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Abstract  
The examination of media freedom in Sierra Leone 

stands as an emblematic portrayal of the 

overarching challenges encountered by journalism 

on a global scale. This scholarly inquiry endeavors 

to elucidate the multifaceted dynamics that 

encumber journalistic freedom within the country, 

particularly in the aftermath of the revocation of the 

criminal seditious libel Law act of 1965. Termed as 

"Media Freedom in Sierra Leone," this study aspires 

to meticulously dissect the impediments and 

opportunities entwined with the realm of journalistic 

autonomy. Employing a comprehensive review of 

scholarly literature, empirical reports, and pertinent 

case studies, the analysis endeavors to unravel a 

paradoxical narrative wherein the theoretical 

underpinning of press freedom, enshrined within the 

constitutional framework, starkly contrasts with its 

practical manifestations. In addressing this 

dissonance, the study advocates for legislative 

fortification of media freedom, underscoring the 

imperative for substantive support mechanisms. 

Additionally, it posits the facilitation of journalists' 

access to governmental sources and records, 

contingent upon the caveat that such access remains 

consonant with the preservation of societal 

equilibrium. 

Key words: press & media freedom, Journalism, 

rule of law, human rights, Journalist  
 

I. Introduction and Study Background 
The pursuit of media freedom in Sierra 

Leone (SL) represents a significant facet of the 

nation's democratic evolution, intertwined with the 

broader narrative of Africa's journalistic landscape. 

A liberated and impartial press is foundational to 

fostering transparency, accountability, and civic 

engagement in governance, serving as a catalyst for 

societal progress and democratic consolidation 

(Spencer, 2023). Sierra Leone's historical trajectory, 

marred by colonial legacies and post-independence 

challenges, reflects the complexities inherent in the 

quest for unfettered media expression. 

Preceding Sierra Leone's attainment of 

independence in 1961, the media landscape was 

characterized by limited access and colonial 

influences, constraining the development of a robust 

journalistic culture (SL Country Report, 2022). The 

colonial legacy cast a long shadow over media 

operations, shaping the narratives disseminated and 

the parameters of public discourse. However, the 

transition to independence offered glimpses of hope, 

with nascent efforts to expand media outlets and 

enhance journalistic independence. Yet, these 

aspirations were often stymied by political pressures 

and censorship, emblematic of the delicate balance 

between press freedom and state control (SL-Media 

Landscape Report, 2018). 

The tumultuous civil war that engulfed 

Sierra Leone from 1991 to 2002 inflicted severe 

disruptions on media infrastructure and posed 

existential threats to journalists' safety. The conflict 

not only eroded the physical infrastructure but also 

sowed seeds of distrust and fear among media 

practitioners, curtailing their ability to operate freely 

and impartially (SL Press Freedom Report, 2020). In 

the aftermath of the conflict, Sierra Leone embarked 

on a path of recovery and reconciliation, with media 

reforms and legislative amendments aimed at 

restoring and fortifying press freedom. 

The World Press Freedom Index, an annual 

barometer of media freedom worldwide, provides 

valuable insights into Sierra Leone's progress and 

challenges in this realm. According to the 2022 

index compiled by Reporters Without Borders 

(RSF), Sierra Leone is categorized as 'somewhat 

free', marking a noteworthy improvement from 

previous assessments (World Press Freedom Index, 

2022). Ranked 46th out of 180 countries, this 

positioning underscores the nation's commitment to 

enhancing media freedom and fostering an enabling 

environment for journalistic endeavors. The 

constitutional protections afforded to media 

freedom, coupled with legislative milestones such as 

the Right to Access Information Act of 2013, signify 

significant strides toward ensuring government 
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transparency and upholding human rights standards 

(SL-Media Landscape Report, 2018). 

However, the journey towards media 

freedom in Sierra Leone is fraught with challenges 

and setbacks. Despite legislative reforms and 

constitutional guarantees, journalists continue to 

face arbitrary arrests, intimidation, and harassment, 

particularly in the context of sensitive political 

issues and election cycles (MFWA, 2020). The 

specter of legal restrictions, such as the antiquated 

Public Order Act of 1965, casts a pall over 

journalistic autonomy and freedom of expression, 

highlighting the enduring struggle to reconcile 

democratic ideals with practical realities (RSF, 

2021). 

In the broader continental context, Africa's 

media landscape is marked by a mosaic of progress 

and persistent challenges. The transition to 

democratic governance in many African nations has 

heralded significant advancements in media 

freedom, underpinned by legislative reforms and 

institutional safeguards (Fleshman, 2005). However, 

the 2021 World Press Freedom Index paints a 

sobering picture, with the majority of African 

countries categorized as 'problematic' or 'difficult' in 

terms of media freedom (World Press Freedom 

Index, 2021). Political instability, regulatory 

constraints, and economic pressures pose formidable 

obstacles to unfettered media expression, 

underscoring the complex interplay of political, 

legal, and economic factors shaping media 

landscapes across the continent. 

Political instability remains a pervasive 

impediment to media freedom in many African 

nations, with instances of press repression and 

censorship documented amidst political unrest and 

authoritarian regimes (Ogbondah, 1994). Zimbabwe 

and Cameroon serve as poignant examples, where 

journalists and media outlets face retaliation, 

intimidation, and even closure for their critical 

coverage of government actions and policies 

(Mpofu, 2023; RFS-World Press Freedom, 2020). 

Legal and regulatory frameworks further 

compound the challenges facing media freedom in 

Africa. Many countries have enacted laws that 

restrict media freedom, criminalizing defamation, 

sedition, and false news to suppress dissent and 

silence critical voices (Conroy-Krutz, 2020). Egypt 

stands out as a stark illustration, where journalists 

and media organizations endure harassment, 

imprisonment, and censorship for their critical 

reporting of government actions and human rights 

violations (Kajjo, 2015). 

