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REPORTING ON LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT AHEAD OF THE 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTIONS: 
A CALL FOR LISTENING JOURNALISM
This article argues that the journalism landscape, now more than ever, requires 
‘listening journalism’ as an alternative and more fruitful way for reporting on local 
government elections
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Introduction
As South Africa gears up for the 2021 local 
government elections, which are always an 
action-packed news cycle, the news media 
will focus a majority of its time and resources 
on covering the elections. While the work 
done by the media during this period is 
commendable as it is done in a fast-paced 
and high-pressure environment, studies 
done on election coverage in South Africa 
show that a lot of useful information usually 
falls through the cracks in the coverage 
(Chiumbu, Dlamini & Molobela 2017; 
Findlay & Dayile 2019; Media Monitoring 
Africa 2017). Other scholars have found 
that the South African media carries a 
middle-class bias, often delegitimizing and 
demonizing protest and using stereotypical 
representations of working class subjects 
(Friedman 2011; Wasserman, Chuma & 
Bosch 2018; Chiumbu 2016). This points to 
some of the shortcomings of the press, which 
is often referred to as the ‘fourth estate’¹. 
To counter this gap, this article argues 
that the journalism landscape, now more 
than ever, requires ‘listening journalism’ 
as an alternative and more fruitful way for 
reporting on local government elections. 

The impulse for this suggestion was driven 
by how previous research has shown that 
the media fails to cover elections (both local 
and national) in a manner which provides a 
nuanced and broad picture of South Africa’s 
political landscape to the public. 

When the nation ushered in a new 
dispensation in 1994, successful and not 
so successful efforts were made, by both 
the government and the media fraternity, 
to transform journalism and untangle it 
from its problematic past (Berger, 1999; 
Mayher & McDonald 2007; Wasserman 
2014). During the apartheid regime, the 
government used the media as a tool to 
advance apartheid ideology. The press took 
cues from the government and was often 
guilty of criminalizing political activity (for 
example coverage of the 1976 student 
uprising indicates this), overtly supporting 
apartheid (the Afrikaans press was mostly 
guilty of this) and restricting information on 
the anti-apartheid movement (Bird & Garda 
1996). Harassment of journalists was also 
rife, resulting in journalists being brought 
before courts “to disclose their sources of 
information”. Journalists were “detained 
in prison for questioning, or charged with 

various offenses. Journalists’ applications for 
passports were routinely refused” (Hachten 
& Giffard 1984: 12).  Apart from newsroom 
reforms in the post-apartheid era, more 
scholarly interventions have tried to grapple 
with the theoretical underpinnings of the 
profession, underpinnings which ultimately 
have consequences for the practical task of 
doing journalism in a post-colonial setting 
(Rodny-Gumede 2018).

An interesting intervention has been the one 
concerned with critiquing journalism’s ability 
to give voice, to speak for the marginalized 
and to place itself as a “watchdog” to power. 
Scholars have proposed a new approach 
to doing journalism, one which involves 
shifting the focus of the profession from 
giving voice to listening (Garman & Malila 
2017; Wasserman 2013). In this context, 
listening journalism refers to journalism 
which consciously prioritizes the voices of 
marginalised and underrepresented groups 
through active ‘listening’. This approach 
takes stock of the complexities of South 
Africa’s history and current reality, and 
works towards centring the voices of those 
the media sometimes deems unworthy 
to be listened to such as the poor, the 



working class, victims of gender-based 
violence, those who reside in informal 
settlements and rural areas etc. Within a 
political context, Garman & Malila view 
listening as “a process of acknowledging 
and recognising difference and inequality” 
(Garman & Malila 2017: 2). Proponents 
of this approach to journalism view it as a 
political and ethical way of correcting the 
historical errors which the industry has 
partaken in. In this vein, listening journalism 
opens up spaces for connecting “horizontal 
discussions between citizens to the vertical 
axis of political power” (Wasserman 2013: 
79).  According to Wasserman, journalists 
who take the task of listening seriously 
can facilitate “a politics from the ground 
up”. This means that the media can be 
an amplifier of voices and can take “local 
struggles to the national or the global 
arena” (Wasserman, 2013: 79). This 
approach is often associated with the work 
done by community media outlets, which 
are seen as being inherently connected to 

the communities they serve due to their 
proximity and accessibility. 

The coverage of local government elections 
is particularly important because this 
coverage has the potential to open the doors 
of communication between the electorate 
and those candidates who are closest to 
their communities. However this desire to 
open up this line of communication need 
not only be the job of community media 
organisations but should also be a desire 
of national media platforms. These national 
media platforms should shift their gaze to 
local communities too, and move away from 
focusing on political party factions (which 
also exist at the ground-level) and national 
rallies hosted by party leaders. 

