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THE ROLE OF PUBLIC OPINION IN THE
GOVERNANCE OF A DEMOCRATIC STATE WITH

REFERENCE TO SOUTH AFRICA
By RS Masango*

ABSTRACT
The role of public opinion in the governance of a state depends on the extent to which
it is taken into account in the processes of policy making and implementation.
According to Section 16(1) of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996
every one has the right to freedom of expression. Therefore, people have the freedom
to express their views, whether or not such views agree with government’s policies, as
long as they do not act unconstitutionally by contravening the limitations stipulated in
section 16(2) of the Constitution. Freedom of expression plays a role in policy-
making. The media, prominent individuals, interest groups, and political parties utilise
it to influence public opinion about particular issues. Political parties and interest
groups that opposite to government also use it to criticise public policies. In a
democracy, government is expected to respect and take the will of the people into
account. A policy framework which indicates that members of the public are free to
express their views exists in South Africa. However, the question is, does, what the
people say through this policy framework really matter? In this article, it is argued that
public opinion is crucial for good governance and the survival of democracy and
therefore it should be taken into account in the processes of policy making and
implementation.

INTRODUCTION

Public opinion is crucial for democracy. It constitutes a basis for the expression of the will of the
people. An informed public could serve as a precursor to effective public participation and
accountability. However the role of public opinion in the governance of a state depends on the
extent into which it is expressed by the public and taken into account by the authorities.

In a democracy, government is expected to respect and take the will of the people into account.
People would refer their views to be taken into account in the processes of policy making and
implementation. In order to facilitate the role of public opinion in a democracy, sufficient
mechanisms should exist to ensure that the public is able to express its will. The framework of the
law should provide for the freedom of expression.

The South African legislative and policy contexts are conducive for the expression of public
opinion. Specific provisions for freedom of expression and public participation are entrenched in
the Constitution. Hence, people have the freedom to express their views, whether or not such
views agree with government’s policies, as long as they do not act unconstitutionally by
contravening the limitations stipulated in the Constitution.

In this article, it is argued that public opinion is crucial for good governance and the survival of
democracy and therefore it should be taken into account in the processes of policy making and
implementation.

THE CONCEPT OF PUBLIC OPINION

Political scientists have devoted much time and effort towards the study of public opinion
(Anderson 1984:63). This could be attributed to the fact that from time immemorial, public
opinion has been considered a guideline for governing democracy and it has been presumed that
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elected office bearers make public policy on behalf of the citizens (Rodee, Anderson, Christol &
Greene 1983:139).

Public opinion has been defined in various ways by different authors. William J. Crotty has
defined public opinion as the expressed view of an individual or aggregation of individuals on a
subject of broad social importance (Rawnsely, 2005:66). While Elowitz in Van Niekerk, Van der
Waldt and Jonker (2001:106) defines it as the collection of views and attitudes held by different
groups and individuals towards the political system in general, and important public issues
specifically.

According to Rawnsely (2005:66) a public opinion is a point of view shared by a number of
people and relevant to a topic of general political significance. Furthermore, it is interesting to
note that there is no single public opinion, because there is no single public since each issue
creates its own public, and individuals have overlapping membership with several publics at any
one time.

The measurement of public opinion is, in its simplest sense, finding out what people think (Van
Niekerk et al., 2001:106). Normally, the measurement of public opinion is an easy process since
one needs to ensure that the assessment methods and procedures which are utilised lead to
unbiased, valid and reliable results in order to justify findings.

According to Rodee et al., (1983:141) and Rawnsely (2005:66–68), public opinion may not
even be the expression of majority opinion. It represents the collective individual opinions. Hence
it has been defined as the aggregate of all individual opinions concerning a specific subject.
Furthermore, a particularly articulate and vocal minority could make more impact if it gains the
attention of the right people. In a democracy dissenting opinions are as worthy and necessary as
those supporting consensus, otherwise there may be a danger of the tyranny of the majority.