Economic constraints pose yet another 

formidable challenge to media freedom in Africa, 

with limited resources and financial pressures 

undermining the sustainability and independence of 

media organizations (Schote & Hurzeler, 2021). 

Nigeria, Africa's most populous country and a 

regional economic powerhouse, grapples with these 

challenges, as media organizations struggle to 

survive in a hostile economic climate characterized 

by dwindling advertising revenues and government 

interference (AMB-Nigeria, 2019). 

The case of Guinea serves as a stark 

reminder of the perilous terrain confronting 

journalists in some African nations. Despite 

legislative provisions ostensibly safeguarding media 

freedom, Guinea's history of repression and 

intimidation against journalists underscores the 

widening gulf between legal frameworks and 

practical realities (RSF, 2021). Journalists in Guinea 

frequently operate under duress, facing threats, 

physical assaults, and censorship for their critical 

reporting of government actions and human rights 

abuses (RSF, 2021). 

Nevertheless, amidst the myriad 

challenges, Sierra Leone has made notable strides in 

advancing media freedom in recent years. The 

proliferation of independent private radio stations, 

television channels, and newspapers underscores the 

vibrancy and dynamism of Sierra Leone's media 

landscape (AMB-Nigeria, 2019). Constitutional 

guarantees of freedom of expression, coupled with 

government assertions of these rights, provide a 

foundation for media autonomy and pluralism. 

However, occasional incidents of harassment, 

intimidation, and legal restrictions, particularly 

during election periods, underscore the nuanced and 

contested nature of media freedom in Sierra Leone. 

The foregoing discussion underscores the 

multifaceted dynamics shaping media freedom in 

Sierra Leone and across Africa. As the continent 

grapples with political, legal, and economic 

challenges, the quest for unfettered media 

expression remains an enduring aspiration, 

emblematic of the broader struggle for democratic 

governance and human rights. In Sierra Leone and 

beyond, fostering an environment conducive to 

media freedom requires concerted efforts by 

governments, civil society, and international 

stakeholders to uphold constitutional principles, 

dismantle legal barriers, and safeguard journalists' 

rights and safety. Only through such collective 

action can Africa realize its full potential as a 

beacon of media freedom and democratic 

governance on the global stage. 
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1.2 Research Objectives & Questions 

The objective of this study is to examine 

the quest for media freedom in Sierra Leone, with a 

focus on understanding the historical context, 

assessing the current state of media freedom, 

identifying challenges and opportunities, exploring 

the role of media freedom in democratic societies, 

and drawing lessons from comparative case studies 

and best practices. The study aims to provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the legal framework, 

challenges, and opportunities for enhancing media 

freedom in Sierra Leone, while also examining the 

implications of media freedom for democratic 

development (SL Media Development Strategy, 

2023-2024). Moreover, the primary objectives of 

this research paper include:  

a) to examine the current state of media 

freedom in Sierra Leone and analyze the challenges 

faced by journalists and media organizations;  

b) to identify the obstacles to media 

ownership and pluralism in Sierra Leone;  

c) to explore the potential opportunities for 

enhancing media freedom and strengthening the role 

of a free press in democratic societies;  

d) to investigate the role of media freedom in 

promoting accountability, transparency, and public 

participation in Sierra Leone's democratic 

development; and,  

e) to draw comparative case studies and best 

practices from other countries that can provide 

insights and lessons for enhancing media freedom in 

Sierra Leone.   

 

The research questions guiding the study include:  

1) What is the historical overview of media in 

Sierra Leone, taking account of both pre- and pos-

independence eras, and the impact of the civil war 

on media freedom? 

2) What is the current state of media freedom 

in Sierra Leone, with a focus on the legal 

framework, challenges to media freedom such as 

intimidation and violence against journalists, 

government interference and censorship, limited 

access to information, and the role of self-

censorship?  

3) What are the opportunities for enhancing 

media freedom in Sierra Leone, specifically in terms 

of strengthening legal protections and legislative 

reforms, promoting professional standards and 

ethical journalism, enhancing journalist safety and 

protection, building capacity and professional 

development, and engaging civil society and 

international support?  

4) What is the role of media freedom in 

democratic societies, particularly in promoting 

accountability and transparency, serving as a 

catalyst for social change, and influencing public 

perception and trust in the media?  

5) What are the comparative case studies and 

best practices from other countries that can provide 

insights and lessons for enhancing media freedom in 

Sierra Leone? 

 

These research questions will guide the 

investigation into the historical context, current 

state, challenges, opportunities, and implications of 

media freedom in Sierra Leone.  

 

Overall, this study aims to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the challenges and opportunities 

surrounding press freedom in Sierra Leone through 

the achievement of these research objectives. The 

findings and recommendations stem from a 

thorough analysis and investigation of these 

research questions. 

 

1.3 Methodology  

The study is based on desk research; all 

references are publicly available and traceable 

(unless otherwise specified). The majority of the 

resources consulted and used for the study come 

from documentations of civil society organisations 

that focus on journalists' rights, media freedom, and 

freedom of expression, as well as the monitoring 

mechanisms in which they take part. Scholarly 

writings and news reports have also influenced the 

analysis. The analysis is also informed by relevant 

legal and policy frameworks at both national and 

international levels. 