The 1996 White Paper on Local Government 
spells out the function and role of local 
government as an independent sphere of 
governance. In the foreword to the White 
Paper, the then Minister for Provincial 

Affairs and Constitutional Development, 
Mohammed Valli Moosa, pronounced that 
local government “is centrally concerned with 
working with local citizens and communities 
to find sustainable ways to meet their needs 
and improve the quality of their lives”. Moosa 
further clarified that local government “is 
the sphere of government that interacts 
closest with communities, is responsible for 
the services and infrastructure so essential 
to our people's well-being, and is tasked 
with ensuring growth and development of 
communities in a manner that enhances 
community participation and accountability” 
(White Paper 1998: 1). This statement could 
be viewed as an ideal which has largely been 
difficult to uphold. It has resulted in the local 
government sphere being one of the most 
scrutinized spheres of government, whose 
failings of the last 26 years have become 
amplified due to rampant corruption, often 
violent factional political battles and an 
inability to deal with the vast and necessary 
demand for basic services.
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Reporting on elections in 
South Africa:
The media plays a central role in 
disseminating information during elections, 
which are usually delicate and volatile 
times in any nation’s political calendar. This 
dissemination of information is intended 
for the public to make informed decisions 
about their votes. This necessitates that 
the media reports fairly on key issues and 
provides a well-rounded plurality of views, 
from different voices, so as to adequately 
inform the public on key issues like poverty, 
unemployment, inequality, gender based 
violence, racism, land reform and service 
delivery, to name a few. The coverage of 
local government elections thus becomes 
particularly important because it has the 
potential to open the doors of communication 
between the public and those candidates 
which are closest to their communities. Local 
government elections also see participation 
from independent candidates who 
sometimes have a big following in particular 
communities, thus making it crucial for the 
media to report widely on all candidates. 

Research by Media Monitoring Africa 
(MMA) shows that while election coverage 
in South Africa might be considered fair, the 
picture becomes grim when you scratch 
the surface. According to this group, which 
has monitored elections since the first 
democratic election in 1994, the South 
African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) 
represented the 2016 local government 
elections “as if they were national elections” 
(MMA 2016: 43). This means that the 
public broadcaster mainly covered South 
Africa’s biggest political parties (African 
National Congress (ANC), Democratic 
Alliance (DA), Economic Freedom Fighters 
(EFF), National Freedom Party (NFP) and 
Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP)), and in turn 
side-lined smaller parties and independent 
candidates. Furthermore MMA found that 
both the public broadcaster and private 
media focused their coverage on party 
political issues, on party campaigning, 
election logistics and political violence. 
This means that these media platforms 
which were included in the study, which 
includes e.tv News, Power fm, Talk Radio 
702, Eyewitness News, SAfm and Umhlobo 

Wenene fm, prioritized news about political 
parties and did not pay adequate attention 
to other equally important issues such as 
“manifesto analyses and voter education 
among other things, which have the 
potential to inform the electorate about 
the viable options”.  MMA attributes this 
to how the media is driven by “events and 
not necessarily issues”. Put differently, the 
media flock to organized events during 
election time (indeed there are many 
rallies, speeches, door-to-door campaigns 
which happen during this period) and they 
then neglect important issues, “which may 
require more time and resources in order 
to unpack all the nuances” (MMA 2016: 
27). The media focuses its attention on 
events - media spectacles - instead of 
contextualizing and engaging on day-to-
day issues like access to water, sanitation, 
potholes, lack of local jobs, nepotism and 
incompetence in municipalities for instance, 
which affect audiences.

Chiumbu, Dlamini and Molobela (2017) 
equally found that the SABC’s reporting 
on the 2016 local elections did not centre 
matters of direct concern to citizens. Instead 
the concern was around political party 
figures and factions. These stories often 
quoted official sources like government 
spokespersons, the police, the Independent 
Electoral Commission (IEC) and party leaders, 
while decentring the public voice. The above 
studies focused on the SABC because it is a 
public broadcaster which caters to millions, 
including young, old, rural, urban, poor and 
middle class citizens.

Listening journalism: A 
viable alternative?
Listening, as Garman and Malila argue, is 
“the other half of communication” (Garman 
& Malila 2017: 2). While it is commonly 
acknowledged that the media are there to 
report, reflect and disseminate information, 
what is given less attention is the process by 
which this information is gathered - through 
listening. The process of listening, in this 
context, is political and it is not passive. 
Listening journalism involves interacting 
with audiences so as to select quotes, to 
frame the narrative in a particular manner, 
contextualizing and selecting a relevant 

writing/presenting style. A closer look at 
the ways in which some media platforms 
quote their sources gives an indication of 
the diversity of voices which they use. It is 
particularly important to observe whether 
these sources are given voice to express 
their opinions, identities and worldviews 
because this can ascribe agency to certain 
voices while rendering others speechless. 
Quotes in news stories represent what 
Van Dijk (1996) refers to as “access” to 
media discourse. Access to media (i.e. 
being quoted, interviewed, and consulted) 
“corresponds with more social power” (Van 
Dijk 1996: 86). Put differently, the more you 
are quoted (given voice), the greater societal 
power you possess. So in order for one to be 
listened to, you need to possess a voice. 

