Things come together, can the centre hold?
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In the face of mega-challenges, how can government boost its communications capacity in the coming years? Is centralization and concentration of control the way to go? Or no?

This question is bigger than boosting the capacity of government’s professional communicators, because every government member and every government action (and even inaction) sends out signals - like it or not. 

So, centralization-vs-decentralization is not just a matter of government communicators, but of government as a whole. And inside this issue is the relationship between local, provincial and national governments, and then also of their specialized communicators. Other major factors in the picture are the relations between GCIS and the specific government communicators in different ministries and departments.  

To deal with this mega-complexity, it is useful to look at what writer Tyson McCauley has called the “pyramid of government information”.  He argues that what individual citizens most often need are very specific facts that are found at the bottom of the pyramid – like: “where is the nearest office where I can get a housing subsidy?” However, for economic reasons, national governments tend to make available only a smaller range of more general info at the top of the pyramid - mainly the common and summarised items - like: “we have set aside x million rands for housing subsidy”. 

Naturally, both kinds of information (specific and general) are very valuable. But to neglect the specific and the local would be at the expense of communication success. It is the role of this level of info to translate a message into concrete and practically useful messages for people. This is where decentralized communications capacity has its role to play – a role that is analogous to that of local government. Accordingly, a strong centre without an effective comms capacity at the periphery will simply translate into lesser impact. We need more muscle at the decentralized level of government communications. 

At the same time, a strong case can be made that decentralization without a strong centre is also a recipe for reduced overall impact. The general information that reaches very widely is absolutely essential. And it is here that the question arises as to speaking with one voice. Co-ordination at the centre, which is not the same as co-ordination by the centre, is needed. 

What all this suggests is that the spectrum of centre-periphery as a whole is needed, and there needs to be strong communications capacity at all points along it.

The question then arises: who controls and co-ordinates across the whole spectrum? There are pitfalls in centralized control. For a start, any incompetence at the centre has critical repercussions on the dependent peripheries. Then, there is also the danger that in trying to control everything, the overall effort can be undermined. For example, some of the centre’s messages would be weak because (naturally) they are a step removed from the specifics further down the chain (such as the particularities of a given campaign by a given department). Worse, the centre could even paralyse government comms elsewhere if it tried to micromanage them.

At the same time, there certainly is a strong and legitimate case to promote in a consistency of messages all along the spectrum. The challenge then is how to achieve this objective while also avoiding the downsides that can go with centralized control. 

One approach to resolving this is to go back to basics and ask the question: “Why strengthen government communications?”. The answer is, of course, in the interests of the public. This observation means that the capacity to send out consistent and appropriate messages is not an end in itself. Furthermore, and most importantly, it also tells us that sending out these messages is only half the story; true communication means receiving messages as well. 

In other words, the duty of government communicators, especially in a democratic South Africa, is not just to get government messages out to the public. It is also to dialogue with the public about these messages, as well as to respond to their particular agendas, queries and messages. To underplay this is to forget that no matter how much you speak, you also need evidence that the audience is listening and acting – and you only know this through their feedback.

This feedback is not a function that can be “controlled” by government communicators, whether at the centre or periphery. But seeking feedback is indeed a commitment that can and should inform the entire chain of government communicators.

In short, there is a difference between being a mere Information Officer, who only informs, and an effective Communication Officer, who interacts. It is true that there can be a division of labour between those with greater responsibility for getting the message out, and those who are charged with being proactively responsive to the public. But even that group working on the information side of the job needs to be sensitive to eliciting and dealing with feedback– and that includes feedback from other government communicators.

In other words, what is needed is for all government communicators to understand communication as a two-way process. This is not only as regards government-public dialogue, but also between government communicators themselves. Thus, communicators at the centre should not impose messages and strategies on those elsewhere in the chain, but rather discuss and co-strategise with them. There is no reason why with technologies such as email, online chat, instant messaging, SMS and video-conferencing this cannot be done. 

The issue then is not how to control or even co-ordinate the chain of communications; it is how to heighten its interactivity. Consistency will follow naturally. And when things come together like this, the centre will certainly hold. 

Underpinning this scenario, however, is the capacity of government communicators all along the line (and of government members in general) to understand and execute effective communications in their fullest sense. At heart, this is a question of skills. 

It is appropriate here to signal that Rhodes Journalism and Media Studies has, through consultation, developed a skills-based diploma programme for government communicators. This initiative will also build up a living body of research on best practice and best systems of government communication around the world. Resources to run the diploma are being sought from the Media, Advertising, Publishing, Printing and Packaging Sector Education and Training Authority (MAPPPSETA).

If successful, the combination of such training with current debates about centralization or decentralization of government communicators, will help us find a sure way forward. What is at stake is a successful strategy to capacitate South Africa’s authorities and our people for deeper dialogue between state and society. 
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