 

II. Historical Overview of Media in Sierra 

Leone 
During the pre-independence era in Sierra 

Leone, media outlets were limited and primarily 

controlled by colonial powers (UNHCR, 2015). This 

restricted the development of a vibrant and 

independent press. The Sierra Leone Gazette, 

established in 1801, served as the country's first 

newspaper but focused mainly on administrative 

matters rather than providing substantial coverage of 

local news or public affairs. The colonial authorities 

used the media as a tool for disseminating 

information that aligned with their interests and 

maintaining control over the narrative (Kororma, 

2023). However, following Sierra Leone's 

independence in 1961, the media landscape 

expanded with the establishment of various 

newspapers and broadcasting outlets. Independent 

newspapers, such as the Salone Times, Awoko, 

Expo Times and Concord Times emerged and 
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provided platforms for diverse perspectives and 

critical reporting (Wittels & Maybanks, 2016). 

Radio stations, including the state-owned Sierra 

Leone Broadcasting Service (SLBS) and later the 

Sierra Leone Broadcasting Corporation (SLBC) 

played a crucial role in disseminating information to 

the public (Jorgenson & Cole, 2008). However, 

media freedom in Sierra Leone during the post-

independence period was not without challenges. 

The government exerted influence and occasional 

censorship, particularly during periods of political 

tension. Laws like the Public Order Act were used 

to suppress dissenting voices and restrict media 

freedoms. Journalists and media professionals faced 

risks when reporting on sensitive issues or 

criticizing the government (Reworld, 2015).  

In fact, the fourth in series of reports on 

‘Press Freedom Report in Sierra Leone’ produced 

by the Media Reform Coordinating Group (MRCG), 

listed over 10 cases of government abuse of oppress 

freedom during the period of 2019 to 2020. 

Journalists continue to be brutalized by various 

people, including common people and security 

personnel. They are often summoned for their work 

and for assaults, beatings and even attempted 

murders (MFWA, 2022). Additionally, 29 violations 

of press freedom were reported in Sierra Leone 

during the COVID-19 outbreak, with elections 

generally highlighted as the primary catalyst for the 

violations and journalists as their primary targets, 

according to a MFWA report on the state of the 

media in Sierra Leone at the time (MFWA, 2021).  

Furthermore, the civil war in Sierra Leone, 

spanning from 1991 to 2002, had a profound impact 

on media freedom and the media landscape. More 

than 10 journalists were killed in the line of duty in 

Sierra Leone in 1999, making it the most dangerous 

place on earth for journalists. All journalists were 

considered "foes" by the combination of the rebel 

forces of the United Revolutionary Front (RUF) and 

the Revolutionary Council of the Armed Forces 

(AFRC) (Reworld, 2000).  Before being ousted by 

the West African Peacekeeping Force (ECOMOG), 

the rebel forces executed at least eight journalists 

during a three-week bloody occupation of the 

capital, Freetown, in January. Many media 

organizations were forced to shut down, and 

journalists went into exile or faced censorship. The 

Revolutionary United Front (RUF) rebels 

specifically targeted journalists and media 

professionals who attempted to expose human rights 

abuses or report on the conflict's atrocities (Human 

Right Watch, 2003). The violence and intimidation 

created an atmosphere of fear and self-censorship 

among journalists, resulting in a significant decline 

in independent reporting.  

The impact of the civil war on media 

freedom in Sierra Leone emphasizes the 

vulnerability of journalists during times of conflict. 

It underscores the critical need for safety measures, 

legal protections, and support for journalists to 

enable them to carry out their work without fear 

(Frohardt & Temi, 2003). Additionally, it highlights 

the long-lasting effects of conflict on media 

infrastructure and the subsequent challenges in 

rebuilding and promoting media freedom in post-

war societies.   

In summary, Sierra Leone's media 

development situation has shown both progress and 

challenges. The country has made strides in terms of 

media pluralism, with a diverse range of outlets 

encompassing newspapers, radio, and online 

platforms. However, challenges persist, including 

limited resources, infrastructure, and training 

opportunities for journalists. To ensure that this 

study is contextually grounded, let us turn to draw a 

comparative analysis with other British colonies in 

Africa during the same period.  

 

2.1 Analysis of Comparative Case Studies 

A comparative analysis can be drawn with 

other former British colonies in Africa during the 

same period. Many colonies faced similar 

limitations on media freedom, with newspapers 

primarily serving as mouthpieces for colonial 

administrators (Akinfemisoye, 2015). For example, 

in Nigeria, the Nigerian Tribune, founded in 1949, 

played a significant role in advocating for 

independence from British rule. However, it too 

faced restrictions and censorship from the colonial 

government, limiting its ability to provide impartial 

coverage (Ojo, 2015). Also, in Zimbabwe, after 

gaining independence from British colonial rule in 

1980, media freedom initially flourished (Mlotshwa, 

2019). However, most governments gradually 

tightened their control over the media, enacting 

restrictive laws and regulations that curtailed press 

freedom (Harber & Ngomba, 2016). This led to self-

censorship and limited opportunities for critical 

journalism.  

In contrast, media freedom in Ghana 

experienced advances and challenges during and 

after its independence (Temo, 2012). After Ghana's 

independence in 1957, press freedom flourished as 

the country established itself as a democratic nation. 

Ghana's first president, Kwame Nkrumah, 

emphasized press freedom as an essential part of 

democracy and encouraged the diversity of the 

media landscape. Several independent newspapers 
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emerged, providing a variety of perspectives and 

lively public discourse (Karikari 2007). However, 

when Nkrumah's government consolidated power, 

media freedom began to be restricted. The 

Government introduced the Preventive Detention 

Act (Akoto et. al. 1961), which allows for the arrest 

and detention of individuals, including journalists, 

without trial (Ghana Human Rights Report, 2022). 

Critical voices were suppressed, and state-controlled 

media outlets dominated the narrative, limiting the 

space for independent journalism.  

The post-independence era was 

characterized by a vibrant media pluralism and a 

relatively open environment for journalists. 

