Contribution to Marketing Mix magazine, 2004

Media at 10 – Retrospective Questions

1. How would you describe the atmosphere in South Africa ten years ago at the time of the elections and how accurately did the media of the day reflect that?

It was a time of trauma, but also relief, given the tensions and violence of the past few years of transition were now culminating in the poll. There was of course much hope and celebration amongst the majority, but some fear too of disruption and destabilisation. There were many fears - eg. of shortages and power failures - amongst the minority. Probably, the latter got disproportionate coverage. 

2. How would you describe the tone and style of the media then? How does that compare with its tone now?

There was a sense of change and unpredictability, and of a righteous cause being won. Nowadays, we have a sense of stability and much is taken for granted, in terms of tone. 

3. Who were the main players in terms of media ownership and audience penetration?

SABC naturally was the biggest, and the mainstream papers owned by white SA business were significant players. But their credibility was rather low, and the majority of voters went contrary to the particular leanings of the media. The alternative press was still influential amongst the political elite, but possibly less so than previously. 

4. What were the biggest issues facing media players at that time?

Voter education was a huge issue that was only partially addressed. Few voters understood the intricacies of proportional representation and national/provincial differences. The constitution as something standing above it all, and setting the rules, was not well publicised either. Questions of political tolerance and democratic norms and behaviour, like accepting non-violent conflict resolution and majority rule, were being promoted, though more could have been done.  

5. Would you say that in the ten years that have followed, it has been a case of society moulding the media or the media moulding society?
The major changes and the major preservations have moulded the media. Thus, black ownership and staffing, and the TRC and HRC inquiries, all impacted on the structure and content of the media. Broadcast liberalisation and an independent regulator (then IBA, now Icasa), has meant more than 100 new radio stations and one new TV station. In terms of preservations, the continuing location of most wealth in the white community has meant that much media has continued to target this sector as has advertising - in some cases, retarding the impact of social and political changes on the media. 

6. How did you think the media industry would evolve in the next ten years and how accurate an assessment was that now that you look back?

There was an assumption that the alternative media would become the new mainstream in the print sector, and that it there would be a Media Development and Diversity Agency much earlier. There was an assumption that print would be the major factor, and that broadcast would still be the SABC by and large. No one foresaw Internet or cellphones as vehicles for content and advertising. Many of these of course have been proved incorrect. On the other hand, some validity persists in that many former alternative journalists have been major players in the mainstream media, there is ultimately an MDDA, and the SABC is still a very powerful institution. 

