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Description of our Research Aims for the creation of policy for Grocott’s Mail regarding Balanced Reporting
Media policy is inextricably linked with the issues of the modern context within which media operate. In drawing up policy recommendations for Grocott’s Mail, it therefore had to be acknowledged that the paper is situated in an environment characterized by issues such as privatisation and industrialisation, where marginalisation of the less affluent groups in society often occurs, adversely affecting balanced reporting. 

Our research aimed to contextualize the formulation of policy regarding balanced reporting in this way, for example, by taking issues of ‘cultural autonomy and integrity’ in a modernised, industrialised context into consideration. By affording different cultural and social groups the opportunity to express their values and traditions in their own languages, editorial policy would be reflective of the fact that balanced reporting is very much about the dissemination of a variety of issues as well as a variety of viewpoints on certain (contentious) issues. It will also be reflective of the fact that the discussion of issues from different sections of society can only be possible if media policy helps enable and empower marginalized groups to express their views. Our research aimed to probe whether existing policy was effective in doing this, based on people’s opinions. Language may be an important policy consideration in determining levels of representation.

In speaking to people on the streets and engaging with them on issues concerning the Grocott’s Mail, as well as the needs and wishes of these individuals, we aimed to unearth the needs and challenges that are unique to Grahamstown. This then ensures that media policy frameworks will be established in accordance with these specific and unique needs. 

In conducting our research, balanced reporting was to be approached as an issue of representation – acknowledging that different sectors of the population need to be fairly and adequately represented, and then probing to what extent this has been occurring and how media policy can be geared towards achieving this aim? This objective raised issues such as the accessibility of rural sources to Grocott’s reporters, as these sources are potentially marginalized and discriminated against due to their less affluent status (which means that they do not generate any revenue for advertisers). It was our aim to probe whether more affluent sections of the Grahamstown population do in fact receive higher degrees of representation and what concrete steps may be proposed to ensure greater representation for sections that might feel they are marginalised. 

Balanced reporting does not simply involve considerations of representation however, as representation of particular groups can often be purely negative, resulting in unfair and inaccurate stereotypes either emerging or being reinforced. To this end, our research aimed to probe people’s interest in human interest stories that enable more in-depth coverage of issues and social groups so that the complexity of the problems they face may become more lucid and better understood. Our research was aimed at finding out how different social groups felt about the kind of coverage Grocott’s Mail had afforded the particular social group they considered themselves to be a part of. Again, policy can then be formulated to address reporting that is ‘unbalanced’ in the sense that it provides superficial, on-the-surface coverage of the issues faced by certain groups, rather than in-depth and insightful coverage.

Also, we aimed to probe whether South Africa’s racial history impacted upon newsroom diversity, resulting in the coverage of issues affecting particular race groups, as well as whether this history meant that ‘whites’ could not provide balanced reporting on ‘black’ issues, and vice versa. 

What is balanced reporting?

“Balanced treatment means being even-handed, not giving one side of an argument unreasonable attention to its advantage or disadvantage,” explains Wilson (1996:45). He goes on to note that, “it means exploring issues in an uncommitted way so that readers appreciate all the important arguments” (Wilson: 1996:45).

What it is not:

Balanced reporting does not mean an eye for an eye – or a sentence for a sentence – for each contending viewpoint.  Balance was never intended to mean equality of space (Wilson: 1996:44). 

Moreover, “truthful, balanced reporting doesn’t mean that the media are not free to choose a side in their editorial line,” says Mia Doornaert, President of UNESCO’s Advisory Group on Press Freedom (2000). This is an important consideration for a paper like Grocott’s because it gives journalists and editors the freedom to make opinionated statements. However, it is imperative that these statements are represented fairly and in a balanced way. 

Wilson provides an example: should Grocott’s wish to cover the issue of abortion in a balanced fashion that does not mean that they are necessarily obliged to interview people or actions groups who are both for and against abortion. If they choose to write a story highlighting only, for example, militant anti-abortion activists, it is the responsibility of the journalists to ensure that this particular viewpoint is still presented in a balanced manner. 

