 

Theoretical Framework 

This work takes cue from the development theory of the press which is applicable to developing 

countries and Nigeria is one of them. Media controls and structure in the Developed World 

countries are elite-based (though this view comes from the Marxist school) hence, the theory 

of development of the press seeks the less advanced countries to use the media to carry out 

positive development tasks in line with nationally established policy. It advocates that media 

in the developing nations should give priority to content and language of their national culture. 

To categorize countries as developing Folarin (2002, p. 35) mentions some features that are 

apparent in the holistic structure of those countries as: 

(1) Relative lack of cultural production resources 

(2) Relative limited availability of media literate audience 

(3) Dependence on the developed world for technology, skill and cultural products hence 

shortage of communication infrastructure and professional skill. 

As a result of imbalance in the information flow due to lack of balance in communication 

technologies, postulants including McQuail suggest development theory, while Hamelink 

advocates total departure from the use of foreign technologies and converses for indigenous 

technologies to develop Third World countries hence, journalism in the Third World countries 

should promote development journalism.  

Development Journalism vis-à-vis Western Style 

Development journalism should help to create awareness about problems of the society. 

Equally diligent efforts need to be made to publicize developmental work, so that others may 

know about it and in the best case scenario draw inspiration from it. Without gainsaying, true 

globalization has impacted tremendously on the media and one important implication of this 

development is the revolution in information dissemination. With the new wave of 

democratization witnessed in Nigeria (as being claimed by Nigerian government) the press 

have become active participant in the tasks of promoting, projecting and supporting the 

activities of government. However, the predominant concern of this paper bothers on 

development journalism and its challenges. 

Development journalism is perceived as the alternative journalism primarily focused on 

national development – agriculture, family planning, health and rural development cum 

projecting to the forefront the plight of the poor masses. Development journalism is primarily 

community oriented journalism as against the western style of journalism which has failed to 

show concerns about such issues as bridging the gap between the centre and the periphery 

because, there are disparities in the level of development in Africa and the West. There are 

disparities in institutional, infrastructural and technological capacity (Imisim, 2006). Though, 

it is acknowledged that the Nigerian style of journalism was handed over to us by the West, it 

is expedient to revisit such a style in order to capture the mood and needs of Nigerian citizens. 

Western style journalism is primarily investigative and entertaining and not so much concerned 

http://www.eajournals.org/


International Journal of International Relations, Media and Mass Communication Studies 

Vol.3, No.3 pp.16-25, August 2017 

___Published by European Centre for Research Training and Development UK (www.eajournals.org) 

19 
ISSN 2059-1845(Online); ISSN 2059-1853(Print) 

with advocacy on the current trend of insecurity such as Boko Haram, bank robbery, 

commissioning of toilets and boreholes which are basic needs of life. 

There is a difference between the western model and Nigerian brand of development 

journalism. Hence, the diffusion approach had not worked in Nigeria because of existing social 

and economic disparities that hamper not only the flow of information but also an adequate 

understanding of what is disseminated. Development in the developed world may mean the 

latest development in the area of scientific research, while development journalism in the Third 

World may focus on road commissioning, water supply and other basic amenities which the 

West have since overcome. 

Misconceptions 

Mainstream media do not give development reporting the place that it warrants in our society. 

It is often relegated to niche columns, magazines and journals. The few positive issues and 

developmental projects that are undertaken by the mainstream media are not highlighted 

enough. The mainstream media pretend to have incorporated development journalism into their 

daily duties by reporting government projects and statements; and views of policy makers in 

their publications but this is far from it. 

Development journalism should help to create awareness about problems plaguing the society. 

Equally, diligent efforts need to be made to publicize development work so that others who 

may not know about it can in the best case scenario, draw inspiration from it. 

Different forms of Development Journalism 

Investigative Development Journalism 

The first form as classified by Kunczik (1995, p. 84) is comparable to a western style 

investigate journalism. It comprises reporting which critically examines development projects, 

on the one hand, and controls government activities on the other. For this form to be effective, 

freedom of the press will be a basic requirement. 