LEGISLATIVE AND POLICY CONTEXT OF PUBLIC OPINION

In order to enable the government to know the will of the people so that it could be taken into
account in the policy making process, there should be sufficient opportunities for the public to
make their will known to the authorities (Hanekom 1991:33). Therefore, for policy makers and
officials to actually be responsive to public needs, there should be mechanisms through which the
public can express its opinion. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 has specific
provisions for public opinion. For instance Section 15 of this Constitution states that everyone has
freedom of conscience, religion, thought, belief and opinion. While Section 16(1) stipulates that:

Everyone has the right to freedom of expression, which includes –
• Freedom of the press and other media;
• Freedom to receive or impart information or ideas;
• Freedom of artistic creativity; and
• Academic freedom and freedom of scientific research.
People have the freedom to express their views, whether or not such views agree with
government’s policies, as long as they do not contravene the provisions of section 16(2) of the
Constitution. The provisions of subsection 16(2) limit the provisions of subsection 16(1) by
stipulating that: The right in subsection (1) does not extend to –
• Propaganda for war;
• Incitement of imminent violence; or
• Advocacy of hatred that is based on race, ethnicity, gender or religion, and that constitutes

incitement to cause harm.
Freedom of expression plays a role in policy making. The media, prominent individuals,

interest groups, and political parties utilise it to influence public opinion about particular issues,
whereas parties and interest groups that opposite the government of the day may use their freedom
of expression to criticise public policies.
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The White Paper on Transforming Public Service Delivery (Notice 1459 of 1997) was
promulgated for the express purpose of promoting the responsiveness to public needs in South
Africa. The White Paper lists eight principles for service delivery to guide public officials,
particularly in the national and provincial spheres of government, to serve citizens in a responsive
manner (see section 4.4.2.4). The basic intention of this White Paper is to encourage public
officials to respond to people’s needs by –
• Listening to their views and taking account of them in making decisions about what Services

should be provided;
• Treating them with consideration and respect;
• Making sure that the promised level and quality of service are always of the highest Standard;

and
• Responding swiftly and sympathetically when standards of service fall below the Promised

standard.
The White Paper on Local Government (Notice 423 of 1998) provides principles for service
delivery that should guide municipalities in choosing service delivery options. In terms of section
F(2.1) of this White Paper, such principles are: the accessibility of services; the affordability of
services; the quality of products and services; accountability for services; integrated development
and services; sustainability of services; value-for-money; ensuring and promoting competitiveness
of local commerce and industry; and promoting democracy. These principles also provide a scope
for policy making and implementation that are responsive to public needs at the local government
sphere. For instance, the accessibility and affordability of services and the quality of products and
services all have a bearing on responsiveness to public needs, and the public could supply
information on all of these aspects, thus making them serve as a yardstick in order to determine –
• Whether the services are accessible;
• Whether the services are affordable; and
• Which quality of product and service is acceptable.
An adequate response to citizens’ needs and aspirations cannot always be attained by relying on
legislators as the citizens’ representatives (Kaufmann 1991:71). Hence the public should be given
an opportunity to express its views in order to facilitate government’s responsiveness to public
needs.

REINFORCING AND REVIVING DEMOCRACY

One of the building blocks of democracy consists of the opinions and attitudes of the people
(Ippolito, Walker & Kolson 1976:302). Public opinion reinforces and revives democracy since it
contributes towards legitimacy and stability of the democratic process. An informed public plays a
crucial role in strengthening democracy. It mediates between citizens and their state institutions
(Rawnsely 2005:66)

With respect to the role of public opinion in a democracy, the following questions are crucial
(Anderson 1984: 63):
• Do policy makers listen to what the public is saying?
• Do they take that into account or does it influence their decision making?
According to Ranney (1975:104) all governments and most politicians treat public opinion as a
mighty force. This is in keeping with the fact that although the relationship between public
opinion and policy actions is neither simple nor direct; policy makers do not appear unaffected in
their choices by public opinion (Anderson 1984:63). However although, normatively speaking,
government should listen to public opinion as a guide to policy making, this does not imply that
people should always get what they say they want (Rawnsely 2005:71).

Democracy is built on the assumption that government will listen to the expressed will of the
people and respond to it (Ippolito et al., 1976:301). According to the Human Sciences Research
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Council (HSRC) survey on South African voter participation in elections (2006:11), it is of
concern when dominant governing parties see less and less need to respond to public opinion
because they are assured of re-election in the face of weak opposition. Moreover, there is always a
danger that governing parties with large majorities in legislatures might become arrogant and less
accountable to the electorate, especially in countries with a proportional representation system
such as South Africa.

Unless the opinions of the people are transmitted to and received by the nation’s political
leaders, public opinion has little significance. Hence, for public opinion to have an impact it must
be expressed. This has implications for public participation, because if it is weak, public opinions
may not be expressed. The most common method of expressing public opinion is voting in
elections (Ippolito et al., 1976:303).

