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Abstract

Researching coverage of poverty is a complex issue that can profitably draw on some studies to date, but also has to take into account South African specificities. The topic has be scoped in terms of its manifestations, and cognizance needs to be taken of elitist omission of poverty angles in stories that otherwise arguably should have had them. Issues of linkage, causality and responsibility around poverty need to be probed. The role of journalistic conventions in impoverishing the representation of poverty should also be part of a research agenda. These issues are discussed in the context of an amount of preliminary research and its evolution into the design of a much larger and more systematic study. 

1. Introduction:

This paper sets out the background to a sizeable research project being conducted into the topic of news coverage of poverty in South African media. It tells of how the project developed its focus and momentum. 

Discussed first is a literature survey, and summary of issues for a preliminary scrutiny of South African news. Quantitative and qualitative issues in this preliminary exercise are discussed. These include the challenge of defining indicators for what counts as a poverty story beyond explicit mentions of poverty. There is also discussion of the related challenge of assessing when coverage can be fairly faulted for ignoring poverty. The paper then deals with other aspects of coverage such as linkage of poverty to particular causes and solutions and responsible agencies, and also to linkage of poverty to issues of gender and race factors. In this, it also examines the depth of coverage, and the imagery of poor people. A discussion then follows about problems of journalism per se as possibly reflected in the state of coverage of poverty. Finally, the research design of the larger research project is discussed, along with both its limitations and its utility. The project paves the way for continuous research into the topic. 

No South African should need convincing as to why poverty is such an important issue. What is surprising, perhaps, is what seems to be a lack of research as regards the relation of media content to poverty. There are other substantial social problems (such as AIDS or women abuse), which seem to attract more media research attention ( perhaps these matters seem more urgent, and less intractable. From my vantage point, however, if this paper serves any purpose at all, putting poverty on the agenda of media research will be a very valuable result. If that in turn leads to further research, and more importantly to putting poverty coverage on the agenda of media practitioners themselves, that would be even better. Finally, if such a development helped in some way to address problems of being poor in South Africa, that of course would be the best outcome of all. 

For me, 2002 was the start of what I now hope will develop into the kind of a causal chain with meaningful impact as noted above.  My previous research was into media transformation and into new media. These matters no longer seemed as important as they had been before this, and something stirred within me when I was asked by the International Communications Forum (ICF) for advice on their proposed conference in South Africa in April 2003. My spontaneous suggestion to them to focus on poverty and media. It was not taken up, but at least I was invited to make an input on that topic.  In preparing that presentation, I became taken with two key questions: 

. 

· How “poor” is our journalism in reflecting poverty and its issues?

· What impact does (and can) our journalism have on the practicalities and the politics of changing poverty?

It struck me that answers to these issues would have a bearing on a recurring debate about the role of journalism in this country (developmentalist vs libertarian, etc.). The answers could lead to recommendations that might even require transformation of not just the role, but of the nature, of South African journalism itself.  The implications seemed serious. In this paper, I set out how these thoughts unfolded over time, and how they culminated at this stage in the research design of the project that is currently being implemented. 

2. Scanning the field: 

A good starting point for my ICF presentation was to see what other studies had been done into media coverage of poverty. Unsurprisingly, an online search reflected primarily research from the USA, a rather different society to South Africa. It was to prove very interesting and useful nonetheless. 

My first discovery from the studies I read, was a focus on the quantity of actual journalism on the topic of poverty. The studies showed there was not much. In turn, the reasons for this low volume were suggested as the antipathy of middle-class character of owners, target audiences and advertisers (see Lieberman, 2001; McDonnell, 2001; Ashoka, 1994; Roach, 1999; Bullock et al, 2001). But for these factors, it seemed, poverty would have been a frequent story. 

My second discovery was qualitative. In those instances where poverty was not invisible in the news, the studies showed poor people presented as a class of lazy or failed individuals responsible for their own poverty (Bullock et al, 2001, Iyengar 1991; Devereux,1998; Meinhoff and Richardson, 1994). Poor people were also represented in sexist ways as promiscuous single mothers, and as racialised (i.e. black) (Bullock et al 2001, Fitzgerald, 1997; Green, 1999; Gilliam, 1999; Gilens, 1999b). 

A third, related but distinct, issue, that emerged from the studies was whether people affected by poverty were portrayed sympathetically or not (Green, 1999). Selective sympathy, reserved exclusively for some of the poor (eg. groups like children or the elderly), was identified in one study (Thompson, 2003).
   

Fourth, and also related to the above, was the matter of how representation constructs the causes of poverty – for example, “as an individual problem rather than a societal issue rooted in economic and political inequality.” (Bullock et al, 2001:237).  