Benevolent Authoritarian Development Journalism 

Another form of classification of the development journalism by Kunczik is the benevolent 

authoritarian. This allows systematic manipulation of information in favour of a subtle 

development serving the common welfare. Journalists in this milieu form a kind of free 

intelligence and critically examine the aims of national development and the applicable 

instruments in a rational discourse via reasonable criteria free of social constraints. 

Socio-technological Development Journalism 

What seems to be a pragmatic solution to the mentioned descriptive and normative views is 

offered by the so-called socio-technological development journalism. The approach strictly 

adheres to the needs of the population and supports the (normative) perception that the people 

concerned should participate in the development projects. The tasks of journalism, from this 

view, include motivating the audience to actively cooperate and on the other hand, defending 

the interests of those concerned. Interaction of population and journalists is required so that the 

audience will be involved in the decision making process. To achieve this journalists must be 

capable of distinguishing the crucial points and of comprehensibly pointing up every social 

process for the recipients as complex as it may be. Assistance for interpretation has to be 
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provided for decision making. Also, journalists have to be committed to finding solutions while 

it is equally important to show success stories achieved by single citizens, which can serve as 

role models for the society. 

Since development is considered as solution to social problems in general, development 

journalism is no longer exclusively limited to rural areas. Development news should refer to 

the needs of people, which may vary from region to region but generally include primary needs 

such as food, housing, and employment, while secondary needs as transportation, energy 

sources and electricity and tertiary needs such as cultural diversity, recognition and dignity are 

also involved. 

Mass communication theory holds that one of the preconditions for the development journalism 

is the availability of a potential audience (Odhiambo 1991, p.18). The other preconditions are 

the development of symbolic language technology and evolution of freedom of expression. 

Peters (2010) succinctly summarizes that media development is sacrosanct to development 

journalism; as a result, it will encompass a wide range of work which can be generally defined 

as actions in support of: 

a) a system of media regulation and administration that ensures freedom of expression, 

pluralism and diversity. 

b) strengthening media capacity to inform people on issues that shape their lives. 

c) plurality and diversity of media, transparent and equal market conditions and full 

transparency of ownership. 

d) media as a platform for democratic discourse within a climate or respect for journalism 

that represents professional independence and diversity of views and interests in 

society. 

e) professional capacity building and supporting institutions for advocacy and 

development of media freedom, independence, pluralism and diversity. 

f) professional training and skills development and for the media sector as a whole to be 

both monitored and supported by professional associations and civil society 

organizations. 

g) infrastructural capacity that is sufficient to support independent and pluralistic media 

so that the media sector is characterized by high or rising levels of public access; 

efficient use of technology to gather and distribute news information (GFMO World 

Conference, 2007). 

The theory of development sees the press as an instrument of social justice and a tool for 

achieving beneficial social changes. In other words, the media should carry out positive 

development tasks in line with nationally established policy. 

However, in reality, things have not worked out in line with this theory. In Nigeria, there has 

been pressure on journalists to ally themselves with the political forces, but in doing so they 

have lost their independence. In this way, journalists can be severely hampered from reporting 

fully, fairly and independently; hence, we cannot be certain that development does get 

advanced in such situation. 
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Trend Journalism a Barrier to Development 

There is today a democratic government in power in this country unlike at any other time in 

the past. A new climate of understanding exists in which creative journalism can flourish in the 

country. A creative press should be proactive. It should set goals for the nation and give 

direction to development. It is expected to seek and report news and events to increase the 

understanding of the country by both itself and foreigners. But without development content in 

local and global issues, the media cannot build the consensus among government, civil society, 

the private sector and the international community. International issues  mentioned here bother 

on issues that  relate to awareness, participatory democracy and self development. For instance, 

international debate on the growing of cocoa will enhancs the local production. The press in 

Nigeria today is expected to act as a catalyst for sustainable and equitable changes. Then, it can 

offer itself as a serious platform for the alliance of common interests. 

Attraction of Development Journalism 

Development journalism has a lot of attraction for developing countries. In countries where 

poverty is the norm, the government of the day wants and needs as much support as it can get. 

Government can probably have to take decisions which are based on the common good but 

which harm individual liberties. These decisions may be highly unpopular but they have to be 

taken, and a hostile press can hold back government’s progress while a supportive press can 

help the government push these policies ahead. This follows one of the definitions or the duty 

of a journalist reporting on development to critically examine, evaluate and report the relevance 

of a development project to national and local needs; the difference between a planned scheme 

and its actual implementation; and the difference between its impact on people as claimed by 

government officials and as it actually is. Ability to assist in nation building is an important 

function of development journalism. 