Consequently, journalists in Ghana today, enjoy 

greater freedom of investigation and reporting on a 

range of topics, including government policies, 

corruption and social issues. The country has also 

seen an increase of investigative journalism, 

fostering transparency and accountability. 

Nevertheless, challenges remain (RSF, 2022). 

Journalists continue to face occasional threats, 

harassment and attacks, particularly when reporting 

on sensitive political or social issues (MFWA, 

2019).  Certain laws, such as criminal libel, have 

been used to target journalists and restrict freedom 

of expression, though efforts have been made to 

repeal or reform these laws. While media freedom in 

Ghana has seen significant progress since 

independence, there is an ongoing need to address 

challenges and ensure a supportive environment for 

journalists to operate without fear of reprisals, 

fostering a vibrant and independent media landscape 

(Digital News, 2020). 

Another specific conflict-affected country 

where media freedom was severely compromised is 

Rwanda. During the 1994 genocide, the media in 

Rwanda played a destructive role in inciting 

violence and spreading hate speech (Alexis (2003). 

Radio stations like RTLM and newspapers 

propagated ethnic hatred, leading to mass killings. 

The consequences of the media's role in the 

genocide highlight the immense challenges faced by 

media organizations and the need for accountability 

in post-conflict media (Thompson, 2007).  
Similarly, the impact of the civil war on 

media freedom in Sierra Leone emphasizes the 

vulnerability of journalists during times of conflict. 

It underscores the critical need for safety measures, 

legal protections, and support for journalists to 

enable them to carry out their work without fear. 

Additionally, it highlights the long-lasting effects of 

conflict on media infrastructure and the subsequent 

challenges in rebuilding and promoting media 

freedom in post-war societies. 

As pointed out, these developments can 

bring back the once dreaded culture of silence in 

hesitation. They also have an impact on the ability 

of the media to play a crucial role in developing 

each country's emerging democracy. Democracy 

cannot exist unless there is freedom of the press. 

African governments that genuinely uphold 

democracy's core values ought to recognise the 

value of a free press and act constantly in a way that 

not only ensures press freedom but also fosters 

media development (MFWA, 2019). Thus, bringing 

us to the discussion of the current state of media 

freedom in Sierra Leone.  

 

III. Current State of Media Freedom in 

Sierra Leone 
3.1 Legal Framework and Press Freedom Laws  

Sierra Leone has made significant progress 

in developing a legal framework that supports media 

freedom (mrcgonline, 2020). The Constitution of 

Sierra Leone guarantees freedom of expression and 

the press. Article 25 of the constitution specifically 

protects the right to freedom of speech and the 

press, subject to restrictions that are necessary in a 

democratic society (SL – Constitution, 1991). 
Additionally, the Independent Media Commission 

(IMC) Act of 2000 established the Independent 

Media Commission, which aims to regulate media 

practices, promote professionalism, and protect the 

rights of journalists (Independent Commission Act, 
2000). However, there are concerns regarding the 

enforcement of these laws and regulations. The IMC 

has been criticized for its lack of independence and 

for being susceptible to political influence (Freedom 

House, 2022). The implementation of the 1965 

Public Order Act has also raised issues, as it 

provides authorities with broad powers to restrict the 

media and suppress dissenting voices (The Public 

Order Act, 1965). The government has used this act 

to limit public gatherings and demonstrations, 

including those organized by journalists, which 

hampers their ability to exercise their right to 

freedom of expression (Amnesty International, 

2020). 

 

3.2 Challenges to Media Freedom 

3.2.1 Intimidation and Violence against Journalists  

Journalists in Sierra Leone face 

intimidation, threats, and physical violence as they 

carry out their work. This poses a significant 

challenge to media freedom and the safety of 

journalists (Amnesty International, 2020). Some 

journalists have been attacked or harassed for 

investigating and reporting on sensitive issues, 

including corruption, human rights abuses, and 
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political misconduct (MFWM, 2020).  These acts of 

violence create a climate of fear and self-censorship 

among journalists, impeding their ability to report 

freely. For instance, in April 2021, three journalists 

from the New Age newspaper were hospitalized 

after being violently attacked by unidentified 

individuals (MRCG, 2021). The attackers targeted 

the journalists due to their critical reporting on local 

governance issues. Despite the gravity of such 

incidents, there is often a lack of accountability, 

with perpetrators going unpunished. 

 

3.2.2 Government Interference and Censorship  

Government interference and censorship 

persist as formidable challenges to media freedom in 

Sierra Leone. Instances abound wherein media 

outlets have encountered substantial pressure and 

threats from governmental authorities, primarily in 

response to their critical journalistic endeavors. The 

government employs a range of tactics, 

encompassing legal intimidation, manipulation of 

advertising revenue, and regulatory measures, 

strategically deployed to stifle dissenting voices and 

assert control over the media narrative (Koroma, 

2023). In fact, as elucidated by Sesay (2014), the 

government's command over state-owned media 

entities, notably the Sierra Leone Broadcasting 

Corporation (SLBC), evokes apprehension 

regarding the potential for biased reporting and the 

constriction of access to diverse viewpoints 

(MRCG, 2014 & BBC, March 2023). Journalists 

and media organizations expressing dissent against 

the government frequently encounter reprisals, 

including the ominous specters of legal actions, 

arbitrary arrests, or the revocation of operating 

licenses (Nasralla, 2014). 

 

3.2.3 Limited Access to Information  
Limited access to information is a 

significant obstacle to media freedom in Sierra 

Leone. Journalists often face challenges in obtaining 

official documents, government data, and 

information related to public affairs. The lack of 

transparency and the absence of a comprehensive 

Freedom of Information Act make it difficult for 

journalists to hold those in power accountable and 

provide accurate and in-depth reporting. The lack of 

access to information is particularly evident in areas 

such as public procurement processes, financial 

transactions, and government decision-making. This 

limited access hampers journalists' ability to provide 

comprehensive and accurate coverage of important 

issues, hindering the public's right to know 

(Chiumbuhttps & Munoriyarwa, 2023). 