A final issue emerging from the studies was that the actual voices of poor people, especially women, were rare in coverage of poverty.  Stories were rarely framed from their vantage point ( rather they served, if at all, simply as illustrative characters (Sainath, 2001; Bullock et al, 2001).

No research was found about the impact of journalism on poverty.
 The very absence of this issue highlighted its importance as a major research challenge.

To sum up the agenda suggested by the literature review, it appeared that poverty coverage could be researched in terms of:

· volume

· stereotypes

· sympathy/antipathy

· causes

· voices

· impact

3. Developing the research agenda:

How do these insights about journalism and poverty, as noted mainly from the USA, compare to coverage in South Africa where poverty means something somewhat different, and media has a different history and context? Several observations occurred to me. Impressionistically, South African experience seemed to echoe some similarities to those noted in the literature, but there were also complexities related to contemporary political-economic and “transformation” trends in the country. Thus the preliminary hunches that I developed about journalism and poverty in South Africa were as follows: 

· Our news media does indeed cover the poverty story/stories. 

· There are fewer negative stereotypes about poor people in the SA media: their situation is recognized as structural, and is treated sympathetically. 

· Poverty has a primarily black face in our media, and this is complemented by stereotypes that Africans (here and elsewhere) are either starving pitifuls or spoilt fat-cats. 

· Poverty is often conflated with race, as is illustrative in much coverage around “black empowerment”.  Class, and gender, are ignored in favour of racial referencing. 

· Much coverage of poverty still is such that poor people are often invisible and unheard – especially on policy matters that relate to poverty. 

· The class perspective ( or a vantage point of the poor ( is typically missing – as evident in the uncritical currency of the phrase “the economic fundamentals are sound”.

· Poor people are presented as victims and as passive rather than as active survivors against the odds. 

· SA coverage does little to contextualise, or debate, the causes of, and solutions to, poverty.  

I did not have any elaborated hunches about the impact of this presumed coverage, except to suspect that although it probably did not serve to reproduce poverty, it was still very far from reaching its potential to make a difference to change poverty. 

4. Preliminary research phase: 

Armed with these embryonic hypotheses, I set about scrutinizing some of the media I was consuming around April 2003. As things proceeded, I became more aware of how own class position and my personal values affected the research agenda (see below). 
4.1 Quantitative issues: 

What struck me in this preliminary period of scrutiny was that there seemed to be no shortage of stories about poverty. Though I did no systematic quantitative assessment, it appeared that once I started keeping an eye open, a great deal of stories turned up. Following the trends noted in the US studies, this observation about many stories being carried in the SA media seemed counter-intuitive.  But there they were ( numerous poverty stories largely in the Sowetan and Business Day, and to a lesser extent The Star and the Sunday Times. Unfortunately, the same level of my attention was not applied to broadcasting, nor to print media in languages other than English. 

When, some months later (June 2003), I monitored two Eastern Cape dailies for a week for a presentation at that time (see Berger, 2003b), I was surprised to find what seemed to be far lower number of poverty-related stories than in the papers I looked at during April. My speculation about this contrary finding was that one of the papers, the Eastern Province Herald, basically ignored poverty issues as part of its niche role as a conservative leaning, lower-middle class and sensationalist white newspaper. The Daily Dispatch, with vastly far higher numbers of black staff and readers, and numerous rural readers as well, and which also scored comparatively few articles on poverty, was more surprising. My supposition was that this neglect was a function of poverty being so predominant and “natural” in the paper’s environment that the issue simply did not count as a news story. This conjecture was given a degree of confirmation by a senior staffer on the publication who responded to the public presentation where I made the point.  

The research challenge arising from these observations was to make a more structured analysis of the quantity of coverage. While I am aware that to be truly meaningful, this should be in comparison to how other topics are covered, even an absolute figure gives some idea about how much poverty is on the agenda in news media. If one could also analyse placement and timing, and other semiotic prioritizing devices, of that coverage, that would provide further insight. 

One difference between the times during which I looked at the two groups of publications was that the first period coincided with the national Budget. This factor may account in part for what seemed like the (surprisingly) high volume of poverty coverage found in my first foray into the field, and the contrast of a low volume in the second. Further research could assess this quantitative issue more thoroughly than at present. Be this as it may, what both experiences highlighted was the question of identifying what constituted a poverty story. This was another challenge that needed to be resolved, and I elaborated on the matter as discussed in the next section. 

4.2. What counts as a poverty story? 

A story using the word “poverty” as a significant aspect of its meaningfulness is easily identifiable as a poverty story. But, what about other stories where poverty features in its manifestations but is not mentioned explicitly? Inspecting a copy of the Sowetan of 28 February, 2003, I interpreted the following headlines as legitimately designating stories about poverty. 

