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Zimbabweans support media’s watchdog role,
split on whether there is press freedom

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1057 | Asafika Mpako and Simangele Moyo-Nyede

Summary

Zimbabwe ranks 106 out of 180 countries on the 2025 World Press Freedom Index, up 10
places from 2024 but ahead of only three other Southern African Development Community
member states — Lesotho (107t), Madagascar (113t), and the Democratic Republic of
Congo (13319) (Reporters Without Borders, 2025a; Rukuni, 2025).

While access to information has improved and self-censorship has decreased since former
President Robert Mugabe was toppled in 2017, activists say President Emmerson
Mnangagwa's government has stepped up aftacks on media freedom since 2023 (Reporters
Without Borders, 2025a).

Critics argue that the Criminal Law Amendment Act (also known as the Patriot Act), which
became law in 2023, is designed to restrict media freedom. The act grants authorities the
right to criminalise anything seen to be “wilfully injuring the sovereignty and national interest
of Zimbabwe" (Amnesty International, 2025). Activists see the recent arrest of journalist
Blessed Mhlanga as an example of the threat posed by the new law. In February 2025,
Mhlanga was charged with "fransmitting data messages that incite violence and damage
to property” after an intferview he conducted with Blessed Geza, a liberation war veteran
and Central Committee member of the ruling ZANU-PF, in which Geza criticised the president
(Amnesty International Zimbabwe, 2025).

In June, the High Court of Zimbabwe ruled that a significant portion of the Criminal Law
Amendment Act violates citizens’ rights to freedom of expression, association, and political
participation enshrined in the country’s Constitution, and is therefore unlawful (Ndoro, 2025).

Another journalist, Watson Munyaka, died in March after being thrown from a moving vehicle
in what is suspected to have been a targeted attack (Reporters Without Borders, 2025b).
Munyaka was part of a cohort of independent investigative journalists who founded Dug Up,
an initiative working to expose corruption and crime. Days before Munyaka’'s death, Dug Up
had published a report highlighting tensions within the ruling party, particularly between
Mnangagwa and Vice President Constantino Chiwenga.

Where do ordinary Zimbabweans stand on the role and rights of the media?

Recent Afrobarometer survey findings show that fully two-thirds of Zimbabweans think the
media should act as a watchdog over the government, investigating and reporting on
government mistakes and corruption.

A similar proportion value media freedom and reject the notion that the government should
be able to prevent publications it disapproves of. But citizens are divided on whether media
freedom exists in practice in their country.

Importantly, a majority of Zimbabweans report feeling free to say what they think, and a few
make use of this freedom to engage with fraditional or social media to express their views.
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Radio and social media are the most popular news sources in Zimbabwe, accessed at least
a few times a week by three-fifths and two-fifths of citizens, respectively.

Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Zimbabwe, led by the Mass Public Opinion Institute (MPOI),
interviewed 1,200 adult citizens between 1 and 15 June 2024. A sample of this size yields
country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence
level. Previous standard surveys were conducted in Zimbabwe in 1999, 2004, 2005, 2009, 2012,
2014, 2017, 2021, and 2022.

Key findings
B Two-thirds (66%) of Zimbabweans “agree” or “strongly agree” that the media should
“constantly investigate and report on government mistakes and corruption.”

A similarly strong maijority (69%) support media freedom, though 30% think the
government should have the right to prevent the publication of content it
disapproves of.

Zimbabweans are split on whether their media is in fact free: Half (50%) say the
country’'s media is "somewhat” or “completely” free to report and comment on the
news without government interference, but a similar proportion (48%) disagree.

o The share who perceive the press as free has rebounded to its 2021 level after
dipping to 41% in 2022.

Nearly two-thirds (64%) of citizens say they feel “somewhat free” or “completely free”
to say what they think, while 35% feel “not very free” or “not at all free.”

Small minorities of Zimbabweans report contacting the media (4%) and posting
political content on social media (5%) in the past year.

Radio and social media are the most popular sources of news in Zimbabwe, used at
least “a few times a week” by 61% and 39% of citizens, respectively.

o Television (30%) and the Internet (24%) beat newspapers (5%) as regular news
sources.

Media role and freedom

Zimbabweans clearly want a media that holds government to account: Two-thirds (66%) of
citizens endorse the view that the media should “constantly investigate and report on
government mistakes and corruption,” while one-third (33%) instead emphasise that too
much negative reporting is damaging for the country (Figure 1). About seven in 10 citizens
(69%) say the media should be free to publish any views and ideas without government
interference, while 30% believe the government should be able to prevent the media from
publishing things it disapproves of (Figure 2).
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Figure 1: Support for media’s watchdog role | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?

Statement 1: The news media should constantly investigate and report on government mistakes and
corruption.

Statement 2: Too much reporting on negative events, like government mistakes and corruption, only
harms the country.

Figure 2: Should the media be free? | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?2

Statement 1: The media should have the right to publish any views and ideas without government
control.

Statement 2: The government should have the right to prevent the media from publishing things that it
disapproves of.

While media freedom has majority support across key demographic groups, citizens with
primary schooling or less (57%) are significantly less likely than the most-educated
respondents (81%) to say the media should be free from government interference (Figure 3).
Senior citizens (aged 56 years and above) are less likely than younger generations to offer
support (63% vs. 68%-71%). Urbanites (77%), the poorest respondents (74% of those
experiencing high lived poverty!), and women (71%) show greater support for a free media
than rural residents (63%), better-off Zimbabweans (61% of those experiencing no or low lived
poverty), and men (66%).