Pitfalls in Development Journalism 

The pitfalls in development approach can be viewed in different perspectives. In the actual 

facts, the press becomes far less critical and eventually is forced to give up its “watchdog” role 

in society. As it continually panders to the government, the press loses its critical edge and 

becomes nothing more than another government mouthpiece. When this happens, it paves the 

way for a virulent underground or alternative press with a strong antigovernment approach. 

This happens most via an opposition party establishing an opposition medium to criticize the 

government. As the press tries to promote the government and the common good, it can start 

to lose sight of the individual and the individual’s human rights. If critically examined, it would 

be discovered that development journalism can be equated with one in which the government 

exercises tight control and prevents freedom of expression, all in the name of noble ends. 

Challenges of Development Journalism 

Odugberi and Norri have said development journalism often faces obstacles in the form of low 

professional journalistic standards, a lack of financial resources, work technical skills, 

fragmented legal frameworks and an undemocratic political system. Also, there is risk of 

patronage – the media may not be able to break free from its political constraints and may 

operate according to clientelism or be captured by private interests. 

Nigeria journalism is today being faced with numerous challenges which impede development 

journalism. Some of these challenges are: 
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(1) The digital age has made it difficult to define the role of the professional journalist vis-

à-vis the citizen journalists (the receiver who is at the same time the producer of news). 

If professional journalists tailor their duty towards development journalism in the 

growing pervasiveness of digital technology, online journalism is a threat that lives in 

the subliminal of the pressmen. This threat brings the fear of losing their jobs. 

(2) Again, the global challenges such as climate change, cultural and resource conflict 

among others are paramount to elites. Therefore, the media are under pressure to cover 

such reports because they depend on the patronage of the elite for economic survival. 

(3) Ownership pattern is a pertinent issue. Business moguls who are publishers are not 

interested in development journalism because they have created a class fashioned after 

global trend for themselves. As such, editors and reporters stick to the mission and 

vision of the publishers to retain their job. 

(4) Lack of modern equipment to reach those who lack the wherewithal to contact the mass 

media and make news is a serious problem. The Marxist ideologists have submitted that 

he who owns the means of production also controls the media. 

(5) The need to beat deadlines is also a major constraint to development journalism. 

Journalists’ natural competition to have their by-lines perpetually often robs the poor 

masses of the chances of making news. Since mass media are the elite means of 

communication, journalists scout for news considered to be prominent in their favour. 

“Prominence” in this sense connotes maintaining the status quo, which is, of the western 

style, maintaining the interest of the elites. Hence, a means must be devised to reverse 

this ugly trend so that developmental issues and issues of ordinary masses can be of 

importance. 

(6) Commercialization of news hampers development journalism. News of less importance 

filters into the public for consumption as a result of news commercialization whereas 

other developmental issues are left unattended to. It is high time journalists digressed 

from cash and carry journalism in order to serve both the rich and poor alike if the word 

“mass” has to be meaningful, else media will continue to promote the gap between the 

haves and the have-nots. McQuail (2005) rightly quoted Picard, (2004) that the primary 

content of the media today is commercialized news designed to appeal to broad 

audience, to entertain, to be cost effective and whose attention can be sold to 

advertisers. The result is that stories that may offend elite minorities are ignored in 

favour of those more acceptable and entertaining to a larger member of readers. Stories 

that are costly to cover are downplayed or ignored; such stories that create financial 

risks are ignored and the effect leads to homogenization of media content in coverage 

of media issues (McQuail 2005, p. 125). 

(7) Total dependence on the press releases which characterizes the present day journalism 

in Nigeria is not good for this part of the world. The implication is that ordinary citizens 

will be absolutely out of news. Of course, news releases are tailored to further the 

interests of the public figure that issued it. So, instead of our media becoming involved, 

they should be apprehensive. 

(8) Apathy to reading and research by journalists covering development issues is a critical 

challenge. Past are the days when journalists were contemporaries of novelists. Hardly 
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do we read features these days with phrases or memorable quotes of multiple authors 

to illustrate a point. Journalists no longer read widely to dig up buried issues that are 

considered less important but sacrosanct to national development. 