· Stink over bucket, pit systems

· Dry black season for golf caddies

· Government forced to pay grants

· ‘Money available for reparations’

· Alliance partners to tackle social, economic issues

· Lonely, exiled death of woman with Aids

· From shacks to riches… that’s Rebecca for you (a feature in the entertainment pullout section)

· The “in memorium” section ( two pages of small photos of recently deceased people and information about their funeral arrangements. Only a small minority would appear to have died of old age, and one can safely infer that many have died of poverty-linked causes such as AIDS.

In looking at the Sowetan, I also felt a need to take cognisance of a story in the same issue that seemed to be poverty-related in a perverse way – viz, by what seemed to be a very elitist contempt for the poor. This was an article on a restaurant, titled “Kilimanjaro: the place to be seen”.  It contained praise for the venue's “sophisticated, elegant and classy standard targeted at its rich patrons from all over the world”. The methodological problem suggested by my attention to this story was how to identify poverty coverage in the form of its conspicuous absence: in other words, cases where the journalism had a class bias that erased or marginalized the ieramarginalized interests and existence of the poor.
 My personal political values were at work here, making me wonder how common ground might be found in regard to agreed identification of particular cases. In addition, a question lurked deep down: could one not, through deploying a class perspective, classify every single story in terms of either its poverty reference or its omission. Where would it end, and how could one capture the nuances of non-poverty stories that really ought to have included a poverty angle? 

A third issue that arose from my preliminary scrutiny was the contrast between the Sowetan’s coverage of grassroots experiences and manifestations of poverty, on the one hand, and coverage of “poverty” as a generalized referential term. In particular, Business Day’s coverage dealt with the subject in this latter sense ( i.e. “poverty” as a generalization with resonance for broad economic and political policies.  This awareness of two levels at which poverty could be covered (viz., the specific forms, and the generalised concept), raised new definitional and methodological points for consideration that had not been evident in the literature survey. These were to further inform my research agenda when I began to think about moving to a larger scale project. 
There was a further aspect to my preliminary obseration that news coverage of poverty stories differed in their level of abstraction and concreteness in dealing with the subject. Different levels seemed to correlate somewhat with different publications. Sowetan carried stories mainly about of the lives of the poor, and to a lesser extent some policy issues; Business Day carried only policy pieces. The Star fell somewhere in-between.  A further trend seemed noticeable: there seemed to be a chasm in coverage about people who are poor, and about poverty as a policy issue. In particular, the voices of the poor were not represented in the latter.
 
From these observations, it became evident to me that further research would need to look at the treatment of poverty at different levels ( as a one specific condition (eg. hunger), several specific conditions (eg. hunger and joblessness), or as a generalized phenomenon (poverty). And, importantly, it would also be important to examine the extent to which the specifics and the generalized use were combined to produce a direct interlinkage of meanings, or as separate units of meaning. 

4.3 For whom is poverty presented as being a problem? 

Poverty, as reflected in the grassroots experiences reported in The Sowetan, was clearly shown as having its greatest adverse impact on poor people themselves. But also prompting new questions for me were pointers that these people’s plight was also a problem for others. Thus, for example, during my period of focus, Business Day carried a columnpiece by business leader Kevin Wakeford (Thursday 6 February), titled: “Put poverty at the top of the agenda”. The next day, trade union economist Neva Makgetla had a piece on the poor paying far higher percentages of their incomes on services than the rich. Such articles were (and are) not exceptional in Business Day.

Going by the literature survey, one would not have expected coverage of poverty in such upper-class media. But in South Africa, it seems, the wealthy upper class cannot avoid confronting poverty as a social problem. Thus, the extensive coverage that I noted did not appear to be particularly incompatible with the interests of Business Day’s owners, readers or advertisers. What called out for more research was whether I had simply stumbled on a temporary aberration, or whether this apparent concern with poverty in the paper was ongoing. Further, it needed to be confirmed if the treatment of the subject over time was indeed at the general level. 

These research questions were reinforced by my looking at another paper for the relatively well-off, The Star, which also carried a number of stories focused on poverty issues during the period. One such was an article about the high cost of schooling for poor people, and another titled:  “Gauteng getting tough on poverty” (Monday, 24 February 2003). In the Business Report supplement to the same day’s paper, its editor Alide Danois penned a column headlined “Manuel needs to look at real poverty of people”. These examples suggested that The Star seemed to cover both levels of the story ( the manifestation in experience, and the generalized concept. 

What I also noticed about the coverage of the Star was an occasional blindspot to an obvious poverty angle in stories.  The lead story in same edition (24 February 2003), was headlined: “Budget: what is in store for you”. This headline addressed the paper’s relatively well-heeled readers directly, and emphasized a clearly middle-class angle – viz, about tax cuts to individuals in the lower- and middle-income brackets, and which information is actually located quite deep down in the story.  The text above this information highlighted what the papers’ readers had been calling for from the budget, and it noted that the Minister of Finance has confirmed an emphasis (whatever that may mean!) on social spending (including old-age and child support grants). There was no explicit reference to the context of widespread poverty, nor any indication of the probability that the tax cuts and size of the social spending are necessarily inversely related. In other words, the middle class are let off the hook: their tax-cut privilege was not presented as being at the expense of the poor.
 

