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TRANSCRIPTION

DR. MALKA Hello, I’'m Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka, welcome to ‘Womanity— Women in
Unity’. The show that celebrates women’s milestone achievements in their
struggle for liberation, self-emancipation, human rights, democracy and much
more.

DR. MALKA Joining us today is Professor Dalien Rene Benecke from the University of
Johannesburg Strategic Communication Department in the Faculty of
Humanities. Welcome to the show Prof Benecke!

PROFESSOR Good afternoon and thank you very much.

BENECKE
DR. MALKA Interestingly, you had a pre-life before academia, beginning your public
relations career as a practitioner, working as a PR manager and also a
fundraiser in the non-profit sector. Tell us what inspired your shift over to
academia and how has your background influenced the way that you teach in
research in strategic communications?

PROFESSOR A lovely introduction, thank you Amaleya. Yes, | think the position at the
BENECKE old Technikon Witwatersrand, which was where | started before the
merger took place with the historical three different institutions to form
UJ, I think it found me. I was not looking for another position, | was very
happy with where | was at that stage and somebody said to me, actually
somebody from the university at that stage, asked me don’t I want to share
my inisghts and my experience with young people and I said well why not,
and | never even went for an interview. I literally submitted my CV and
didn’t hear anything for six months and then all of a sudden out of the
blue I received a call from a previous colleague of mine and said are you
still interested. Well, why not. And here we started, 29 years later | am
still here. So yes to your question and how it has influenced my teaching
and my role here at UJ, | think | have always been a very involved person
in the context where | am finding myself. So, | used my experience as well
as my academic knowledge to influence my teaching orginally, but I have
learned so much over the years, being in a different context in the
university setup, having to do research, having to plan your lectures,
develop further presentation skills. All of those developmental things
happened over the years, | didn’t come in with it, but I came in with an
interest to teach and share with students and young people my
experiences.

DR. MALKA And communication is such a diverse field, whether we are talking,whether we
are writing, whether we are presenting body language, there’s so many aspects
of it.

PROFESSOR Absolutely and 1 think a friend and colleague of mine at the Lund

BENECKE University in Sweden, Prof Howard, he said something really interesting

the other day when we were in Sweden for a conference, he says do we
really understand communication and that was somebody that is one of
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the leading scholars in communication and strategic communication in the
world and he is asking that profound question and that is without even
looking at the complexities that we have in South Africa. If we look at our
diverse society, our diverse group of people, the different languages, the
different interpretations. So communication itself | think I will end my
days on earth not really always knowing everything or never knowing
everything about communication.

DR. MALKA I was doing a project recently in the tourism space and thinking, if you say
‘Sho’t left” to someone in South Africa, everybody will get you.

PROFESSOR Absolutely.

BENECKE

DR. MALKA If you say that in another country, they would think you are mad.
PROFESSOR Yes, totally, it’s only here that we have these very special expressions,
BENECKE which | think is really so interesting and whenever you are overseas or

travelling and when you come back, it’s just as if you have just entered
your own home and you feel at home, because we are so used to all of these
different terms, different expressions, different kinds of people and with
all of that I think that is what is the biggest benefit of our country, is that
we can live in this diversity and get angry and cross with each other, but
then when we have events like the World Cup and all of the olympics and
all of these events, then you see the communities getting together and
having a real new life kind of experience as to how it can be and I just hope
and pray that we can actually have that more frequently.

DR. MALKA Oh, absolutely. Prof, some of your research areas include activism, community
influences and network theories, and thinking about the network theory
dynamic, social media has opened extensive opportunities to influences, and |
say this in inverted commas because literally people will talk about almost
anything, but in relation to community influences and network theory, how
would say that these concepts intercept and why are they vital in today’s
strategic coms landscape?