(9) The plurality of the Nigerian media is a reflection of the diversity of Nigerian society: 

regional, cultural, ethnic, religious, political and ideological. As Kano Communiqué 

captures it; this is a major source of subjectivity in the Nigeria journalism practice and 

it affects the practice of development journalism. 

Meeting the Needs  

If development journalism will be relevant to the setting(s) in which it is conceived necessary 

variables must be harmonized to ensure it achieves development purpose. Soola (2003, p. 165) 

identifies training, working conditions/conditions of service for journalists and the socio-

political and economic climate as necessities which demand serious attention before 

meaningful result can be guaranteed. Training of journalists who will in turn carry the message 

of development is crucial but this aspect has been neglected. Only few journalists are exposed 

to the language of science, technology and economics because training in most higher 

institutions is restricted to mass communication related arms and theories; only few who read 

independently will equip and update themselves in other fields of life. Meanwhile, society 

complexities must be understood before development journalism can take place. 

Only a handful of media houses pay attention to the working conditions of their staff despite 

the fact that remuneration is poor. Some graduates receive N10,000 monthly in so many local 

media houses. Journalists who are supposed to cover development news are not interested in 

going to the interior parts of the country because of the cost implications coupled with the fact 

that they may not get financial gift from those in the rural settlement to augment their pocket. 

Development will continue to elude this country if journalists do not take into consideration 

the 80% of rural dwellers who form the bulk of the population. 

In reality, the existing media of communication will serve us the needed mechanism to 

facilitate development. Harmonisation of both modern and indigenous channels of 

communication at the appropriate level will properly achieve desired results. Employing 

television to create awareness in demonstration, using print media to circulate the 

development plan in reference and for people to possess first hand information for themselves 

at convenience will achieve a huge success. The capability of radio wider reach to mobilize 

both at vertical and horizontal level plus the use of village square, market unions and 

associations, opinion and traditional rulers to convey development messages will go a longer 

way to put Nigerian nation on the development track. Since development journalism is a 

product of the consequence of disillusionment created by the dependency syndrome arising 

from western dominance of the international flow of information which led to the emergence 

of New International Informational and Communication Order, development journalists 

should depart from the old paradigm of news gathering and dissemination in western style to 

achieve the development calling in news reportage.  

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Since development journalism is managing news and information to enhance the structures that 

a community needs in an integrated fashion, the mass media should generate and manage the 
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contents to help society build consensus for needed growth and change. The media should give 

voice to citizens and provide the market the information it needs to flourish on a timely basis. 

Nigeria cannot reach the ambitious targets of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 

without the participation of everyone. Nigerian people all over are crying for social justice and 

equitable distribution of national wealth, eradication of economic and financial poverty while 

civil right activists want social rights of poor Nigerians to be recognized and not forgotten. 

Therefore, communication is at the very heart of this social dimension of rights and this is the 

reason development always goes with communication.  

Nigeria journalists should engage in less propaganda, but make more efforts to reach the 

citizens. Fewer monologues but more two-way participatory dialogues are desired. Increase in 

transparency and improved governance, better access to health services and education, fairer 

treatment of minorities and gender equality will be the gains of development journalism if 

adhered to. The media functions place journalists in a good position to promote development. 

Then, it is up to journalists to use their profession to deliver and report the reality of lives of 

the disadvantaged people, various inequalities and think about what arouses people other than 

catastrophe, capital market and politics. Since the general public consume media products 

(though selectively) the media owe it a duty to perform its functions creditably as development 

partners, who aim at national progress in their efforts to reduce inequalities in Nigeria, enhance 

good governance and combat the prevalence of fraud, corruption, kidnapping and waste in 

Nigeria.  

As Odhiambo (1991, p.20) captures it in his work, “Africa is to this day virgin unexploited: 

like a closet millionaire, hides the riches that the future generations on distant continents will 

need to prosper, produce and survive”. Since this assumption is relevant to Nigeria, 

development journalism should make the potentials of Nigerian nation available so that the 

citizens can explore it to daevelop themselves and cut away from foreign dependence.  
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