A poverty angle was also missing in many economic and development stories, such as those about tourism in the Daily Dispatch when I looked at it during June.  The same observation applies to the paper’s stories about protests over housing and pension pay-outs. 

The paradoxical situation seemed to be that SA news media has a substantial amount of coverage of poverty, but a glaring lacuna as well. There is inconsistency in the representation of poverty, and therefore of poverty as a problem for particular groups. This called out for more research. 

4.4. Who is responsible for ending poverty? 

It was noticeable that in none of the coverage I looked at, was there any suggestion that the country’s poor people were authors of their own fate and deserving of their condition. There was, in general, a sympathetic portrayal of poor persons (or in general terms, of those afflicted by poverty) that conveyed a degree of dignity. On the other hand, there was a sense of passive victimhood, coupled to little coverage about the actual causes of povery.  By extension, also missing was coverage about who was responsible for remedies for  poverty. With this in mind, I recalled that earlier in the year, the Sunday Times had covered starvation in Eastern Cape. While the paper never tackled the reasons for the hunger, it did run a reader-donations campaign for several weeks. Similarly, the Daily Dispatch where it did cover poverty frequently framed the story as one about civil society charity. In the nature of such coverage, agency on the part of the poor was under-played, and their status projected as being that of objects to be pitied and uplifted by others.
 This stereotype seemed to merit inclusion in further investigation into the whole topic. 

Awareness of the charity angle, where civil society is expected to resolve the problem, raised the issue of who else South African coverage implies is responsible for resolving poverty. The stories from The Star, noted above, put agency on the Gauteng government and on Minister Manuel respectively. Likewise, the same paper’s school fees story put the Minister of Education at the heart of the problem. The resulting stereotype is of either a callous and/or incompetent government failing in its duty to “deliver”, on the one hand, or of caring authorities doing their best against criticism by anti-transformation forces on the other. 

Either way, however, solving poverty, then, is not presented as being linked to changing South Africa’s historical relations of production, but rather docked onto civil society (organized charity) or government delivery. This amounts to recognizing the poor mainly from a consumption, but not a production, point of view. In turn, this called out to be investigated in further research. 

What was apparent, if unsurprising, was that an amount of coverage of poverty dealt with party politicking around government responsibility to deal with the problem. Thus, the Daily Dispatch of 10 February, ran an article “EC failing poorest of the poor – DA”. Similarly, the Sowetan on Friday 28 February, 2003, had a column by Tony Leon, leader of the official opposition, attacking government policies and practice for continuing inequality in South Africa. 

Papers around this period also carried paid-for colour supplements summarising President Thabo Mbeki’s State of the Nation speech, in which he reiterated government goals to “eradicate poverty” and transform South Africa into a just and prosperous society. These supplements mobilised a range of data to try to prove that government was indeed improving the lives of poor people. Echoing this political interest in poverty some months later, the Business Day of Wednesday, March 26, reported chief government spokesperson Joel Netshitenzhe as saying: “While partial data and focus on single points in time may attract shallow claims of ‘no delivery’ and ‘increasing poverty’, a contrary conclusion follows from a rounded picture of trends including the ‘social wage’, tax relief and social grants over and above cash income from employment.” 

Thus, a part of poverty coverage in South African media appears to happen when poverty is a party political “football”. The focus on particular aspects of this poverty football also varies depending on the politics entailed. One effect of this form of politicization, however, seemed to be that, during the time I was tracking poverty coverage, reporting on proposals like the Basic Income Grant proposal got overshadowed by the pro- and anti- party positioning on the topic. 

The combination of poverty being presented as an issue of charity or government delivery, and of party politicking, amounted to civil society and government being fingered as the key agents to deal with poverty. In this construction of the issue, it is noticeable that employers are let off the hook both as part of the possible cause of and solution to poverty. The question of responsibility in coverage therefore seemed to be an important area for further research. While the literature survey suggested US media put responsibility on the poor, South African media seemed rather different. 

