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ABSTRACT:

The paper is an attempt to offer suggestions as to what can be done in ensuring adherence to policy in a media organisation. The paper offers suggestions as to who should be tasked with the responsibility of doing what and stands a better chance of ensuring that policy is adhered to. The paper outlines our perceptual conception of the project and offers what we think could work better for the project.

1. Introduction:

In our research about monitoring policy we did not come across a set definition for this concept. We therefore coined our definition of the concept as, “measures put in place to ensure that whatever policy is put into place is both adhered to and in case there are lapses, there are certain measures to enforce compliance.” After a policy has been made, there is always a feeling of satisfaction at having a norm by which to go by. This policy will usually flow smoothly and with stability in its beginning stages, because the rules are still fresh in everyone’s minds. However, once the normal routine sets in, we tend to forget that there is a policy, therefore, we need reminders, hence a body to monitor policy compliance. In case the policy is broken or abused, there needs to be a set of rules that the organisation needs to go back to.

The Grocott’s Mail, one of the oldest newspapers in South Africa is under new management. The new management has an even bigger vision for this organisation. To reach this vision, however, they need policies that are going to work for their good and that of the paper. Our class has been challenged to propose a new editorial policy for Grocott’s Mail and our group specifically looks at, ‘How does one monitor policy compliance?’ This essay is an attempt to make an analysis and provide recommendations on this issue.

Our analysis will look at the structure of the organisation which will be translated into an ‘organogram’ which represent our interpretation of the organisational structure of Grocott’s Mail. Our recommendations primarily encourage the use of the Board of Advisors in creating the actual policy and its awareness. However, the responsibility for the actual implementation lies with the editor.

2. Research Aims:
Before engaging in any research one has to have clearly defined aims and methods one will use in studying the matter at hand. A clear outline of the research aims and methods will ensure that one’s path in undertaking the discourse is illuminated and easily get to the core of the matter. Firstly, our research aims were to identify trends followed in monitoring policy in South Africa’s media industry. We figured that using external ideas as a source of reference would assist us in having a measuring stick with which to measure the direction in which we are going. This would ensure that we save a lot of time by now indulging in unnecessary mistakes that others who did the research before have been through.

Since the organisational structure of Grocott’s Mail has changed we wanted to establish who in the present structure is better placed for the responsibility of monitoring policy. This became very important to us because in the present structure, it would be for the first time that the entire community of Grahamstown is eligible to participate in the formal structure of the organisation. A potential point of conflict that became evident to us was placing the responsibility to monitor adherence to policy in the hands of a few individuals who are in positions of power, especially considering the fact that Grocott’s Mail was setting itself as a more representative community newspaper. An example of this misplacement of power would be giving the Board of Directors free reign on monitoring policy which would mean they are speaking on behalf of the readers (the community of Grahamstown). However, Grocott’s is not like any other community media project. A distinguishing factor is that it is primarily a business setting, which aims to “produce a surplus for special projects within the purpose of the Company.”

In any community if the people are given a voice, they feel empowered and by empowering them one gains their trust and loyalty. One important element that Louise Vale mentioned in her talk was how important it is for the new owners of Grocott’s Mail to get a copy of the newspaper in every household in Grahamstown. Involving the greater community of Grahamstown in monitoring the policy is one way of ensuring that the minority is getting a voice.

3. Research Methods:
The purpose of a research project is to gather and present data collected from empirical observations. This process involves following certain methodologies in seeking answers to specific problems/questions. Research can be done using either qualitative or quantitative research techniques. The topic and the size of the subject have an influence on the choice of a research technique. Each of the techniques follows its distinct methodology. According to Neuman (1997:14), these two techniques (qualitative and quantitative research techniques) are rooted from a distinct logic or approach. For instance, in quantitative research the data is presented in numerical form, whereas in qualitative research data comes in word and/or picture form.

Unlike the quantitative research technique, which is very narrow in terms of the issues it focuses on, the qualitative research technique looks at the issue in a wide perspective and understanding. For instance, the quantitative research technique is concerned with a specified set of variables whereas the qualitative research technique relates to the social hypothesis. Neuman argues that in qualitative research new concepts and theories are created by mixing together the empirical evidence and abstract concepts (1997:420). However, this technique does not cover many cases in one theme it uses rather, a particular case study and focuses on one field.

In researching this topic we engaged on qualitative research methods, which allowed us to gain in-depth information. We conducted interviews with Louise Vale and other members of our class who were working on different aspects of policy. Interviews we conducted had open-ended questions and in so doing we were able to get a lot of useful information.