PROFESSOR Yes, so | want to almost be controversial in my activist nature, to say that
BENECKE we got stuck in thinking that it’s only somebody with an X number of
following that can be an influencer and it means that you are of course
connected in the sense of social media and you know how to use it, etcetera,
etcetera, but there is for me a missed opportunity to actually go back to
basics and ask ourselves, so if I am looking at influencing and having an
impact to change things around in my small community, what do | need?
Who do | need in that circle of people to make decisions, who are the
people that can help me with reaching my objective, what kind of
platforms can | use to negotiate or to chat or to engage all the wonderful
theoretical terminologies, but it comes down to how do | build a group of
ordinary people that may be important people, but people that I can have
around me to enable me to do something because | have a passion for a
specific topic and very often that passion comes from survival. I want to
raise money for my family, our earlier discussion around direct sales and
so forth, so what do | need to do to develop a network to help me
experience that interdependency, not independency, interdependency of
us as women and as community members and identify people not because
they have a strategic role only and making it very artificial, you know,
gather around the so-called leaders at that moment and if the shine goes
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or if the influencer loses its shine, then we leave them. That is not true
relationships. A true relationship is, | build a relationship with you, it may
be a professional one, it may be a friendship, whatever kind of
relationship, but we need each other to achieve certain things, so what is
it that we want to achieve and then follow that road, irrespective if it is on
social media, irrespective of if it is word of mouth, if we sit around a table
drinking tea, working while we are doing a soup kitchen and it is these
seems like low-key things, but those, | believe, are the glue for communites
which we need to go back. We have superimposed all of these other strange
phenomena which goes with the times.

DR. MALKA It brings in social capital as currency.
PROFESSOR Totally and I think what we underestimate is the value of social capital
BENECKE and itis a beautiful terminology, but it actually just means I have an ability

to form relationships with somebody that I can use later on to say, but I
know you have these kinds of contacts or you are good with this, you are
good with that, let’s do this. You will certainly ask somebody that you
know is excellent in a community in the sense of selling or providing food
or baking or solving a plumbing problem, you need to have that kind of
database so that you can plug into it, so that you know your community
and in that sense develop your own social capital because if there is
something that happens, you can pick up whatever platform and you know
what to do, it is really just basically down to that. How do I fit in, how do
I live, how am | mindful; all of those wonderful terminologies, but it boils
down to how do | solve my problem in my community together with
others.

DR. MALKA I want to expand on this thinking a little bit more, because sometimes | think
people may construe communication as maybe one dimensional, but I think for
me what is important and thinking about our conversation, is aspects of
networking with beyond your community of needs, aspects of personal
branding, because we use brands all the time but sometimes we don’t think
about ourselves as being brands and how we communicate and how we show
up, especially for women. So, if you could perhaps offer a few tips of advice
for what it means to be good communicators and how we project ourselves to

benefit us.
PROFESSOR It’s a very, very complicated question, especially if you think and take into
BENECKE consideration how complex the human mind is, how complex the human

person, the individual is, and what are the different emotions. If we look
at the work that Brené Brown in popular circles has done around emotions
and | just earlier listened to something that she said and | think that
applies to this. We need to find our own voice as women, our own
confidence, not an artificial type of confidence that we find by somebody
inflating our egos and telling us how wonderful we are, but actually just
having a silent knowledge that you are good enough and that’s in the
words of Brené Brown as well, you know, she says let’s be good enough,
don’t let others define who you are, but believe in who you are. Now, it
sounds so very, very simple and uncomplicated and it’s so easy, you just
find yourself, but | think what we often forget is that it’s a lifelong journey
that we have to build who we are and finding that spot where you feel but
I am comfortable here, | am at peace here, I like it here not because it is
easy, but because I can contribute to life. | think people and women by
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nature are problem solvers, are people who care, not to say that guys don’t
do it, it is a fallacy that guys don’t or men do not care or do not problem
solve, we know they do, but the issue here is how do I build my little space
in this world based on an inner confidence, an inner sense of | belong
where | am at this stage. | am by no means perfect and by no means, |
think that is why | am saying, authentically building your confidence, not
because you are using other external factors to constantly boost you and
also have an artificial kind of over-inflated ego, because that will also
deflate and you will lose that as well, but that inner confidence, inner
strength that is built from and comes from deep within you that says | am
good enough, I am acquiring new skills, this is what |1 am good at the
moment and it takes reflection, it takes many moments of us sitting and
asking ourselves, so where am | and what am | doing, why am | doing it
and what else can | use to influence what it is that | am currently doing
and where do | want to go. Yes, look up to role models, a big thing for me
which we often forget and | only learned that later on in my life, is that we
forget to actually take the good things that we learned from our parents
and especially our moms, take that into this mix of who am I, what are the
things that | have learned from them and acknowledge that without
making it all sunshine and roses, because we all have our mistakes, but
there are such wonderful foundations that we can learn and things that we
can learn from our parents and from our mothers that we can then make
up this beautiful complex human being that you call yourself at a given
moment in time.