 

3.2.4 Lack of Journalistic Safety Measures  
Journalistic safety measures and protection 

for journalists are inadequate in Sierra Leone. 

Journalists often lack proper training and resources 

to ensure their safety while covering sensitive 

stories. Besides, authorities seldom act against 

perpetrators of violence against journalists. As a 

result, many journalists do not use security protocols 

(UNESCO, 2017). The absence of effective 

mechanisms to address the safety concerns of 

journalists hampers media freedom and discourages 

investigative journalism. Despite the constructive 

role played by the Sierra Leone Association of 

Journalists (SLAJ) since its founding in 1971, it 

claimed in its 2017 report that journalists still face a 

variety of safety challenges, such as threats, 

assaults, and intimidation (Aziz, 2020). There is a 

pressing need for the government and media 

organizations to prioritize the safety of journalists 

by establishing mechanisms for reporting threats, 

providing security training, and ensuring legal 

protections (UNESCO, 2002 & SLAJ, 2018). 
 

3.3 The Role of Self-Censorship 

Self-censorship is a common feature of 

African media practices. It can be found in both 

state and private media, in new and traditional 

media, intense situations and in quieter media. 

According to Derek Forbes, it is just as common as 

the political influence of the media; as a result, he 

claims that "political interference and self-

censorship go together in African journalism 

(Forbes, 2005)." Thus, self-censorship is prevalent 

among journalists in Sierra Leone due to the hostile 

environment and the risks associated with critical 

reporting as well as political influence. Journalists 

often choose to avoid reporting on sensitive issues 

or engaging in investigative journalism to protect 

themselves from reprisals. This self-censorship 

limits the scope of media freedom and hinders the 

dissemination of information that is crucial for 

accountability and democratic discourse. The fear of 

physical attacks, legal repercussions, and economic 

pressures leads journalists to exercise caution in 

their reporting. The result is a constrained media 

landscape where critical issues may go unreported, 

depriving the public of essential information and 

stifling open debate. 

 

These challenges to media freedom in 

Sierra Leone require concerted efforts from the 

government, civil society, and international 

organizations to address and mitigate. The 

promotion of a free and independent press, ensuring 

the safety of journalists, strengthening legal 
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protections, and fostering a culture of transparency 

and accountability are crucial for the advancement 

of media freedom in Sierra Leone. 

 

IV. Challenges to Media Ownership and 

Pluralism 
 

4.1 Concentration of Media Ownership 

One of the major challenges to media 

ownership and pluralism is the concentration of 

media ownership in the hands of a few powerful 

individuals or entities (SFCG, 2005). In many 

aspects of the media or communications industry, 

including print, online, advertising and 

telecommunications, research shows a growing 

concentration of ownership. For academics across 

the globe, media concentration has become an issue 

(Uzuegbunam, 2020). This concentration can lead to 

a lack of diverse voices and perspectives in the 

media landscape, limiting the representation of 

different societal groups and viewpoints. Studies 

have shown that concentrated media ownership can 

result in biased reporting, self-censorship, and 

limited coverage of critical issues (Dunaway, 2012). 

In Sierra Leone, media ownership concentration has 

been observed, with a few influential individuals or 

entities controlling significant media outlets 

(Hindolo, 2016). 
 

4.2 Lack of Funding and Economic Viability 

Another challenge to media ownership and 

pluralism is the lack of funding and economic 

viability. Many media outlets struggle to generate 

sufficient revenue to sustain their operations, which 

can lead to financial dependence on external 

entities, compromising their editorial independence 

(Trappel & Meier, 2022). In Sierra Leone, media 

organizations face challenges in generating revenue 

from advertising and subscriptions, as well as 

accessing financial support for journalism projects. 

Limited funding hampers the ability of media outlets 

to invest in quality journalism, conduct investigative 

reporting, and provide diverse content (Bangura, 
2022).  
 

4.3 Digital Divide and Access to Information 

  The digital divide and limited access to 

information present additional challenges to media 

ownership and pluralism. In Sierra Leone, there is 

an unequal distribution of internet access, with 

urban areas having better connectivity than rural 

regions (Kumar & Strazdins, 2021). This digital 

divide restricts the ability of marginalized 

communities to participate in the digital public 

sphere and access diverse sources of information. 

Lack of access to digital platforms and online 

resources further exacerbates the concentration of 

media ownership, as traditional media outlets 

maintain dominance in reaching audiences (Radio 
Democracy, 2015). 
 

Addressing these challenges requires 

concerted efforts. To promote media ownership and 

pluralism, it is crucial to implement policies that 

encourage diverse ownership structures and prevent 

the concentration of media ownership. This can 

involve promoting community-based media, 

supporting independent media initiatives, and 

enforcing regulations that prevent undue media 

consolidation. Additionally, fostering a favorable 

economic environment for media sustainability, 

such as providing financial incentives or tax breaks 

for media organizations, can help address the 

funding challenges. 

In terms of access to information, efforts 

should be made to bridge the digital divide and 

ensure equal access to digital platforms and online 

resources. This can involve improving internet 

infrastructure, providing affordable internet access, 

and promoting digital literacy programs. 

Collaboration between government, civil society, 

and private sector entities can play a crucial role in 

implementing these initiatives and fostering a 

diverse and inclusive media landscape (Carlsson & 

Pettersson, 2004). 