We found that people were more comfortable answering questions that did not necessarily place them under pressure to give information. We attempted to gain some external (outside South Africa) ideas as to of how policy is monitored by sending electronic mail to the editors of the New Vision and The Monitor newspapers in Uganda. We unfortunately got not replies. The reason we chose these newspapers was because we wanted an “African Flavour.” It is always important that one is aware of what is happening with other newspapers throughout the continent.
4. Findings:

In our research about Grocott’s Mail, we discovered that as a media institution this newspaper does not have any formalized or documented policy. This fact therefore made the already difficult task of creating a means for the policy to be monitored that much more challenging. In order to introduce our findings, we followed a set of guidelines stipulated in Steyn’s (1998:450) reading on formulating media policy in South Africa. These guidelines included having knowledge about the research subject and also having objectively understood the position of the target audience and other potential readers.

To begin with, our research guidelines as stipulated above included having knowledge about the media institution for which we were formulating a policy and discuss the various ways on how to monitor it. Looking at the information available at our disposal about Grocott’s Mail, it is a community-oriented ‘soft news’ and short human-interest feature stories that usually showcases the local school achievers and sports heroes in and around the city. According to our findings, the newspaper does not focus much on the Rhodes University campus as they fall outside of their target audience.

Also, Grocott’s Mail offers a medium for business owners and other institutions in and around the city to advertise their services at ‘lower’ advertising rates due to the monopolistic nature of the local media market, with the newspaper being the only local newspaper, serving the Grahamstown and the Port Alfred communities.

Previously, Grocott’s Mail was a small media institution that catered for an elite sector of the Grahamstown community. It served the vernacular white English-speaking middle-class suburban population of Grahamstown West; although in more recent years it made attempts to reach out to the Xhosa and Afrikaans speakers of Grahamstown East.

The above demographic breakdown of the Grocott’s Mail’ initial target audience brings us to the issue of the influences on media policy. There are a number of issues involved in the creation and monitoring process of this local daily newspaper. One of the main issues which pertain to the monitoring of the Grocott’s Mail’ policy is the question of, “Who decides on who presides over the monitoring process?”

In previous years, the core readers of Grocott’s Mail have been acting as watchdogs, however now that there has been a change in management this has lead to the reconsideration of the methods used in monitoring policy. These changes included the increase in economic and political interest in the city as well as a rise in technology of Grocott’s Mail staff members and its readership. Socio-cultural issues, such as reporting on cultural rituals and religious events, have also come into play when looking at the evidence of research conducted on the Grahamstown population.

5. Recommendations:

We recommend that there be a Qualitative Review of each issue, which will help the editor monitor the quality of the newspaper, especially in the beginning stages. This will not only encourage policy monitoring but also create and entrench policy awareness within the organization. The Review can be as simple as passing around a copy of the newspaper to all people responsible for editorial content and production & asking them to mark criticisms and suggestions on the copy for all to see. Through engaging in this qualitative review all in the organization will be empowered by the knowledge they will gain about the policy in the process and this will reduce lapses.

We believe that the responsibility to monitor policy lies with everyone in the organization even those who are involved in the production and editorial content of the newspaper. However, some have a bigger responsibility than others. For instance, the Board of Advisors plays a bigger role in overall policy monitoring than in the actual implementation – however, this does not mean they should be excluded in the implementation. The lesser role is caused by the practical limitations. For instance, the Board only meets bi-annually and this might be too late to act on some issues relating to policy. In addition, we envisage to see this Board as very representative and consisting of members with different expertise. For example, they should be drawn from various sectors and be authorities in the areas of law, finance, education, editorial policy, and so forth. Furthermore, they should consist of different communities and people from diverse social orientations of the Grahamstown population. We acknowledge the complications that this recommendation implies but we believe that if a conscious effort is made to include everyone this limitation can be overcome as far as is possible.

We also acknowledge the fact that various responsibilities exist with regard to policy monitoring within any organisation. We recommend that the Advisory Board be responsible for overall policy creation, awareness and monitoring whereas the editor should be responsible for policy implementation. We recommend that a small committee of policy experts be created in the Board and this committee should be responsible for creating policy awareness through media campaigns, focus groups & public meetings. A representative of this Board should be allowed to sit-in and mediate on meetings to solve conflict regarding policy matters. Furthermore, this committee should be tasked to together with the editor investigate, judge or punish those responsible for any policy lapses. The editor’s responsibility starts with ensuring the establishment of procedures to help maintain newspaper quality. These procedures should enable the editor to identify errors and problems while also guiding him or her with regard to what corrective measures to take. It should also be the editor’s responsibility to implement these corrective actions as needed. In addition, the editor should be able to detect trends and monitor possible failures that reflect deterioration in quality.

