PAGE  
11

Introduction

The importance of advertising 

According to the Advertising Standards Authority of South Africa (ASASAa, 2002:8), an advertisement “means any visual or aural communication, representation, reference or notification of any kind; which is intended to promote the sale, leasing or use of any goods or services.” ASASA states that all advertisements should be “legal, decent, honest and truthful” (ASASAa, 2002:5). Bearing ASASA stipulated criteria in mind, one can distinguish between editorial content and advertising content in newspapers, which is usually given a 60/40 per cent quota in favour of journalistic content. Although quality editorial content forms the basis of any good newspaper, the importance of advertising cannot be understated. In today’s profit-driven print industry, the revenue generated from advertising content is an essential means of covering costs and keeping a newspaper functioning. This has however, essentially meant that very often editorial content has become reliant on advertising content, tempting newspapers to print more advertisements instead of copy. As such, a balance needs to be struck between the two, indicating the newspapers level of editorial independence from its advertisers.   

Context

Located in Grahamstown and founded in 1870, Grocott’s Mail is South Africa’s oldest family newspaper, and has relied on advertising revenue throughout its lifespan. The paper has traditionally targeted and served the middle to upper income resident grouping in Grahamstown, which generally incorporates residents and business people from Grahamstown West. Recently, Grocott’s was sold to a “Rhodes University-linked company” which aims to utilise a partnership with the university’s Department of Journalism and Media Studies (journ.ru.ac.za, 2003:1). The emphasis remains on producing a community newspaper that will now be contributed to by both student and staff reporters, running as a “commercial enterprise” (journ.ru.ac.za, 2003:2). Professor Guy Berger, Head of the Department of Journalism and Media Studies, according to an article published on the departments website, stated that, “the new company’s articles of association would guarantee editorial independence and require the paper to serve readers and advertisers across town, township, campus and countryside” (journ.ru.ac.za, 2003:3). 

Research Aims

Catering for a diverse audience is certainly not going to be an easy task, and in evaluating true editorial independence, one needs to firstly examine the exiting advertising policies and practices employed by Grocott’s Mail over a weekly to monthly basis. 

Current policies could then be compared and evaluated against the advertising standards outlined by the Advertising Standards Authority of South Africa. The results of such comparison would ultimately indicate Grocott’s editorial independence, specifically from its advertisers. In justifying our findings, it will also be necessary to determine and isolate Grocott’s most important and long-term advertising partners. This will enable us to become familiar with the nature and strength of these advertising relationships. Such examples will indicate the amount of advertising gained from Grahamstown West as opposed to Grahamstown East businesses, which is also a reflection of audience interests being met. Using this information as a platform, a workable, realistic policy can then be developed that can be utilised on a day-to-day basis at Grocott’s Mail. 
Discussion of research methods

A review of existing literature was initially carried out.  Due to an absence of literature published in book form the Internet functioned as the primary research tool. Skills that have been gleaned from the Computer Assisted Research and Reporting (CARR) course were utilised. These include advanced searches using the search engine Google and setting up e-mail correspondence. A search on the World Wide Web for existing advertising policies was carried out. Recommended sites that are useful to journalists such as The Poynter Institute for Journalism.org was searched for relevant information.

In order to establish what policies are currently in operation nationally editors from newspaper publications across the country were e-mailed. These include: The Star, The Natal Witness, The Cape Times and the Pretoria News. The largest community newspaper publisher in South Africa, Caxton, was also contacted. Websites of organisations that are major players in the South African media were visited and searches of their archives were carried out. In order to gain an understanding of the obligations of advertisers and code that they must adhere to the Advertising Standards Authority of South Africa’s (ACASA) website was visited. The South African National Editors Forum (SANEF) website was also consulted in the hope of finding newspaper policies. 