 

V.    Opportunities for Enhancing Media 

Freedom in Sierra Leone 
 

5.1 Strengthening Legal Protections and 

Legislative Reforms  

One opportunity for enhancing media 

freedom in Sierra Leone is to strengthen legal 

protections and enact legislative reforms that 

support a free and independent press. This includes 

ensuring the enforcement of constitutional 

guarantees of freedom of expression and the press, 

as well as reviewing and amending laws that could 

be used to suppress media freedom, such as the 

Public Order Act. Legislative reforms should also 

focus on the enactment of a comprehensive Freedom 

of Information Act, which would promote 

transparency and access to information (Right to 

access information, 2013). It is crucial to involve 

civil society organizations, media associations, and 

international experts in the process of drafting and 

advocating for these reforms (Cole, 2010). 
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5.2 Promoting Professional Standards and 

Ethical Journalism 

Promoting professional standards and 

ethical journalism is another opportunity for 

enhancing media freedom in Sierra Leone. Media 

organizations, in collaboration with journalism 

schools and training institutions, should prioritize 

the development of codes of conduct and ethical 

guidelines for journalists (Serwornoo, 2019). The 

SLAJ Code of Ethics is intended to address the 

moral dilemmas that face journalism in Sierra Leone 

(BBC Media Action, 2018). It is influenced by other 

codes of ethics and global best practices, and it 

follows most of their guiding principles. Its goal is 

to make sure that when performing their duties, its 

members uphold the highest ethical standards, 

professional competence, and decency.  

 

These guidelines emphasize accuracy, 

fairness, impartiality, and responsible reporting. 

Efforts should be made to provide journalists with 

training and capacity-building programs that focus 

on professional standards, investigative journalism, 

fact-checking, and media literacy. By promoting 

professional ethics and improving the quality of 

journalism, the media can build public trust and 

credibility, which are crucial for a vibrant and free 

press (UNESCO, 2015).  
 

5.3 Enhancing Journalistic Safety and 

Protection  

Enhancing the safety and protection of 

journalists is essential for fostering media freedom 

in Sierra Leone. The government should develop 

and implement mechanisms to investigate and 

prosecute those who perpetrate violence against 

journalists. Specialized training programs and 

workshops on safety measures, conflict reporting, 

and digital security should be provided to 

journalists. Collaboration between media 

organizations, security agencies, and civil society 

groups can help establish a culture of safety and 

protection for journalists (Kok, 2010). This can 

include the creation of a rapid response mechanism 

to address threats and attacks on journalists, as well 

as providing legal support and counseling services 

to journalists who face intimidation or harassment 

(Newell, 2016). 
 

5.4 Building Capacity and Professional 

Development  

Building the capacity and professional 

development of journalists is crucial for enhancing 

media freedom in Sierra Leone. Journalists should 

have access to training programs, workshops, and 

mentorship opportunities to enhance their skills in 

investigative journalism, data journalism, digital 

media, and multimedia reporting. Collaboration 

between media organizations, journalism schools, 

and international partners can facilitate the exchange 

of expertise and resources, enabling journalists to 

acquire new skills and stay abreast of emerging 

trends in the media industry. Additionally, providing 

financial support for journalism scholarships and 

fellowships can help nurture a new generation of 

skilled and dedicated journalists. 

 

5.5 Engaging Civil Society and International 

Support  

Engaging civil society organizations and 

seeking international support is an important 

opportunity for enhancing media freedom in Sierra 

Leone. Civil society groups can play a crucial role 

in advocating for media freedom, monitoring 

violations, and holding the government accountable. 

Collaborative initiatives between media 

organizations, civil society, and international 

partners can contribute to building a robust and 

supportive media environment. International 

organizations and donors can provide financial 

support for media development projects, capacity-

building programs, and initiatives that promote 

media freedom. They can also exert diplomatic 

pressure and engage in dialogue with the 

government to address challenges and create an 

enabling environment for a free and independent 

press. 

 

By focusing on these opportunities, Sierra 

Leone can make significant strides in enhancing 

media freedom, fostering a culture of transparency, 

accountability, and democratic discourse. It requires 

collaborative efforts between the government, media 

organizations, civil society, and international 

stakeholders to create an environment where 

journalists can operate freely and independently. 

Sierra Leone can learn from these experiences and 

foster collaboration between civil society 

organizations, media associations, and international 

stakeholders. Engaging civil society and 

international support can involve joint advocacy 

efforts, capacity-building programs, and financial 

support for media development projects. 

International organizations, such as Freedom House 

and the International Center for Journalists, can 

provide valuable support and expertise in promoting 

media freedom in Sierra Leone. 

Also, by studying and adopting best 

practices from other countries, Sierra Leone can 

enhance media freedom by strengthening legal 
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protections, promoting professional standards, 

ensuring the safety of journalists, building capacity, 

and engaging civil society and international support. 

It is essential for Sierra Leone to contextualize these 

best practices within its own unique socio-political 

landscape and adapt them accordingly. 

 

VI.  The Role of Media Freedom in 

Democratic Societies 
6.1 Media's Role in Promoting Accountability 

and Transparency  

Media freedom plays a crucial role in 

promoting accountability and transparency in 

democratic societies (Nyongesa, 2021). An 

independent and free media serves as a watchdog, 

holding those in power accountable for their actions 

and decisions. Through investigative journalism, the 

media uncovers corruption, exposes wrongdoing, 

and sheds light on issues that would otherwise 

remain hidden. The media acts as a bridge between 

the government and the public, providing critical 

information and analysis on public affairs. This 

enables citizens to make informed decisions, 

actively participate in democratic processes, and 

demand transparency from their leaders. By 

scrutinizing government actions and policies, the 

media helps ensure that public officials are 

answerable to the people they serve (Deane, 2016). 
One notable example is the "Panama 

Papers" investigation, carried out by a global 

consortium of journalists. This collaborative effort 

exposed the offshore financial activities of 

politicians, business leaders, and public officials, 

leading to resignations, investigations, and legal 

actions. The media's role in uncovering such large-

scale corruption demonstrates its power to promote 

accountability and transparency. 