In South Africa, during the apartheid era, the involvement of local citizens, especially blacks, in
policy making and implementation was severely lacking. It was mainly limited to compliance. The
majority of citizens, especially those who were eager to participate in public affairs, perceived the
government to be undemocratic and illegitimate. Such perceptions brought anger and frustration,
which were manifested through boycotts and protest actions against public policies. Indeed, it was
undemocratic, since democracy requires all people to have access to resources which could
empower them, as well as the right to exercise their power in such a way that they are able to
participate in public affairs (African National Congress, 1994:120). It is hoped that the new
democratic order in South Africa, and the democratisation of institutions and processes, will
contribute to the deepening and broadening of a democratic culture in South Africa.

Democratisation requires that the structures and functioning of public institutions be
re-established in such way that they allow and encourage public participation (African National
Congress, 1994:120–121). In fact, public participation provides a mechanism for democratising
the planning process in particular and the public management process in general, to the extent that
public participation in local government affairs is considered to be a democratic right in many
countries (Brynard, 1996:41). In order to democratise the municipalities, section B(1.3) of the
White Paper on Local Government (Notice No. 423 of 1998) encourages municipal councillors to
promote the involvement of citizens and community groups in the design and delivery of
municipal programmes. Furthermore, in terms of section 5.12.14 of the Reconstruction and
Development Programme (African National Congress, 1994), ‘‘Local authority administrations
should be structured in such a way as to ensure maximum participation of civil society and
communities in decision making and developmental initiatives of local authorities’’. Therefore,
public participation in policy making and implementation is necessary in order to democratise the
processes of policy-making and implementation.

The survival of a government depends, inter alia, on its legitimacy. The government mainly
derives such legitimacy from public support (Midgley et al., 1986:5). Public involvement in policy
making and implementation makes a positive contribution to government legitimacy (Fagence
1977:340).

In between the elections, in a democratic state, there should be a system of keeping those in
power informed about the will of those who elected them (Lawson, 1985:211). This will
contribute towards ensuring that the needs and aspirations of the people are taken into
consideration during the policy-making and implementation processes. Hence there should be
constant interaction between the governors and the governed (Reddy, 1996:4–5). Therefore, a
situation that encourages and/or allows participation in general elections only is not entirely
democratic; even though the results of a general election may clearly specify who should govern,
they do not adequately address the question of how the government should govern. In fact, public
participation in decision making is an imperative for a democratic government (Gildenhuys, Fox
& Wissink, 1991:124).
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It should be noted that the encouragement of popular support for democracy and the institutions
that give expression to it is not limited to voting in an election, but is also dependent upon regular
interaction between the public and such institutions. The encouragement of interaction is
important, as interaction of this kind provides a basis not only for the long-term democratic
stability of South Africa, but also for its future economic stability and prosperity.

ENCOURAGING FORMAL EDUCATION AND AWARENESS ABOUT PUBLIC
AFFAIRS

Education for the citizenry in the understanding of the functioning of the state and state processes,
inclusive of public institutions in democracies, is of great importance. Education increases levels
of awareness and understanding of state structures, institutions and processes. In order to develop
and sustain public participation there must be a particular level of education and intellectual
sophistication present in most members of society.

According to Bratton, Mattes & Gyimah-Boadi (2005:40), theorists generally agree that public
opinion has a cognitive element and, accordingly, that democracy and markets operate best when
the people are well informed. For example, to hold political leaders accountable, citizens require
information. The quality of citizenship improves as they learn to identify their leaders, understand
how the political system works, and become exposed to contemporary policy debates. In this
regard Ippolito et al., (1976:302) maintain that ‘‘an educated, well informed, interested, intelligent
public can be expected to prompt sound, prudent, and effective governmental policy.

An education system which does not provide for a national, specific and systematic form of
citizenship training in schools may result in learners who are unaware of the values, institutions,
processes and functions of the institutions of a parliamentary democracy, or of their own rights,
obligations and opportunities within a democratic system. Education provides a wide range of
relevant skills: how to read, write, and calculate and how to critically evaluate information
provided by the mass media. Education may also increase popular knowledge on a range of
relevant topics (Bratton et al., 2005:41).

The youth should be engaged in issues of public participation through the school curriculum,
which should include a greater emphasis on developing a national programme on civic education
as an integral part of the standard school curriculum. Institutions such as schools, universities and
technikons could play a role in enhancing democracy through facilitating gatherings aimed at
improving public participation in governance.

It is suggested here that education on the composition and functions of such structures should
be included in formal curricula on secondary school level. Citizen education, if formalised within
the educational system, is likely, both to advance the levels of understanding and knowledge, and
to cultivate the intention to participate. This may result in active participation that will benefit the
vision and practices that sustain and deepen democracy in South Africa.