4.5 How “deep” was the coverage?

Little reporting, it seemed from my observation, actually scrutinised the claims made by the various sides, not least when it came to the citing of statistics. Sowetan of Wednesday, 26 March, carried a report headlined “Unemployment a national crisis”. The story told of a rise in official unemployment figures from 29.4% to 30.5%. It started with the statement that the rise in unemployment figures is “contrary to Government assertions that the dragon of unemployment has been slain”, and ended by saying that Stats South Africa concedes an increase in joblessness … but that it also ascribes the change in the rate to statistical error rather than a real increase. We are left very little the wiser as to what the real story was – and indeed, without any understanding of what counts as unemployment in the statistics. In a separate story, sourced from SAPA, in the business pages of the same edition of Sowetan, we get a rather important item of information. Here it is indirectly revealed that figures (as cited in the first article) deal with a very narrow definition of unemployment. There is, we are told, also an expanded definition - which includes discouraged jobseekers - and this rate stands at 41.8% (vs 30.5%). The expanded definition includes people who have been so disillusioned that they have not tried to find work four weeks prior to being surveyed. It does not take much knowledge of South Africa to state that the more socially meaningful figure is certainly that based on the expanded and not the narrow definition. But the reportage neglected to deconstruct the debate and to locate the claims in terms of their definitions. (A similar problem in the Phillipine media is noted by Arao, 1990). 

In gauging the depth of coverage, what also attracted my attention was how poverty was covered when it was dealt with as generalised condition. In a Sowetan column on 24 February 2003 by ANC MP Ben Turok criticises government policies by arguing that stringent fiscal policy is preached by, but not practiced in, the USA and Japan, and this economic strategem is criticised by eminent economists. Turok is again featured as a columnist on Wednesday, 26 March, in the Sowetan, under the headline “Poverty, inequality two sides of the same coin.” He argues here that the social wage (including government-enabled access to cheap housing, water and electricity) is important, but that people still need cash to buy food. In his view, the answer lies in reducing the current extremes of wealth inequality. What we have being presented here in the Sowetan then, are valuable fragments of important debates that the media can and should be facilitating. The examples of the columns by Wakeford and Seidman in Business Day have been noted above. The Sunday Times contributed to debate by giving coverage to an alternative, more-socially oriented, Budget campaign undertaken by civil society organizations. The message in that story was that tax cuts should be scrapped and that the money still due to government should be allocated to “social protection for the poor”.  

At the same time, I got the distinct feeling that there could have been a lot more debate. After all, nearly 10 years into our democracy, the continued problem of poverty ought to generate contestation of ideas at least. What was also striking in that debate coverage that there was carried, was that the most intellectual coverage by people who are not professional journalists.  My speculation was that this indicated a lack of capacity amongst the papers' own staffs to produce heavyweight thinkpieces on a complex topic. The extent, character and origin of in-depth coverage could also thus be profitably researched. 

4.6 Gender and Racialisation of coverage:

What was noticeably deconstructed in one poverty article I read was race and gender ( factors conspicuously missing in many of the other articles that I looked at. Thus the Sowetan, Wednesday 26 March, noted near the end of its news article “Unemployment a national crisis”, that “Of the total of 4,8 million officially unemployed in September last year, 4.2 million were black, 2.5 million were women.” Thus another research agenda point was suggested: how commonplace are disaggregated figures for poverty stories in South African journalism?

Poverty in South Africa has a major racial dimension to it, and it is not surprising therefore that sometimes the stories blur together to the extent that the poverty angle gets subsumed and even submerged. One topical example here concerned coverage of black economic empowerment (BEE), where one finds a complex racialisation. Historically, little coverage appears to have questioned what such “empowerment” meant for poverty alleviation – if anything. However, by the time I looked at poverty coverage, the BEE story had proved to be more complex than the colour of faces in a boardroom. Thus, for example, a column in the Sowetan, Wednesday 26 March, by William Mervyn Gumede was headlined “This time, BEE must embrace the poor”. The paper on Friday, February 28, ran a story “Agency says BEE must benefit all”. Labour leader Vavi had a column on Thursday 27 March in Sowetan headlined "BEE needs to be of benefit to majority." The question still remains to research however ( when poverty is not disaggregated by race and gender (or for that matter, urban vs rural), and when race stories (like BEE) are not disaggregated in terms of class. 

5. Summing up preliminary findings – and their implications for further research:

Taking stock of the observations above, it seemed to me that a research agenda into poverty and media coverage could cover:

i. Volume: more rigorous assessment is needed of the extent to which poverty is covered, and this should be extended to broadcasting and non-English media.

ii. Qualitative analysis (see below) should also be done, and together with the quantative data, one should investigate reasons for differences in treatment of the topic. This would require analysis that goes beyond content to look at the markets in which the various media play, their owners and advertisers, and the class character, outlook and poverty sensitivity of their journalists. 

iii. Blindspots: qualitative analysis should address instances where, from a poverty point of view, elitist coverage ignores the phenomenon in stories where arguably it should not. (As noted, this is methodologically difficult, and will be discussed in more depth with later). Other blindspots would be whether demographics such as sex or race are overlooked when disaggregation could reveal significant differences for particular categories. 