 

6.2 Media as a Catalyst for Social Change  

Media freedom also serves as a catalyst for 

social change in democratic societies. By giving a 

voice to marginalized communities, the media can 

shed light on social issues, advocate for human 

rights, and contribute to positive societal 

transformations (Naranjargal, 2018). Through in-

depth reporting and storytelling, the media brings 

attention to social injustices, discrimination, and 

inequalities. For example, the “#MeToo movement” 

gained significant momentum through media 

coverage, with journalists giving survivors of sexual 

harassment and assault a platform to share their 

experiences. The media played a vital role in 

amplifying their voices, sparking conversations, and 

leading to changes in societal attitudes and policies 

(The Nation, May 16, 2023). 

By providing a platform for diverse 

perspectives and challenging the status quo, the 

media stimulates public discourse and fosters a 

culture of open dialogue. This can lead to increased 

awareness, empathy, and collective action towards 

addressing social issues and advocating for change 

(Islam, 2002). 

 

6.3 Public Perception and Trust in the Media  

The fundamental justification for people's 

suspicion of the news media in African nations is 

the perception of a political or commercial slant.  

And in open-ended survey responses on the subject, 

people specifically mentioned "deliberately distorted 

information," "overwhelmingly in the hands of 

oligarchs," "news outlets with their own political 

agenda," or "news media that favour some interests 

over others," according to Newman and Fletcher's 

(2017) research cited by kalogeropoulos et. al. 

(2019).  Public perception and trust in the media are 

crucial for a functioning democracy. A free and 

independent media is expected to be a reliable 

source of information, providing accurate and 

unbiased reporting. However, trust in the media has 

been declining in recent years, with the spread of 

disinformation, misinformation, and "fake news” 

(Fletcher et. al., 2020)."
 

It is important to 

differentiate between credible journalism and 

misinformation spread through social media 

platforms. Misinformation can erode public trust, 

distort public opinion, and undermine the 

democratic process. Building trust in the media 

requires a commitment to journalistic ethics, fact-

checking, and transparent reporting practices. 

Efforts to rebuild public trust in the media 

can involve promoting media literacy, educating the 

public on critical thinking and fact-checking skills, 

and improving transparency in media operations. 

Journalists and media organizations need to engage 

with their audiences, address concerns, and be 

responsive to feedback. Collaborative initiatives 

between media organizations, fact-checking 

organizations, and social media platforms can also 

contribute to combating misinformation.  

 

VII.   Comparative Case Studies and Best 

Practices 

7.1 Examples from Other Countries:  

Examining comparative case studies and best 

practices from other countries can provide valuable 

insights into media freedom and its applicability to 

Sierra Leone. Here are a few examples: 
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7.1.1 Ghana  
Ghana has been recognized for its relatively strong 

media freedom environment in Africa. The country 

has implemented robust legal protections and has a 

well-established legal framework that supports 

media freedom (Temo, 2013). [85]. The 

implementation of a comprehensive Freedom of 

Information Act in Ghana has enhanced 

transparency and access to information. Sierra 

Leone can learn from Ghana's legislative reforms 

and the promotion of transparency to strengthen 

media freedom. 

 

7.1.2 South Africa  
South Africa has made significant progress in media 

freedom since the end of apartheid. The country has 

a vibrant media landscape and active civil society 

organizations that advocate for media freedom. 

Collaborative efforts between media associations, 

civil society organizations, and international 

stakeholders have played a crucial role in promoting 

media freedom and press reforms (Sindan, 2018). 

Sierra Leone can draw lessons from South Africa's 

experience and engage civil society organizations 

and international support to enhance media freedom. 

 

7.2 Lessons Learned and Applicability to Sierra 

Leone  

Analyzing these case studies and best practices can 

provide valuable lessons for Sierra Leone in its 

quest for media freedom. While each country's 

context is unique, there are common lessons that can 

be applied: 

 

7.2.1 Importance of Legal Reforms:  

Legal protections and legislative reforms are crucial 

for ensuring media freedom. Sierra Leone can learn 

from the experiences of countries like Ghana and 

work towards strengthening legal protections, 

enacting comprehensive freedom of information 

laws, and ensuring the independence of regulatory 

bodies. 

 

7.2.2 Role of Civil Society:  

Engaging civil society organizations and media 

associations is essential for advocating for media 

freedom and holding the government accountable. 

Sierra Leone can draw from the experiences of 

countries like South Africa and promote 

collaboration between civil society, media 

organizations, and international stakeholders to 

enhance media freedom. 

 

 

 

7.2.3 International Support:  

International support and engagement can provide 

valuable resources, expertise, and diplomatic 

pressure to advance media freedom. Sierra Leone 

can seek partnerships and collaboration with 

international organizations, such as UNESCO and 

the Committee to Protect Journalists, to access 

funding, capacity-building programs, and support 

for media development projects. 

 

7.2.4 Media Literacy and Education  

Promoting media literacy and education can 

empower citizens to critically analyze information 

and combat misinformation. Sierra Leone can invest 

in media literacy programs, journalism education, 

and training initiatives to enhance media literacy 

skills among the population. 

 

In conclusion, comparative case studies and best 

practices from other countries provide valuable 

insights and lessons for Sierra Leone in its pursuit of 

media freedom. By analyzing these examples, Sierra 

Leone can identify strategies, approaches, and 

policies that can be adapted and applied to its own 

unique context. 