1 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of deprivation by asking how often
they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough cooking
fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake (2025).
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Figure 3: Support for media freedom | by demographic group | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your views?g

Statement 1: The media should have the right to publish any views and ideas without government
confrol.

Statement 2: The government should have the right to prevent the media from publishing things that it
disapproves of.

(% who agree with Statement 1)

Is Zimbabwe’'s media free in practice?

Half (50%) of citizens say the country’s media is “somewhat free” or “completely free” of
censorship or interference by the government (Figure 4). But a similar proportion (48%)
consider the media “not very free"” or “not at all free.”

The share of those who see Zimbabwe's media as free has increased by 9 percentage points
since 2022 (41%), returning to about the level recorded in 2021 (49%) (Figure 5).

Figure 4: How free is the media? | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how free is the news media in this country to report and
comment on the news without censorship or interference by the government?
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Figure 5: Freedom of media | Zimbabwe | 2021-2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how free is the news media in this country to report and
comment on the news without censorship or interference by the government? (% who say “somewhat
free” or “completely free”)

Assessments of the media as free are less common among urbanites than rural residents (43%
vs. 55%), among youth than older generations (47% vs. 53%-54%), and among the poorest
respondents than their better-off counterparts (39% vs. 52%-59%) (Figure 6). Fewer than fourin
10 respondents with higher education (36%) think the media is free, compared to 60%
among those who have primary education or lack formal schooling altogether.

Figure é: Freedom of media | by demographic group | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, how free is the news media in this country to report and

comment on the news without censorship or interference by the governmente (% who say “somewhat
free” or “completely free”)
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Freedom of speech and media engagement

A clear maijority (64%) of Zimbabweans say they feel “somewhat free” (32%) or “completely
free” (32%) to say what they think, though 35% consider themselves “not very free” or “not at
all free” to speak their minds (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Freedom of speech | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In this country, how free are you to say what you think?

While a majority of Zimbabweans say they enjoy freedom of expression, few engage with
media channels to express their views: 4% of respondents say they contacted the media at
least once during the past year, while 5% say they posted about politics or community affairs
on social media (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Citizen engagement with media | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Here is a list of actions that people sometimes take as citizens. For each of
these, please fell me whether you, personally, have done any of these things during the past year:
Contacted the media, like calling a radio programme or writing a letter to a newspaper? Posted about
politics or community affairs on social media?g

Sources of news

Radio is king among news sources in Zimbabwe: About six in 10 citizens (61%) say they get
news via radio “every day” or “a few times a week,” while a further 19% infrequently listen to
the radio for news updates (Figure ). Fewer say they regularly get their news from social
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media (39%), television (30%) and the Internet (24%), while only 5% frequently turn to
newspapers.

Figure 9: Sources of news | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How often do you get news from the following sources?

While radio is favoured across all age groups, the use of social media and the Internet is
higher among youth than the elderly (Figure 10).

Strikingly, the use of television, the Internet, and social media increases dramatically with
respondents’ education level, suggesting that better-educated citizens have greater access
to these platforms.

While rural residents are more likely than urbanites to get their news from the radio (64% vs.
56%), the latter are more likely to turn to television (50% vs. 16%), newspapers (10% vs. 1%),
social media (58% vs. 25%), and the Internet (40% vs. 11%) for their regular news.

Men are more likely than women to consume news via all five media channels, as are
wealthier respondents compared to their poorer counterparts.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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Figure 10: Regular consumption of news | by age, education, urban-rural location,
gender, and lived poverty | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How often do you get news from the following sources? (% who say “every
day” or “a few times a week”)
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Support for media freedom is higher among frequent consumers of news than among
infrequent consumers and non-users, with the exception of radio, where those who rarely
consume news are more likely than regular listeners to defend press freedom (Figure 11).

Figure 11: Support for media freedom | by news consumption | Zimbabwe | 2024
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Respondents were asked:
Which of the following statements is closest to your view?e
Statement 1: The media should have the right to publish any views and ideas without government
confrol.
Statement 2: The government should have the right to prevent the media from publishing things
that it disapproves of.
(% who "agree” with Statement 1)
How often do you get news from the following sourcesé (Respondents who “regularly consume
news" say they do so “every day” or "a few times a week,” while those who rarely consume news
say they do so "a few times a month” or “less than once a month.”)

Conclusion

Maijorities of Zimbabweans say the media should act as a watchdog on government and
should be free of government interference. But citizens are divided on the extent to which
outlets in Zimbabwe actually enjoy press freedom.

Notably, nearly two-thirds of citizens say they feel free to say what they think, and a few
report contacting the media or posting about politics or community affairs on social media
during the past year.

Radio and social media are the most popular news sources in Zimbabwe. Interestingly,
citizens who regularly consume news from social media, the Internet, television, or
newspapers show greater support for a free media than those who rarely or never consume
news.

While citizens’ mixed assessments of their media's freedom may raise a red flag for
advocates of a free press, survey findings also suggest that journalists, activists, and political
leaders have public backing for efforts to protect and expand media freedom in Zimbabwe.
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Follow our releases on #VoicesAfrica.
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