The underlying nature of the research conducted was that of a qualitative kind. As such interviews were conducted with Louise Vale, the business manager of Grocott’s Mail as well as residents of Grahamstown. These interviews were conducted with open-ended questions and although questions were compiled beforehand, these were used rather as a guideline than a basis for “yes” “no” answers. Open-ended interviews were also conducted with a representative from the following four groups: Grahamstown east residents, Grahamstown west inhabitants, students and advertisers.  These groups were differentiated according to their differing income brackets and advertising interests. For instance, a person from Grahamstown East is more likely to be served an advertisement placed by a wholesaler such as Marvic’s Fruit and Vegetables than and ad placed by Bean Reef. 

It was therefore necessary to differentiate between general demographics in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of each sector’s specific needs. The results of which will now be discussed. 
Research Findings
From the research conducted, a number of issues became evident. In terms of the current situation regarding the Grocott’s Mail, there is no formal written policy in regards to Advertising standards and editorial independence. Stemming from an interview conducted with the managing director of Grocott’s Mail, Louise Vale, the team’s questions revealed a number of points. Currently Grocott’s strives for a 50/50 split between editorial and advertising content. This was viewed in the context of a comparison with similar publications as the “Knysna/Plett. Herald” which also a small community newspaper, strives for a 60/40 split. 

Upon interviewing Louise Vale, it was discovered that Grocott’s advertising is contractually based. The vast majority of advertisers opt for contracts due to discount benefits. Furthermore, a contract system provides Grocott’s with greater stability and security of income. Owing to the fact that there was a great deal of uncertainty over the future of Grocott’s, advertisers have not been willing to commit to contracts exceeding six months. Hence it can be discerned that advertisers have the ability to influence policy in such terms.


Further points raised in the meeting with Louise Vale were anecdotal and related to more specific factors. Concern was raised over the placement of “loan shark advertisements” which were perceived as a negative element in society, not worthy of coverage or exposure. However, Ms. Vale did raise the point that during the end-of-year vacation, when Grahamstown experiences a quiet spell, it becomes difficult to find advertising. When questioned as to whether lowering of ethical standards would be considered in order to fill advertising berths, it was made clear that this would not be considered. In a small town, a compromise of this nature would bring into question the credibility of Grocott’s Mail and this would be detrimental in terms of the fact that fewer people would be interested in reading the publication and this would mean that advertisers would not be interested in advertising in the newspaper. 

Louise Vale also raised the point that Grocott’s would not want to unnecessarily alienate advertisers. The example of the “open secret” of the Pick ’n Pay takeover of Spar was cited. Owing to the fact that Spar is a major advertiser in Grocott’s and given the fact that the public generally knew about the takeover, it was deemed unnecessary to run the story. This then posed the question, would Grocott’s run an expose story on a major advertiser, bearing the public interest in mind as well as the loss of possible advertising revenue? In answering this question, Ms Vale was adamant that such a story would indeed be run.


The advertisers approached were some of Grocott’s major clients, which included Spar, Kodak, Pam Golding Properties and PG Glass who were unanimous in stating that Grocott’s Mail was a crucial means of advertising. We were unable to speak to the owners themselves in most situations, however the management personnel re-affirmed our current understanding of how often they took advertisements out with the Grocott’s Mail. These relationships are contractually based, and all of the above take out ad’s in every edition of Grocott’s. However, according to Louise Vale, Grahamstown businesses are opting for the cheaper alternative of “knock-and-drop” pamphlets, which is slowly becoming a source of competition.

E-mail correspondence with other newspapers comprised an important component of the research undertaken. Caxton Publishers, The Pretoria News, The Natal Witness and Independent Newspapers were contacted. Replies were received from Independent Newspapers and Caxton Publishers. According to David Hill of Cape Community Newspapers (Independent): “We do not hesitate to criticise businesses, whether or not they advertise with us, if this is justified and in the public interest…As journalists we should keep the interests of readers in mind at all times. Our most valuable asset is our integrity. We must fearlessly seek the truth on behalf of our readers. We cannot be ‘bought’…readers should be absolutely clear about what is news and what is advertising.” 