Challenges to journalists:

Still, it is sometimes extremely difficult to cover issues in a balanced way, especially when the journalist has vested interests – material or emotional – in representing a particular viewpoint. Adversely, it is equally tricky to produce a balanced account of a situation you know nothing about as it is virtually impossible to sift through the propaganda to get the salient truth. These are some of the challenges a journalist will face in the quest to report in a balanced manner. 

Doornaert observes that on the one hand, “journalists face a huge challenge when they try to maintain a critical distance about conflict at home, because they themselves are so much a part of one of the sides,” while simultaneously, “unless they are aware of the history and culture of the region, even the best-intentioned reporters can misread a situation” (Doornaert: 2000). While she speaks specifically to covering conflict situations, her underlying concepts apply to every aspect of a journalist’s work. Journalists are human, she notes, and are subject to the same susceptibilities. However, “professional ethics cannot be pushed aside just because the going gets rough” (Doornaert: 2000). Professional techniques can help to guide journalists towards their goal of balanced reporting. 

How can this be implemented and monitored?

For example, the South African Press Ombudsman Code of Conduct dictates the following guidelines:

“The press shall be obliged to report news truthfully, accurately and fairly. News shall be presented in context and in a balanced manner, without an intentional or negligent departure from the facts whether by: 

1. Distortion, exaggeration or misrepresentation.

2. Material omissions; or

3. Summarization.” (Press Ombudsman) 

To decide whether a piece of journalism is reasonably balanced, suggests Wilson, we must examine, “the prominence of a contribution, how it is introduced, what follows it and whether it is directly rebutted” (Wilson: 1996:45)

Link between balance and diversity

The Forum on Globalisation and Cultural Diversity found that “the media play an important role in determining the state and conditions of cultural diversity” (2000). In order to protect cultural diversity and promote cultural exchange, it is essential to ensure a balance in coverage of a diverse range of cultural viewpoints. In a multicultural area like Grahamstown, Grocott’s faces such a challenge… 
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The Human Rights Commission Hearings into Racism in the Media
To develop a better understanding on South Africa’s history of balanced reporting, or rather, South Africa’s traditional failure to ensure balanced reporting, we looked at a well documented and researched study of balanced reporting as it applies to racism specifically. At this point it is important for us to acknowledge that we understand balanced reporting does not only refer to achieving balance in racial reporting, but instead reporting on all issues, including gender, race, class and sexuality to name a few. We chose the HRC because it is one of the most recent and certainly the most prominent and notable example of post-apartheid investigations on the roles media themselves plays. 

The HRC hearings into racism in the media began because of complaints from The Black Lawyers Association into charges of racist and racialised reporting. From the investigations held a number of observations were made by the panel. The most notable of these being that, 

1. Newsroom transformation and diversity itself was poor.

2. White-male top-down media management meant that people felt controlled and marginalized within media houses themselves.

3. Gender lines ensure that black women specifically were the most marginalized and the least likely to achieve prominence within the media environment.

4. Little plurality in media information.

5. The stereotypical racialisation of media subjects.

6. Self-censorship of the media when it came to white-related stories on crime and corruption.

7. Black lives were shown to be either tragic or threatening, with black people dying in large groups. This gave the impression that black life was not as important as white life.

8. White paranoia about black areas, resulting in black reporters doing ‘black’ stories and research and white reporters getting the credit and by-line for that research.

These few points were focused on more specifically in the HRC hearings and although it was pointed out that media industries and houses were not doing any of these things deliberately, instead falling to self-censorship and patterns of behaviour from the past, it is still important to note that these things were mentioned. Whether or not the press is conscious of its methods and motives, does not change the fact that the audience is always conscious of the impact and impressions these methods and motives will have on their lives. It is for this reason that effective policy can only be developed through studying outcomes of investigations into the press, such as those by the HRC. For our purposes, the information we gained, as presented by the above 8 points, did to a large degree determine both the nature of our questions, as well as our policy recommendations. 