Practically speaking, listening journalism 
involves journalists moving beyond speaking 
“for” the public, or foregrounding the opinions 
of those in positions of authority to speak 
on “behalf” of citizens, but instead shifting 
the foundations of journalism by reworking 
the taken-for-granted practices journalists 
engage in when approaching communities. 
Wasserman (2014) argues that an ethics of 
listening concerns itself with “the substantive 
outcome of restoring the dignity of the 
marginalised, discovering interconnections 
between people, and enabling a real 
engagement across the segmentations 
of race and market” (Wasserman, 2014 
: 78). This would involve partaking in an 
empathetic engagement with communities, 
removing the veil of superiority which often 
surrounds the journalism profession, and 
ultimately listening to “citizens who are very 
different from themselves [the journalists], 
with whom they may very well disagree” in 
order to allow space for active engagement. 
For instance while reporting after the 2012 
Marikana massacre, De Waal observed that 
“journalists just stand around but don’t really 
investigate or speak to any of the workers. 
… The journalists interacted with the 
politicians, the police and sometimes with 
AMCU (the Association for Mineworkers and 
Construction Union) or NUM (the National 
Union of Mineworkers). But there are hardly 
any accounts of events from people who 
were on the mountain when the massacre 
occurred” (De Waal 2012, quoted in 
Wasserman 2013: 28).

Wasserman views listening journalism as a 
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radical project which “entails a subversion 
of the very foundational assumptions about 
journalists as ‘gatekeepers’, by turning them 
into ‘gateopeners’ who decentralise the 
power structure inherent in media production 
and involve news subjects as equal partners 
in the production process” (Wasserman 
2013: 79). Garman and Malila’s study of 
the listening practices of media outlets in 
the Eastern Cape found that while there 
was interesting and commendable work 
done by both community and mainstream 
media outlets, like Zithethele community 
newspaper and The Herald, “the trends 
show that the commercial imperative often 
discourages listening journalism” (Garman & 
Malila 2017: 13).

When reporting on the local government 
election, journalists must practically consider 
the political actors that they have in their 
stories, the contexts within which they are 
quoted (or not quoted), the angles/focus of 
the stories and the power dynamics at play 
in the story (meaning, considering the race, 
gender and class dynamics which intersect 
in the story) and how they affect the ways 
in which journalism is done in the political 
context. For instance they must consider 
moving away from the impulse of following 
party leaders throughout the campaign trail, 
but instead consider shifting the spotlight 
in many instances to local candidates with 
fresh political ideas, to community leaders 
with a depth of understanding of intricate 
community matters, and to community 
members who want to share their 
perspectives on current affairs. 

Another example could be reporting on 
public participation meetings, which usually 
involve a wide array of news actors, including 
community leaders, community members, 
and political party leaders, government 
officials, etc. When journalists are in this 
environment, they must critically ask, who 
has the power? Who is empowered, or 
disempowered by my presence? Whose 
voice do I seek to amplify and why? How is 
my identity and social position intersecting 
with my profession? And in this case, as 
when we speak of a faceless ‘citizen’ or 
faceless ‘public’, we must identify who the 
faceless ‘journalist’ is. Is this journalist a 
black woman, who herself is marginalised 
by virtue of this identity? Is this journalist a 
white male who has societal privilege? Are 

these neutral identities, or do they operate 
within the prism of race, class and gender? 
Is ‘listening’ a neutral affair?

We must be careful not to essentialise the 
project of listening, especially in a context 
as historically loaded as the South African 
reality. As pointed out above, we must ask 
who is doing the listening? What social 
positions do they hold and who is doing 
the speaking? If we claim this project of 
listening centres public participation and the 
voices of the marginalized (the marginalized 
in the South African context are black, are 
working class and are women), when these 
voices of the marginalised speak, are those 
who are tasked with listening, capable of 
doing so? It would be erroneous to think of 
listening journalism as an isolated task done 
by individual journalists, thus extracting it 
from the social context it exists within. This 
means that newsroom culture, race and 
gender compositions in editorial leadership, 
persistent lack of transformation of the media 
industry, inequality amongst journalists, 
which later shapes how they view the world, 
will all impact on this capacity to listen.

A glaring gap in the literature on listening 
journalism is this crucial question of the 

intersection of race, class and gender, 
for those quoted, but certainly, also for 
journalists themselves, as individuals existing 
within a social milieu which is still embedded 
in oppressive structural challenges of 
racism, sexism and economic exploitation. 
Chiumbu highlights that the South African 
context necessitates a critical engagement 
with race due to “the country’s long history 
of institutionalised racism and white racial 
privilege which today exist in nuanced and 
covert ways and manifest in different forms 
of social and economic exclusions” (Chiumbu 
2013: 419). Furthermore Findlay and Dayile 
found that the 2019 election coverage clearly 
excluded the voices of women. Their study 
found that men were accessed by the media 
four times more than women, this, even as 
women counted “two million more registered 
voters than men” (Findlay & Dayile 2019: 9). 
It needs highlighting that these challenges 
do not only exist in isolated communities, 
but they exist even within newsrooms where 
journalists operate and where stories are 
pitched, conceptualized and brainstormed. 
This poses a challenge to those journalists 
who may be committed to the idea of 
listening, but encounter push back due to 
how newsrooms centre “the commercial 
imperative” to make a profit. 
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