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Breaking barriers between government and journalists to

improve visibility of MNH in the media

For the first time, the Ministry of Health
in Kenya has started working proactively
with the media to communicate critical
information about maternal and newborn
health to the public.

Historically, the relationship between the Ministry of
Health and the media has been one of mistrust. The
government was reluctant to share information at
the risk of negative media coverage, leading to ill-
informed coverage and sensational stories.

Health Voices Amplified is a project run by Internews
to build relationships and collaboration between
journalists, government officials and health
professionals. Its main objective is to help increase
the coverage of quality news related to maternal,
child and neonatal health in Kenya, funded by UKAId
as part of the MANI programme.

The Health Voices Amplified team facilitates
powerfultraining sessionsto bridge the gap between
reluctant government officials and frustrated health
journalists. During these trainings each side has
a chance to share their experiences, and to start
finding common ground and solutions.

During one such workshop in Turkana County, the
Deputy Director of Family Health admitted she

Media Relations Training

thought the media's role was to “create scandals
and highlight the negative” In Bungoma County,
Wambasi Mutoro, the Medical Superintendent of
Webuye County Hospital, said; “when | see the media
coming in with their cameras, | scamper through the
back door" At national level, the relationship has
been even worse, with the Ministry guarded with
what it shared and how it engaged with the media.

But by building trust between the two parties,
Internews has helped established a constructive
relationship, leading to well researched and more
balanced stories. The team does this by training
journalists on how to tell compelling stories, and
educating the Ministry of Health both nationally and
at the county level, and health professionals, on
how to effectively work with the media.

By bringing together the Ministry of Health and
journalists, the relationship started to open up. The
Ministry of Health started holding media events
and inviting journalists to cover stories, resulting in
objective and well-researched coverage.

One of the best examples of this change in attitude
in the Ministry was in February 2018 when the
government launched the Confidential Enquiry
into Maternal Deaths (CEMD) report. This report
highlighted the reasons why women were dying
in public health facilities. There was a high risk of
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Dr. Wangui Muthigani the MNH Manager from the MoH giving a live
interview on TV about the first confidential report on maternal deaths



Journalists in Nairobi interviewing Dr. Burus from WHO after the roundtable on polio vaccination in Kenya

negative media, and therefore the Ministry was
reluctant to launch it and draw attention.

But with support from Internews, the government
realized they had an opportunity to share the
information proactively and comprehensively, and
prevent media backlash. The head of the Division of
Family Health, Dr Mohamed Sheikh, agreed. Senior
government staffand partner organizations arranged
a meeting with targeted health journalists and
editors and took them through an embargoed copy
of the report. Although the journalists recognized
it was a damning report, they agreed that it was
brave for the government to undertake the survey
and share it with the public. The journalists had
time to interact with the material and gather further
information for their stories before the launch date.

The report attracted wide coverage and live
television and radio interviews. Most of the stories
were objective and sought to highlight possible
solutions which can save mothers lives going
forward.

‘It was one of the biggest coverage the Ministry has
ever experienced,” exclaimed Dr. Sheikh.

Dr. Gondi says; ‘the project really contributes
significantly in constructive coverage of maternal
and child health issues, both at the national and
sub national levels, by empowering both the
implementers and the media teams.”

This empowerment and constructive coverage has
led to the Ministry now contacting the Internews
team whenever they have a major event or launch.
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For example, during the 2018 Breastfeeding Week
in August, the Nutrition Unit requested Internews
to do what it did with the CEMD report; plan for a
prior media engagement to the official launch. As
a result, the mainstream and community media
gave Breastfeeding Week wide and in-depth
coverage that delivered over 15 stories including
live interviews.

Then, with a threat of a possible polio outbreak in the
country, the Ministry launched several campaigns
to have children under five vaccinated. Parents did
not understand why their children needed several
doses of the vaccine, and rumours quickly spread
online that it had devastating side effects. The
Health Promotion Unit at MOH was tasked with a
media campaign to educate the public and stop
misinformation.

Dr Sammy Mahugu, Head of the Health Promotion
Unit, reached out to Internews. The team supported
him to cultivate relationships with a small number
of motivated journalists who cover health. They also
advised on how to present to journalists, using clear
and simple language. Although in the early stages,
Mahugu is already seeing results.

The partnership continues. As Dr. Gondi says,
the senior officials now understand the media's
perspective, which has reduced ‘avoidance’ and
improved collaboration.

He concludes, ‘I can even prepare a press release
and media invite. Call me Doctor- Journalist Gondi!"
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