Fieldwork Methods
To develop effective media policy, the importance of audience research cannot be overstated. In this regard, we realized that it would be necessary to perform in-depth audience research within the time constraints and limited resources we had access to. 

Two methods of audience research were employed through the use of a dual purpose questionnaire as the medium. (For an example of the Questionnaire, please turn to the Appendix sections.) The questionnaire developed was concerned with accumulating both qualitative, numerical research, and importantly quantitative interview based research. The former method was used to judge the basic demographic of the audience surveyed, and to achieve this we looked at four main areas of sampling. First, the campus area, second, the town and city centre of Grahamstown, third the area surrounding Mary Waters Secondary High School; informally know as the ‘coloured area’ of Grahamstown, and finally the township area just outside of Grahamstown.

On elaboration, the two page questionnaire can be broken down into two research methods. The first page, our Quantitative information page, allowed the respondents to feel as if they had some control over the information being recorded, by allowing them to record their own information and answer basic questions. The first page was developed over simple, multiple choice based options and allowed for a brief overview of options and answers to our primary questions.

The second page, from which the basis of our quantitative research is derived, focuses on our primary needs in terms of understanding our audience and their needs. We looked at the way the Makana District’s audience will see and understand Grocott’s, as well as what they see their needs as being and whether those are being met by Grocott’s.  

The secondary method of research analysis, our quantitative method included the use of informal interview based questions. The interviews were held on a one on one basis, loosely hinging on five questions agreed upon through contributions and debate within our group.  The informal interviews were employed to ensure an ability to circumvent any problems, specifically, illiteracy and an inability to read or write in English - the primary language of the questionnaire. This interview based method, combined with the statistical information the respondents themselves answered, provided an overall understanding of the audience demographic and the community issues within those areas.

What is important to note, is that despite the number of people surveyed, 32 in all across the referred to areas, we understand that this might not provide a full demographic of Grocott’s potential audience. Limited time and resources do impact on the overall potential to have a fully comprehensive research focus area. Despite this, the results, as discussed elsewhere in this paper, did present interesting feedback for our research and showed primary concerns, suggestions and opinions of people throughout the Makana District. 

Summary of Quantitative Findings

The questions we placed to our respondent were aimed giving their views on what they thought was balanced reporting, whether Grocott's Mail had achieved and what could be done to improve.
Most of the respondents felt that they would like to see more human interest and news stories in Grocott's. This was not only of news from one but balanced in the sense that all areas within Makana Municipality. One respondent mentioned that very little had been done to publicise the lack of proper sanitation in the Township. The fact that in some areas of the township within the Municipality still used the bucket system was quite appalling. As community newspaper it was felt that Grocott’s should priorities the need of the community above all else and the example of lack of proper sanitation spoke for itself.

From the responses we got from our question one of the strongest concerns was the role that Grocott’s’ mail plays in the Grahamstown community.

In line with the next years elections most respondent felt that Grocott’s mail had previous politically biased towards one party and in terms of political objectivity this was one of the things that they felt should change in Grocott’s. As a community paper Grocott’s it was felt that Grocott’s should represent all parties and not just the dominant party in the Municipality. There is an evident air of eagerness concerning because of the 2004 elections.

Race is an issue that goes without mention in any community in South Africa. In line with balanced reporting, most black respondents felt the township had been neglected in this regard; this was true especially with the example of the bucket system in the township.

Summary of Qualitative Findings
Key: 
(TS) Township, (Mawa) Mary Waters area, (Town) Town and Campus.

1. What are the needs of the people of the Makana Municipality, and do you think they are being fairly represented in Grocott’s?

(TS) 

All said no, not representative. Mentioned the need for more sport, 



unemployment news, cultural stories and housing news. 