 

8.1 Summary of Findings  
Throughout this research paper, several key findings 

have emerged regarding the quest for media 

freedom in Sierra Leone: 

 

Historical Overview: Sierra Leone has experienced 

both challenges and progress in media freedom 

throughout its history, with periods of censorship, 

violence, and limited access to information, 

particularly during the civil war. However, there 

have been significant improvements in recent years, 

marked by legal reforms and increased media 

pluralism. 

 

Current State of Media Freedom: While there have 

been notable advancements, Sierra Leone still faces 

challenges to media freedom. These include legal 

restrictions, intimidation and violence against 

journalists, government interference, limited access 

to information, and lack of journalistic safety 

measures. Self-censorship also poses a significant 

concern. 

 

Opportunities for Enhancement: The research 

identifies several opportunities for enhancing media 

freedom in Sierra Leone. These include 

strengthening legal protections and legislative 

reforms, promoting professional standards and 

ethical journalism, enhancing journalist safety and 



 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 4, Issue 2, Mar.-Apr., 2024, pp: 1002-1017                        www.ijhssm.org                                                     

 

 

 

| Impact Factor value 7.52 |                            ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal                                      Page 1012 

protection, building capacity and professional 

development, and engaging civil society and 

international support. 

 

Comparative Case Studies: Examining case studies 

from other countries, such as Ghana, and South 

Africa, provides valuable lessons and best practices 

for Sierra Leone. Examples include legislative 

reforms, engagement with civil society, international 

support, and promoting media literacy and 

education. 

 

8.2 Recommendations for Enhancing Media 

Freedom  

Based on the findings, the following 

recommendations are proposed to enhance media 

freedom in Sierra Leone: 

1. Strengthen the legal framework: Ensure the 

independence of regulatory bodies, enact 

comprehensive freedom of information laws, and 

review existing laws to remove restrictions on media 

freedom. 

 

2. Promote professional standards: Establish 

or strengthen self-regulatory bodies, enforce codes 

of conduct, and provide training and capacity-

building programs to promote ethical journalism. 

3. Enhance journalist safety: Establish a 

specialized unit within the police force to handle 

threats and violence against journalists, collaborate 

with international organizations to develop safety 

protocols and emergency support mechanisms, and 

provide training on journalist safety. 

 

4. Build capacity: Collaborate with 

journalism schools and universities to offer 

comprehensive training programs, including 

investigative journalism, digital media, and media 

literacy. 

 

5. Engage civil society and international 

support: Foster collaboration between civil society 

organizations, media associations, and international 

stakeholders for joint advocacy efforts, capacity-

building programs, and financial support for media 

development projects. 

 

8.3 Implications for Sierra Leone's Democratic 

Development  

Media freedom is pivotal to Sierra Leone's 

democratic development, promising increased 

accountability, transparency, and citizen 

participation. A fortified media landscape can 

cultivate open dialogue, stimulate social change, and 

facilitate informed decision-making. The challenges 

and opportunities outlined in this research present a 

pathway for Sierra Leone to strengthen its 

democratic institutions, endorse good governance, 

and foster an environment conducive to sustainable 

development. 

Public perception and trust in the media 

significantly shape the democratic landscape, 

echoing experiences in other democratic societies. 

Recognized for fostering an informed citizenry, 

trustworthy and unbiased media outlets act as a 

crucial check on government power, unveiling 

corruption, and endorsing good governance 

(UNESCO, 2009; Center for Democracy and 

Governance, 2019; Msughter, 2019). This symbiotic 

relationship between media trust and democratic 

health is especially evident during electoral 

processes, where a trusted media contributes to 

public confidence in the integrity of elections (Kerr 

& Lu hrmann, 2017). 

Furthermore, the credibility of democratic 

institutions in Sierra Leone relies heavily on public 

trust in the media. An independent and unbiased 

media enhances the overall legitimacy of democratic 

processes, institutions, and the rule of law (Norris, 

2011). Media literacy, playing a pivotal role in 

shaping public perception, equips the population to 

critically evaluate information and resist the 

influence of misinformation or propaganda (Jolls & 

Johnson, 2018). Hence, efforts to bolster media 

freedom, independence, and professionalism are 

imperative for building and sustaining public trust, 

thereby contributing to a robust democratic 

environment in the country. 
 

Limitations of the Study  

This research paper has certain limitations 

that should be acknowledged. Firstly, the analysis 

primarily relies on secondary sources and may not 

capture the complete picture of media freedom in 

Sierra Leone. Furthermore, the rapidly evolving 

media landscape and political dynamics require 

continuous monitoring and analysis. Additionally, 

the recommendations provided are based on general 

principles and may need to be adapted to the 

specific context of Sierra Leone. 

 

Further Investigation  

Further investigation is warranted to delve 

deeper into specific aspects of media freedom in 

Sierra Leone. Future research can focus on assessing 

the effectiveness of legal reforms, examining the 

impact of media literacy programs, and exploring 

the role of social media in shaping media freedom. 

Additionally, comparative studies with other 

countries experiencing similar challenges can 
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provide valuable insights and best practices for 

enhancing media freedom in Sierra Leone. 

 

IX.   Conclusion 
In conclusion, this research highlights the 

historical overview, current challenges, and 

opportunities for enhancing media freedom in Sierra 

Leone. The study emphasizes the need to strengthen 

legal protections, promote professional standards, 

enhance journalist safety, build capacity, and engage 

civil society and international support. By 

addressing the concentration of ownership, funding 

limitations, digital divide, and self-censorship, 

Sierra Leone can foster a free and independent 

media that contributes to accountability, 

transparency, citizen participation, and democratic 

governance. While further research is necessary, this 

study provides valuable insights for advancing 

media freedom in Sierra Leone and nurturing a 

diverse and inclusive media landscape that fosters 

democratic development. 
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