Among the responsibilities of the Advisory Board we mentioned the creation of policy creation and awareness through focus groups, media campaigns and public meetings. We now move to a brief discussion of how we visualised these in operation. “Civil society-based campaigns mobilised public debate… through various … actions and succeeded in driving the debate towards the acceptance of the idea of a transformed…” political sector (Horwitz, 2001:9). However, we believe that this strategy does not work exclusively when applied to the political sphere but could be applicable in moving to effect or bring about changes in the media as well. We recommend that the Advisory Board should engage in focus groups that will help in the creation of policy. In these focus groups different role players from different sectors will be gathered in order to encourage informed input on the policy. These groups can also be used in the policy reviewal process. Also, involving the focus groups in this process will create policy awareness and will to an extent assist in policy monitoring. These focus groups can also be use in the reviewal or assessment of adherence to policy. For example, they can be used to review reports on Grocott’s Mail.

The purpose of the public meetings is to empower the public by giving them a say in issues concerning them. Radio stations will boost the process of policy awareness because people will have a chance of raising their own views and ideas regarding the policy. These policy awareness campaigns will also help Grocott’s in terms of covering issues that are relevant to Grahamstown people. This means that policy makers for the newspapers will be able to find out to a certain extent which issues are significantly important to the public (Leef et al, 1986: 301) In giving the public a platform to raise their views direct pressure from the public for the newspaper to “reform” its policy will be eased (Leef et al, 1986: 301).

The economic and managerial skills of Grocott’s will be enhanced in order to support the company’s infrastructures. As noted these skills are crucial in making newspaper companies successful especially a company like Grocott’s which has outdated infrastructures for example, its printing press (Steyn, 1998:451).

The more feedback people give to them will drive their policy towards a public friendly direction. This will develop Grocott’s further as a newspaper that speaks for the people. This is also going to create a more equal flow of information from the newspaper. This means that people that have been previously excluded from information will have access to it especially those with low income (Steyn, 1998:457).

The policy awareness campaigns will need a lot of commitment from the company especially economically. Our group has considered the fact that having focus group sessions and public meetings from different areas of Grahamstown might put a strain on the company. However, economic constrains can be kept at a minimal if the policy reviews are done after six months and kept short.
6. Conclusion:
In conclusion, it is important to maintain policy and a good organisation is one that looks at all the important aspects of policy, especially its maintenance. Monitoring policy can be challenging especially if you are not sure of what policy regulation is going to be broken, or when and how policy is going to be more at risk. However, with the help of 

a policy on monitoring compliance, we hope that Grocott’s will be able to sort these unforeseen problems as they arise according to our recommendations.

References:

Corcoran, F. & Preston, P. (Eds.) (1995). Democracy and communication in the New Europe: Change and continuity in East and West. Cresskill: Hampton. Pp. 3-30.

Diescho, J. (1996). The limits of making foreign policy in SA. Towards Democracy: 

Journal of the Institute for Multi-Party Democracy. Chapter 5 - Section 1, Pp. 7-15.

Hill, J. (1993). Telecommunications and democracy: The international experience. Telecommunications Journals. Chapter 10 - Section 1, Pp. 21-29.

Horwitz, B. ‘Negotiated Liberalization’: Stakeholder Politics and Communication Sector Reform in South Africa. http://arxiv.org/html/cs.CY/0109097 vl 24 Sep 2001

Leef, D.R. et al (1986). Crusading Journalism: Changing Public Attitudes and Policy-Making Agendas.  Public Opinion Quarterly – Vol. 50: 300-315. Chicago: UCP.

Mathiane, N. (1995). Transforming the South African media. The IAJ Journal - December. Chapter 1 - Section 2, Pp. 16-20.
McQuail, (1994). Media policy research: Conditions for progress. In Hamelink, C.J. & Linne, O. (Eds.) Mass communication research on problems and policies: The art of asking the right questions. Norwood: Ablex. Pp. 39-51.
Steyn, E. (1998). Media Policy: Frameworks for an expanding world. In de Beer, A.S. (Ed.) Mass media towards the millennium: the South African handbook of mass communication. Pretoria: Van Schaik.

Neuman, W.L. (1997). Social Research Methods. Boston: Allyn & Bacon

Tomaselli, K.G. (1996). The role of journalist associations in the new liberalized political order of Southern Africa. Ecquid Novi. Chapter 17 - Section 2, Pp. 179-189.
PAGE  
10