(Mawa)
 6 yes, 2 no. Most said ‘everyone needs their voices heard’ but can’t when 


limited to reading and writing in English.

(Town)
Most said no. Mentioned a need to talk more about social issues and tired of 

reading bad township news. (i.e. crime) Most said that Grocott’s needs to be 

more positive.

2. Do you feel your views are being catered for in the paper? What do you want to see?

(TS) 

All said they felt they weren’t being represented and that Grocott’s needed 

more coverage on social problems with less focus on violent crime.

(Mawa) 
All said yes, and felt they were being represented. But, most felt Grocott’s 


should inform more and educate more as part of their job.

(Town)
All felt they were represented but wanted more youth and campus information.

3. Do you think the photographs and pictures used are representative or Grahamstown?

(TS) 

Pictures needed more diversity and colour in the faces and places used.

(Mawa) 
Also needed more diversity in faces and places with a focus on places people 

really live in.

(Town) 
No comments aside from the pictures being ok.

4. How feel about your area and your issues being covered by someone who might not stay here permanently, for example a student.

(TS) 

All felt there was no problem because students were more ‘educated’ and 


trained specifically as journalists.
(Mawa) 
Most felt it was ok as long as the work is good and ‘they care about people.’ 

Also, it was okay but Grocott’s needs to employ more local people than 


students.

(Town) 
Most felt it was okay because it allowed for different points of view, but felt it 

could be a problem because of past students bad behavior. 

5. How do you feel about Rhodes owning Grocott’s, and that they might be employing Rhodes University Staff and Students:

(TS) 

None had problems with this and were looking forward to a better product

(Mawa) 
All felt it was ok, as long as local people could contribute.

(Town) 
Some had a problem because ownership implies a right to employ so Rhodes 

has an obligation to employ more local people to help the community.

Balanced Reporting Policy

Grocott’s Mail policy should ensure newsroom diversity through employment of a diverse range of gender, culture and racially different demographics. The writing students of next year (predominantly white female) are not enough. 

Therefore the publication needs to utilise the community as a whole by starting up projects that encourage participation – have afternoon programmes for high school students to work as writers in the newsroom, utilise students from the Grahamstown technikon and Gadra for a different perspective.

Allow budding journalists or just those interested in the field to spend a few hours a week working in the newsroom on a voluntary basis. If anything, this will create a melting pot of ideas.

Most importantly call on the public to submit articles or story ideas in their mother language and publish them as is. This will facilitate discussion forums and journalists can know what the public wants to read about.

Policies need to ensure that racism and racialisation don't enter the newsroom by being aware of terminology and focuses used. Have a style guide which is given to every staff member on what to not do. If possible hold workshops with the anthropology department to educate writers on the use of words and race in writing. Better still get in journalists from other papers to do courses with the staff.

Policies should create a balance between negative and positive stories. It can be as simple as setting a quota of negative stories published vs. positive ones. This should be decided on by both the staff and editor of the paper to create a democratic newsroom. 

Policies should have an active role and understanding in community development and issues. Get reporters to get out into the public and get views and opinions on the latest issues of the day and get readers to have their say. Have a vox pop section in every edition and invite submissions.

The interns and using the skills from a variety of groups in society will benefit from workshops held and will come away with some form of training which could equip them for the future, especially the students. 

Policies should look into either creating a separate language publication, or incorporating languages into the publication. This can be done by inviting the public to submit articles in their native languages and let then know about this facility through posters or adverts on RMR and Radio Grahamstown.

Policies are useless if they are not known. Stick up copies of the policy in the newsroom and give the journalists impromptu tests to make sure they know it inside out. If they don’t know it after a certain time – fire them!

The policy is mainly for the journalists so they know how to do things and is devised through cooperation from the public, journalists themselves and the top editorial management. 

It is also for the public’s benefit so they get to know what to expect in their publication and play an active role in what goes in.