Awareness among voters about issue differences between political parties and candidates may
lead the members of the electorate to vote on the basis of these differences (Ippolito et al.,
1976:237). In this regard voter education and political campaigns play a crucial role as they
inform citizens about the various manifestos. However, in South Africa, historic differences
relating to the power struggle against apartheid during the years of the liberation struggle could
still influence voters to vote for specific political parties.

Traditional party loyalty is one of the factors motivating certain voters to vote for certain
political parties or candidates. This tends to result in some members of the electorate having
committed themselves to voting for particular political parties even before the political campaign
begins (Ippolito, et al., 1976:237). This party loyalty has implications not only for the party they
are loyal to, but also for other political parties.

It excludes a portion of the electorate from the pool of voters who could be convinced, through
a political campaign, to vote for other political parties even before the political campaign begins.
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For the party which has the luck of having traditional loyalists, ongoing attempts to maintain such
loyalty should be embarked upon. A disgruntled traditional party loyalist voter may decide not to
vote at all rather than to vote for any other political party either than the one she/he is loyal to. This
could lead to a portion of the electorate being left out of the voting process — contributing/adding
to apathy — which is not good for democracy.

The Government should provide more resources to literacy programmes — increased literacy
will increase the public’s ability to participate in governance. People who are unable to read
should not be at a disadvantage because of their illiteracy. Public participation programmes should
use other means of communication — such as TV, audio-cassettes, and workshops — in creative
ways.

AVOIDING AND ELIMINATING APATHY

Eligible voters may be reluctant to participate in elections and claim that there is simply no point;
and that their one vote makes no difference since politicians will do whatever they want anyway
(Rawnsley 2005: 65 -66). The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) survey on South
African voter participation in democratic elections since 1994 (2006:11) shows that 27% of South
Africans felt that voting was pointless since all parties are the same after being elected. The
electoral link which gives a mandate to the government of the day is obviously weakened when
substantial segments of the population either are intentionally excluded from voting or decide not
to participate (Ippolito et al., 1976:212).

According to the above mentioned survey (2006:3), voter turnout since 1994 has been
extremely high for the South African national and provincial elections but much lower for the
municipal elections. Voter turnout in the last two municipal elections was 48,07% and 48,5% for
2000 and 1995/6 respectively. The voter turnout for the national and provincial elections was
76,73% (2004), 87,9% (1999) and 85,80% (1994). These results are consistent with many other
democratic countries where the electorate seems to favour national and provincial elections over
municipal or local elections. However, the same survey (2006:9) indicates that there has been a
general decline in the proportion of people participating in the national elections. Three provinces
reported a decrease in voter participation in the three previous national elections with Limpopo
reporting a decline of 15% and KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape a decline of 13% each from
1994 to 2004. There was a slight increase from 1999 to 2004 of three percent in Mpumalanga and
one percent in the Eastern Cape.

People should be encouraged to participate in public affairs in order to avoid apathy and reduce
or eliminate it when it already exist. Voter education, political campaigns, and the advertisement
of government programmes should be used effectively. Dissemination of information that not only
encourages public participation in public affairs but also indicates its importance should be an
ongoing exercise since apathy has negative implications for democracy.

PROMOTING RESPONSIVENESS TO PUBLIC NEEDS

There are three important requirements to obtain the responsiveness of policy makers and public
officials to public needs:
• The public should express its needs;
• There should be adequate perception of the expressed public needs by policy makers and/or

public officials (Kaufmann 1991:75); and
• Policy makers and public officials should not only have the will to take expressed public needs

into account during policy-making and implementation processes, but should actually take
them into account.

Democracy is built on the assumption that government elites will listen to the expressed will of the
people and respond to it. Therefore, unless the opinions of the people are transmitted to and
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received by the nation’s political leaders, public opinion has little significance. Hence for public
opinion, to have any impact, must be expressed (Ippolito et al., 1976:301). Through various
methods of public participation which include letter writing, voting in elections, direct contacting,
public hearings and public demonstrations; public opinion can be expressed.

FACILITATING THE PROCESS OF POLICY MAKING AND IMPLEMENTATION

Public participation paves the way for the process of policy implementation to run smoothly
(Midgley et al., 1986:34). Policy implementation requires the support of the community, since
policies are meant to be implemented in communities. Public participation fosters a sense of
ownership and commitment to the outcomes of the process (Clapper [Sa]:76). Therefore, public
participation can contribute to policy implementation by building support and eliminating
resistance. In addition, it could save costs by minimising and/or eliminating the need for policy
implementation to be policed.

If people have participated in the policy-making process and eventually are not opposed to
policy outcomes, they are more likely to support the implementation of such a policy, since they
would feel that they are recognised stakeholders of the process. They may even convince other
people to support such policy implementation, at least by complying. The prudent warning of
Catanese (1984:127) should not be forgotten: ‘‘The local political process will usually overrule a
rational planning process if it is based upon long-range planning principles that do not reflect local
values and goals’’.