John Bowles of Caxton Publishers presented a different point of view, stating, “…we do have advertising policy on community newspapers. Editorial must remain uniquely relevant, of a good standard and accurate to the communities we serve but we must be flexible for our advertisers …Advertising keeps us in business and we need its support. Only when our readers have a major problem with the advertising volume or content will we take on a different policy viewpoint”. This research correspondence was particularly interesting and applicable, as Caxton Publishers were one of the major bidders for Grocott’s Mail. Policy would have been significantly different had the Caxton takeover bid been successful. 

In terms of open-ended interviews conducted with a demographic cross-section of the Grahamstown population, anecdotal information was gathered. One Grahamstown East resident stated, “the real-estate section was too large, but the rest of the advertisements are useful”. A Grahamstown West resident’s response was that he bought the newspaper for the express purpose of advertisements and information regarding Grahamstown service providers. Students on the other hand, expressed concerns over the compromise of content and said that they would prefer a greater separation of advertising and editorial content, with advertising supplements being suggested as a solution to this problem. Real estate supplements were specifically cited. Clearly the utility gained by each demographic varies according to each sectors specific needs, and one should bear this in mind when formulating an advertising policy for Grocott’s Mail
It was unfortunately difficult to locate written policies on the Internet.  Those that are in existence for the most part simply emphasise that a clear distinction must be made between editorial and advertising content and provide details about their rates. The Poynter Institute (poynter.org, 2002:1) draws attention to the absence of codes of conduct that cover the issue of editorial independence from advertisers. In today’s society those who have wealth and influence are able to get their views heard. This results in the marginalisation of ordinary citizens. An advertising policy is therefore essential in order to ensure that Grocott’s Mail serves the interests of the community and adds to the quality of life of its readers. This will enable it to fulfill its aim to be a community newspaper. 
Analysis of findings with recommendations (policy)

The interviews conducted with the members from the four demographic groups revealed a conflict in what the audience wanted from Grocott's Mail. The nature of the problem was one that would impact on the content of the newspaper, and could potentially have a negative impact on the attitude of the advertisers. According to a member of the Grahamstown East community, the real estate advertising section was too large, which is in direct contrast to the needs of the Student community. This group relied on supplements and especially the real estate section, with the interviewee from Rhodes stating that he purchased Grocott's for the express purpose of reading the property section. 

This creates a problem as editors need to accommodate the needs of both communities. Should the editor allow for less property advertising, he will alienate both the advertising sponsor who places property adverts, and also the students who rely on Grocott's for the property section. This creates a further need to strike a balance between advertising content and editorial content. The GHT West community's need for advertising further emphasizes this point but raises concerns over the 50/50 content split. Should the needs of GHT West be satisfied regardless, the paper would become an advertising publication, and not the community newspaper it is. 

This problem can be solved through the distribution of advertising supplements that accompany the paper. The advertisers are heavily responsible for generating revenue for Grocott's Mail, and so it is their needs that need to be analyzed. However, they too are cost orientated, and so the problem emerges of whether to pay more money to advertise in Grocott's or employ a “knock and drop” method of advertising, where flyers are printed and mass distributed. However, this method, although cheaper, does not have the same impact on audiences as does advertising in Grocott's.

Proposed Policy

The actual quality and standard of advertisements placed in Grocott’s is therefore of extreme importance as ultimately these advertisements are meant to serve the interest of the Grahamstown community. Our proposed policy is therefore divided into two sections, the first being the importance of editorial independence from advertisers, and the second setting out policy in regards to actual advertising standards:
Section A:  Editorial Independence

1. The nature of content must reflect public interest, rather than that of the advertisers. As a community newspaper, the public and their interest are of primary concern. 

2. Advertising is separate from content. Advertisers and sponsors have no prior knowledge of editorial content, nor should Grocott’s staff shape content to accommodate advertising.

3. Advertisers and sponsors have no influence over any editorial decisions or advertising policies.  

4. Decisions determining final content in the newspaper lie with the editor. However, this is established once consultation with the deputy-editor, business manager and advertising manager has taken place. Grocott’s reserves the right to determine the acceptability of any advertisement.