iv. Levels One: coverage can be assessed as to the concrete character of poverty. In this, it would be interesting to establish which manifestation of poverty is prioritized, and whether a confluence of concrete conditions are linked within a given story. 

iv. Levels Two: poverty coverage can be assessed when (and how) it is presented in the from of a generalized reference, and when this level is linked to the concrete level.  

v. Sympathy: the tone of coverage could be investigated, and while it may be hypothesized that the findings here are predictable, more detailed nuance could be investigated (such as varying extent and form of sympathy depending on group and circumstance). 

v. Stereotypes: coverage should assess whether poor people are racialised in the sense of a conflation of race and poverty, presented as voiceless objects and victims, and whether government is typecast in a fixed and simple bi-polar relation to poverty. 

vi. Coverage should be assessed as to whom (if anyone) is blamed for poverty, and to which agency is allocated primary responsibility for finding solutions. 

vii. It remains a challenge to research the impact of poverty coverage.  

5. The problems of journalism:
As if this research agenda were not extensive enough, another factor occurred to me. This arose from the combination of the literature survey and my impressionistic assessment, on the one hand, and my general concerns with journalism as the genre is practised in South Africa on the other. My hunches here were that some of the problems about the coverage could actually be intrinsic to the craft, rather than the specific topic of poverty itself. My speculations follow below: 

Firstly, journalism by its reductionistic nature is notoriously unable to deal with integrated complex totalities. Thus, poverty ( as an interlinked series of conditions ( tends to get presented either as singular concrete stories, or as an abstract concept in regard to policy issues, rather than as all-rounded empirical experience that constitutes a general condition and which is directly connected to government and business policy (and practice). 

The reductionism could also be responsible for the way that poverty is sometimes ignored. For example, this could result stories on crime being framed simply as law-and-order issues; stories on strikes being presented as self-contained and insulated units of narrow meaning – reduced to the events in an industrial relations dispute about wages and severed from a poverty context. Research could do well to assess the presence or otherwise of journalistic reductionism and ghetto-ization in coverage of poverty.  

Secondly, and similarly, a complication for journalism is that poverty is not an event, but a process. The significance of this is that it is less easily accommodated in conventional journalism, let alone researched and constructed. The poverty of journalism about poverty may also to some extent be the result of news’ focus on the new and the recent. No journalist to my knowledge has followed up the Poverty Hearings which we had some years back. This short term-ism in journalism affects the potential for coverage to promote understanding of either the causes of poverty, or what kinds of solutions could work.  An holistic and historical approach goes against the grain of much journalism that is so typically caught up in daily, fragmented, piecemeal chunks. The research question therefore is the extent to which history, context and follow-up are included in coverage of poverty and whether this is echoed in coverage of other topics. 

Thirdly, much journalism is not well set-up or adequately resourced to report on topics like poverty. Leiberman (2001) notes in the USA that “poverty is almost entirely an enterprise topic… a quiet story.” The point is that there are not many faxes or emails pouring in on the topic, unlike the information coming from the quarters who have resources. The research question that arises from this observation is: how do poverty stories originate and get to be published? And how much is that coverage (or lack thereof) a casualty of shrinking editorial budgets in most South African media? 

Fourthly, news values that prioritise an “achievement” ethos tend to filter out poverty stories or angles. McDonnell (2001) wrote that: “As journalists, we are drawn to people who are doing something – building dot.coms, merging companies. That’s where the news and the hot beats are. People living in poverty often struggle just to pay bills.” The question for research to investigate is coverage of poor “achievers”, and what kinds of values are present in coverage of non-achievers. The relation between these and stereotypes of the poor as purely passive victims also needs investigating. 

The challenge of doing further research into media and poverty is to seek insight into the role of contemporary South African general journalistic problems. This is important, because the results may tell us that in order to cover poverty better, some fundamental re-thinking of conventional journalistic forms and practices (and budgets) is needed. Alternatively, it would indicate what ( within the constraints ( can be done differently. 

6. The research process: 

An enormous amount of research thus calls out for attention. In an attempt to do better justice to this challenge, I responded to an offer of collaboration by William Bird, who heads up the Media Monitoring Project (MMP). This is an NGO based in Johannesburg, possibly best known for its study of racial stereotyping in the SA media conducted in 2000 for the SA Human Rights Commission (SAHRC). 