Opinion Surveys

Political parties, pressure groups, and other political movements may provide selective and limited
input to elected representatives, who need to establish public opinion at least in order to plan
future campaign strategy ( Lawson, 1985:211). In order to counteract the limitations of this nature,
it may be necessary to utilise scientific methods, which include surveys, to assess public opinion.

Survey questionnaires are usually used to ask specific questions to a population sample that is
statistically representative of all the members of the public in order to find out what the attitudes
and opinions of the public are about a particular issue (Rosener, 1978:119). Such surveys could be
used to make planners aware of public preferences (Atkinson, 1992:20). The results of public
opinion polls provide an input into the political system. They could be used to make public
officials aware of public desire for future action or public evaluation of a government action that
has taken place (Yeric & Todd 1989:17).

According to the 10-year review report of government performance (2004:92–95), the Institute
for Democracy in South Africa, Afrobarometer and Markinor have respectively conducted surveys
relating to public concerns (between 1994 and 2002), and people’s approval of government
activities (between 1996 and 2003) with regard to certain selected issues. Among others, these
surveys found the following.

People’s approval of social services in 2003:

• Welfare grants 78%
• Basic services 75%
• Access to land 63%
• HIV/AIDS policies 61%
• Health 61%
• Housing 64%
• Education 34% 15%
• Health 2% 10%
• Housing 46% 22%
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• Poverty 9% 28%
• Crime and security 6% 35%
• Job creation as most important problem 67% 84%
To a large extent the results of these surveys indicate that the perceptions of South Africans about
their government are positive. However it is incumbent upon government to ensure that
endeavours are undertaken to retain a positive public opinion. Hence the results of opinion surveys
should be taken as a crucial input in the policy-making and implementation processes.

Public Hearings

Public hearings provide an opportunity for citizens to express their views and also to question
policy makers about certain issues (Zimmerman 1986:8). They are usually held when major
programmes are about to be implemented, or prior to the enactment of legislation (Rosener,
1978:121). In such cases they give the public an opportunity to comment before the actual
implementation of the programme or the enactment of legislation. For public hearings to be
effective, members of the public should have background information that enables them to make
meaningful comments about the matter of concern. Furthermore, the timing of the hearings should
be such that the citizens’ comments could still divert the course of action (Zimmerman, 1986:8–9).

Radio and Television Talk Shows

According to Fagence (1977:156) the communications media have an important role, both in
disseminating information upon which opinions and attitudes may be formed, and in construc-
tively contributing to the fashioning of those attitudes and opinions. Radio and television talk
shows comprised programmes in which members of the public participate directly, while in the
studio or through the use of a telephone network, in the discussion of a particular issue. Political
office-bearers are sometimes invited to these shows in order to clarify certain issues, answer
questions, and listen to the views of the public. While participants in radio and television talk
shows may not be sufficiently representative of the public, they could nevertheless give an
indication of the public opinion regarding the matter of concern.

Referenda

A referendum gives citizens an opportunity to inform policy makers about the popular view on a
controversial issue (Zimmerman, 1986:11). However, referenda are most suitable for single issues
or a small number of issues (Atkinson, 1992:20). The results of a referendum should be taken into
account when a policy relating to the issue for which a referendum has been done, is developed.

CONCLUSION

Public opinion is one of the main pillars of democracy. However, for it to make an impact in
governance, it should be expressed. The South African legislative and policy context is conducive
to the expression of public opinion. It encourages public participation in public affairs. The
Constitutional right of the freedom of expression should be protected otherwise apathy, which is
detrimental to democracy, may develop.

An informed public opinion could lead to effective public participation. Information about the
political system and governance constitutes a basis upon which citizens can demand accountabil-
ity from government. Hence it is important for the citizens to be formally educated and aware
about issues of national significance. An informed citizenry is likely to make informed decisions
which may lead to constructive input in governance.

Public opinion strengthens democracy as it plays a crucial role towards the reinforcement and
revival of democracy. The right of the members of the public to participate in the democratic
process should not be limited to voting in elections. An informed public opinion constitutes a
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crucial basis for meaningful input into the policy-making and implementation processes. The mass
media, public hearings and referenda play a vital role in political communication. They serve as
instruments through which public opinion is expressed.

In order to facilitate government’s responsiveness to public needs, public opinion about issues
of political importance should be monitored. In this regard the opinion surveys play a crucial role
and therefore they should be conducted regularly.
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