5. Advertising features will provide the opportunity for clients to publicise their services, promoting their events and goods. Such articles will be visibly titled as “advertising features”.

The feature’s content must maintain the same standards of accuracy and balance observed throughout the newspaper.

Section B: Advertising Standards

6. The newspaper must adhere to the code of conduct set out by the Advertising Standards Authority such as the principles of offensive advertising, privacy and honesty. Grocott’s Mail will be self-regulatory in terms of this code of conduct.

7. The newspaper reserves the right to exclude any advertisement that compromises their ethical concerns. In meeting ethical standards, adverts must be balanced and in good taste. The newspaper will not accept the following types of advertising: tobacco use, adult products and services, products endorsing firearms or illegal activity, gambling, illegal loan-sharks, pornography, discrimination against race, class, gender, national origin, creed, disability, or sexual orientation.

8. There must be a realistic and logistically viable balance between content and advertising. 

9. Every advertisement will be distinguishable from editorial content. Any advertising that may be potentially misinterpreted will be labelled as an advertisement.

10. Liability for advertising claims against Grocott’s is the advertiser and advertising agency’s responsibility.

11. The above criteria should also be applied to any online advertising on the newspaper’s official website.

Application of relevant theory to the formulation of an advertising policy specific to Grocott’s  

The recommendations take the form that is epitomized in the functionalist paradigm in that this is a community newspaper and as such it its interests lie with servicing the community. A chief component of this paradigm is the fact that the policy must reflect the underplay between power and public interest. This suggests that the devised policy for Grocott’s Mail must not reflect the interests of those in positions of power and authority, with specific emphasis on independence from advertisers. Grocott’s has an allegiance to these firms but must not compromise their integrity and ethical credibility through diminished accuracy in their content simply to satisfy the needs of those in power. It is this ethical credibility and integrity that will best service the community, while although maintaining and satisfying the needs of the sponsors, it is this service that will ultimately lead to the reproduction of the Grahamstown community as a whole. 


In devising a policy for Grocott’s with the express focus on advertising and editorial independence from advertisers, one brings the liberal pluralist paradigm into the fray. This paradigm deals with the political competition that could be related to Grocott’s from the point of view of party advertising. This community newspaper should not seek to waylay explicit interests in the political arena but more to democracy as a whole. Grocott’s should seek to promote democracy through a system of equal representation in party advertising to avoid political bias and affiliation. However, the liberal pluralist paradigm falls short in application to Grocott’s when it comes to advertising and editorial independence. Market competition in Grahamstown in minimal and the internal debates centred around advertising still favours the functionalist view.


The adoption of the Marxist approach could be cataclysmic for Grocott’s in servicing the needs of Grahamstown’s community. This approach gives power and dictatorial authority to the power holders. The power holders in this sense are the owners and the advertising sponsors who provide the revenue for the publication. The owners have vested economic interests in Grocott’s, as do the advertisers. Problems arise when these power holders manipulate the publication into furthering their own desires and agendas, which may be in conflict with the interests of the public. Grocott’s thus needs to retain autonomy from external interference with potentially divergent interests. 

Although autarky is desirable, it is unrealistic and the publication is still dependent on revenue generated through advertising sponsorships yet this dependency is outweighed by the needs of the community. Protection of integrity will service the community better than a publication that compromises credibility for the sake of retaining revenue. When devising policy for Grocott’s Mail one need to consider the nature of the publication, the social environment and the potential for growth, both economically and logistically, as well as the potential to further democracy in the community of Grahamstown. The Radical democratic paradigm allows for the integration of number key concepts that will accommodate the needs of Grocott’s and Grahamstown as a whole. Grocott’s, being community based as it is, should seek to give a voice to all people in Grahamstown, highlighting their needs and furthering the political reaction to their needs through a general policy of awareness. 