Like good researchers, we had to clarify definitions. Poverty of course is more complex than being simply a term describing a lack of money. It has relative and absolute referents, and it operates at various levels with various manifestations in South Africa. Drawing from a World Bank definition of poverty (nd), an SAHRC poverty report (2003) and my preliminary research, we agreed that the topic would cover any stories which made some reference to “poverty” explicitly, or which centred on any of the following specifics: 

a. Hunger (including school feeding schemes)
b. Homelessness or inadequate housing
c. Unemployment (including job creation schemes, UIF), 

d. Health issues (HIV, cholera, malaria, TB)
e. Land (access and restitution, for settlement and/or farming)
f. Social security (issues around grants and pensions)
g. Education (and literacy) – where these impact on empowerment of the poor
h. Environment (and pollution and waste disposal) – where these impact on the poor.
i. Water (physical and economic access)
j. Credit arrears (eg. Eskom debt-write off)
k. State services to disadvantaged communities (roads, reticulation, telecommunications, etc.)
l. Human Rights (especially in relation to treatment by men, bosses, officialdom)
m.  Shortage of money (for example, reference to high prices for most people).
In a memo from me to the MMP, I noted: “one can also find poverty issues potentially present in a range of other stories, such as those covering human rights, justice, criminality and corruption, finance and banking, party politics and civil protests, refugees, children and the elderly, gender, disability.”  

Clearly these stories cited in the quotation above are not intrinsically linked to poverty issues in South Africa. My point to MMP was, in effect, that the people doing the actual research coding needed to keep an eye open for stories outside the topic breakdown and which could nevertheless still count as poverty stories. But by the same token, and as I discussed with MMP, sometimes there would also be stories outside the topic breakdown which did not mention poverty when they arguably should have. This situation reflects back to the point I had encountered in my preliminary research ( taking note of when poverty was absent and where this omission could be conspicuously noted. For the research coders, therefore, a difficult judgement call would be required when assessing which of such articles ought to, legitimately, have included a poverty angle. There is no doubt that looking at such an “absence of poverty stories”, widens the realm of the subjective, because it relates in part to the values of the researcher, and also to both the knowledge and political imagination of that individual. While no easy solution presented itself here, it may well be that the data in this area will need to be handled with care, and that more narrow qualitative work with high inter-coder mechanisms be instituted. 

In summing up at the end of the memo to MMP, I wrote: “What needs to be done is to investigate patterns in all three instances – “poverty” as a named object; poverty as a diverse (and often divided) topic about lived experience; neglect of poverty. 

I concluded by saying: “What then needs to be done is to compare and contrast the three different foci. Are there differences or similarities between them? Are there over-arching patterns to discern? And lastly, to what extent are the findings a function of journalism that can be improved, and to what extent a function of the limitations of journalism as a form of representation plus particular problems in South African conditions?”  

This rather ambitious aspiration became more modest in order to fit the actual research process in the capacity of the MMP’s long-standing Anti-Discrimination Unit.  First, the decision by William and his colleague Karen Nortje was to focus on a sample of media that included 18 major newspapers, and two TV channels. Due to resource constraints, only two radio stations were included at this stage.  The monitoring period was set down for mid-June to mid-July. 

Second, we trimmed down the overall strategy to find out how poverty was covered in terms of its levels, and also in terms of stereotyped images. In addition, as discussed above, an objective was to “identify stories that ignore what could have been an obvious poverty angle (and are therefore silent therefore on either the concept as such, or on the manifestations of poverty and the interests of poor people).” (MMP 2003) Thus the research coders needed to identify particular cases where an article failed to mention “poverty” or take a poverty-related angle when it arguably should have.  

Stories surveyed were further to be classified as to their level/s of reference to poverty and its manifestations, and their links to agencies, history, politics, gender, and race. The content could also be ticked or not according to whether it presented poor people as passive victims, whether it linked poverty and crime, and whether it located poverty as urban or rural. Another category for the coders was whether a given story included voices of the poor or not. MMP used its standard classification grid to get a sense of the relative prominence of the stories (eg. Place in broadcast sequence, page in publication, etc.)

For reasons of complexity, time and resources, the research project did not attempt to probe several other issues raised in this paper. Thus, depth assessment of assumptions about causes of poverty in the coverage is not part of the current assignment.  In addition, we are not investigating the nuances about whether poverty information is disaggregated or not in terms of race and gender, nor the mechanisms and extent of racialisation. Nuances about whether sympathetic treatement varies are also not covered. Details of how - when they do speak ( the voices of poor people are reflected are not being researched. Likewise, representation of context and follow-up are not being probed. Inspection of the newsvalues at play in the coverage is also not on the agenda. How stories originate (eg. press conferences, enterprise, tip-offs, lobbyists) etc. is also beyond the current content analysis project. 

But the areas we are studying are nonetheless still extensive and should yield valuable insight. Various interventions (see below) should be possible based on the general findings, and on the correlations within these.  It will be of interest to see which of the two levels of poverty (abstract and concrete) gets the most coverage, and the extent of linkage between them. This will give insight into the “ghetto-ization” or otherwise of coverage. Within the concrete “manifestation” level, it will be of further interest to see which component parts of poverty receive the most coverage, and if there are differences in the way these distinct aspects are represented such as with respect to responsibility. At the same time, it will not be possible to see whether hunger presented only as a human interest story, without political or policy angles, in contrast to land and housing. Nor will we have adequate data to see whether social security is mainly presented from the viewpoint of government agencies and policy wonks, and not the recipients. However, such detailed qualitative assessment could be covered in later research. 

What analysis of the data should reveal is if there are patterns to be found among and between different media outlets. More research will then have to be done to see if these correlate with different owners, markets and staffers.

In other words, the current research will give rise to further research topics and these might be combined with outstanding issues in a second large-scale study.

7. Conclusion: 

My interest in this topic stems from a desire to make a positive difference in reducing poverty, and from my assumption that media can contribute to this outcome. I intend, therefore, to use the results of this research to develop a pro-active agenda amongst media leaders, which in turn should lead to systematic and strategised coverage of poverty as (in my view) constituting public enemy number one in this country. 

Such a strategy is especially necessary because in southern Africa, the poverty story is present (but often not seen by the journalists) in HIV/Aids, Land, Agriculture, Migration, Children, Gender, Water, Social Welfare issues, Government general policies and implementation performance, the Budget, Nepad, Trade (incl farm subsidies and tariff barriers), and much more. Most of these topics are covered in a reactive way, without any coherent perspective that could identify their interconnections and particularly where they intersect so powerfully with poverty. A pro-active strategy by editors to cover poverty and all its stories could lead to impactful, pro-active, knowledge-generating and practically empowering stories. 

That, however, is far in the future. For now, my objective is to find information about what problems are at a level that can be addressed in a relatively straightforward way, and which are at a level that raises perhaps more fundamental questions about constraints of ownership, staffing, advertising, etc.on the one hand, and about the craft in its contemporary practise. This understanding then needs to articulate with information on journalists’ views of their roles as regards development and democracy, and whether through interventions like briefings, publishing and training courses, a productive merger can be negotiated. 

In the longer term, it remains important to gauge the impacts of poverty-related journalism. These may be on government policies, civil service practices, on the consciences of non-poor people here and internationally, and on the empowerment of massive numbers of poor people themselves. They may be impacts upon public opinion, agenda setting at various levels, on citizen information and understanding. They may be impacts on emotions, attitudes, identities, skills and on behaviour itself. All of these need to be scoped, defined and worked into a research project. In this way, the current research is intended to be both a spur and a guide to ongoing action. Over a time, further, research into content can (and should) also serve as an audit of how well we are doing. 

Trotskyists speak of “permanent revolution”. What this paper highlights is the need for “permanent research” ( until such time, hopefully, that the exercise is rendered redundant, in part by its own impact. It is of course the case that poverty will not be eradicated by media research. But there is a role to play, and there are not many research topics more pressing than this one. What is currently a story that is, at best, only half-told at present calls out for efforts that can contribute to fully-fledged coverage with maximum impact. 
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� Another aspect, pointed out by Sainath (nd), is where “Poverty is generally covered as breathless horror, purple prose and it focuses on the shock and agony of the correspondent seeing somebody, not on that somebody ...”


� Linked to this one-dimensional representational is the lack of humour associated with coverage of poverty, “which is exactly the opposite of the amount of humour you find amongst the poor who need humour as a survival mechanism” (Sainath, nd). 


� However, there are studies such as that by Sitorovic, 2001 which examines correlations between media use and particular perceptions of welfare in the USA. 


� Maharidge (1997) reflects my sentiment in his comment that in order to succeed in poverty reporting “one must cover not only the poor, but also the rich, as well as the middle. In a word, class.”


� To its credit, however, the Sunday Times of March 2, 2003, ran an article titled: “Trevor? Trevor who? Ask poor villagers”. This piece profiled some poor people who did not know the name of the Minister of Finance, and who did not believe that the budget would improve their lives. In a sympathetic bit of reportage, the article noted about single mother Polina Moreki who cuts reeds for a pittance: “Increased taxes on luxury items, especially cigarettes, were particularly unwelcome (to her - GB). ‘I need to smoke,’ she said. ‘It takes my worries away.’”


� The absence of linkage between the poor and better-off social classes is a feature of coverage that is noted in several other contexts (Sainath, nd; Kovach, 1999)


� “The poor as unending victims ... or they’re passive recipients of development, never the source.” (Sainath, nd). 


� The challenge starts with conscientisation, although from there substantial information and education is called for.  As an indication of the challenge, a Zambian study found huge ignorance amongst journalists about that country’s national poverty reduction strategy, and an inability to turn out stories about it amongst those who were informed (see Kantumoya and Makungu, 2002). Shirk (1999) discusses the need for newsroom agitation to ensure that poverty gets onto the newsagenda in the USA.
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