The empowering nature of this paradigm through a process of consultative procedure would generate the potential to increase equality through emphasising the problems of the community. Grocott’s must give equal access and opportunity to advertising for all peoples of Grahamstown. The negative aspect of this paradigm when applied to the Grahamstown economic debacle is the unequal distribution of wealth and the state of unemployment. This economic divide favours those who can afford to advertise products, services, and needs, which is the reason for the free advertising located in the classifieds section. 


Ultimately, an integration of the functionalist and radical democratic paradigms is what is required for Grocott’s and Grahamstown. The emphasis must lie in asserting editorial independence from the advertisers, whilst still respecting their need and importance to Grocott’s Mail. This will allow the publication to better service the community through prioritising their needs and diverting from social and political biases generated by advertisers and other such sponsors. The radical democratic is the ideal, but its practical application in Grahamstown offers a great problem with regard to the implementation of this policy through Grocott’s Mail. However, one still needs to strive for this to improve the state of the community by giving a voice to the people of Grahamstown. 


At the core of any policy formation is the need for ingenuity and a unique perspective from the part of the policy makers, based on a theoretical understanding of the issues at hand and the practical application of the policy in the wider world. This necessity led to the evolution of the mouldy cheese hypothesis, which involves key concepts of newsworthiness, integrity and credibility, practical and contextual evaluation… and old mouldy cheese. This theory suggests that the content only be published if it has a newsworthy value (and not that of expired cheese being sold) that will be of benefit to the community, and not that which is of no just value but that has potential to harm an external entity. 

As Grocott’s is dependent on advertising, it should not seek to alienate their advertising sponsors through the publication of content that could potentially bring harm to the advertiser where the content is not newsworthy in nature. Grocott’s has a duty to the community, and only then its advertisers. This duty must not be manipulated for the sake of superfluous publication. At the same time, content will not be withheld where the public interest outweighs the potential harm to advertisers. Eg: if one purchases old mouldy cheese from one of Grocott’s advertisers, and the person who made the purchase approaches Grocott’s to investigate and run a story about the mouldy cheese, Grocott’s must weigh up the need to run the story in alignment with public interest and benefit; and the potential to jeopardise the reputation of the advertiser which could result in the loss of future advertisement. As has already been mentioned the revenue generated by advertisers cannot be under-emphasised and Grocott’s will have to constantly make decisions that balance the power of revenue against the importance of editorial content to the residents of Grahamstown.  

Implementation and Conclusions

“Self-regulation is a system by which the marketing communication industry voluntarily regulates the content of advertising” (ASASAb, 2002:4). Thus, in terms of implementation it is suggested that the Grocott’s Mail would undertake to be self-regulatory, conforming to its own policy agendas. Furthermore, this would preclude any involvement from an external regulatory body. The Advertising Standards Association of South Africa suggest that the sectors involved in the industry should, in this case, the advertisers and Grocott’s Mail, should “work together to agree advertising standards and to set up a system to ensure that advertisements which fail to meet those standards are quickly corrected or removed” (ASASAb, 2002:4). 

Therefore although content decisions, as stipulated by the proposed policy would lie with the editor based on consultation with the deputy-editor, business manager, and advertising manager. In the interests of regulating and maintaining the implementation of the policies framework, advertisers and residents representing various demographics of Grahamstown should be consulted on a quarterly basis, perhaps in an arranged public meeting. The practical implications of executing the proposed policy dictates that enforcing such aims would be unrealistic at a base level with the journalists themselves. After all many of the problems with advertising are subtlety and highly subjective when being analysed. For instance what is perhaps offensive to one person is not offensive to another. Rather the various managers should ensure that each staff member has a copy of the policy for easy reference, and by means of the quarterly meeting check up that those policies are being upheld. 

In a small town such as Grahamstown a method of self-regulation would perhaps provide the best method of ensuring the Grocott’s policies are being adequately implemented and maintained. 

As Louise Vale pointed out, the credibility of the paper is of the utmost importance and any content that deviates from this ideal would be quickly isolated and questioned by the public. Thus, by promoting methods of self-regulation and participation by interested and affected parties, the credibility of the paper could be maintained while instilling further trust into the papers content and Grocott’s Mail as a whole.
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