DR. MALKA And these textures evolve as we are exposed to new ideas, new things, we
shouldn’t remain static, we should be embracing that, incorporating it into our
identity and being enriched because of it.

PROFESSOR No, absolutely, and | think that is what is so unique about somebody that
BENECKE has the skill to acknowledge where they are at the moment, with all our
good and our not so good areas and areas that you are proud of and things
that you would like to increase or improve, but that complexity of who you
are as an individual and how you got there, | think is brilliant conversation
material and you don’t have to then have a make believe or a fake kind of
conversation with anybody because you know who you are, you know
where you come from and you don’t have to be scared or have the
imposter syndrome, which is quite real to all of us, it doesn’t matter which
area in lif you are, you find that you sometimes wonder what are people
going to think, am | good enough, am I going to reach the target that I can
or that I want to reach with what | am saying.

DR. MALKA | feel like we have just had a mini therapy session.
PROFESSOR I am so glad, it is mutual.
BENECKE

DR. MALKA You’re listening to “Womanity — Women in Unity’ and today we’re talking to
Professor Rene Benecke from the University of Johannesburg, Strategic
Communication Department in the Faculty of Humanities.

DR. MALKA Prof Benecke, you have published widely, you have presented research papers
at various conferences and one that stood out for me, perhaps because of living
in South africa, was titled ‘Adopting a Network Perspectiv For Stakeholder
Engagment and Research During COVID — The Case of GBV Research

Page 4 of 9



Among Private Sector Organizations in South Africa.” Could you share some
highlights from this research with us?

PROFESSOR Yes, it is obviously a very topical matter, especially if you think of the news
BENECKE items today. Just on my way into campus | heard this news item of this
Olympic athlete that was killed by her previous boyfriend, which to me is
just so, so sad and that we don’t have answers. We have lots of media
exposure of all the GBV cases and the research and that research that you
are referring to was actually based on the brilliant work that the Shared
Values Africa Initiative is actually doing with a colleague of mine, Prof
Corne Davis, and they did research that was published by KPMG of what
the actual cost of GBV is. So, the point is there is a lot of research, there is
a lot of arguments as to why it is happening and methods that we can work
in solving it, you know, create a police forum or policing, understanding
the context, etcetera, etcetera, but for that Olympic athlete that just came
back from Paris, achieving another high, coming back to a situation where
she was just another person in a terrible kind of relationship, I don’t know
what the consequences or what was the motivation there, the end result
was tragic. It was somebody that has been identified and hailed by the rest
of the world as this brilliant athlete, dead at home, she had this
unbelievably sad, sad, situation, and one wonders what kind of support
was there for her, which | think is the network item that one needs to get
to, is yes we are slowly unravelling and sometimes these wheels turn far
too slowly for my impatient nature, but we are slowly unpacking the
various aspects in issues such as networks and GBV and who are involved
and all of that, but | sometimes feel we make it an academic exercise and
not as much a real life experience to say to somebody, if you are in a
difficult situation here is something that you must do. This is what you
must know, this is a crises line number and interestingly enough, just last
week, the Tears Foundation in South Africa are also doing amazing work,
and their latest report stated that the days that has the highest reports of
GBV violence is on Sunday nights, and if we know this, what are we doing
in our communities, in our areas of not even influence, just somewhere,
what are we doing to preempt that, to say we know that there are hotspots,
like we did with COVID, we were very good in COVID, we anticipate that
group of people may need this, let’s do something, let’s have something to
support them in their need. Have a type of a soup kitchen or have a
support group or something like that, what are we doing on a Sunday
night where somebody that may have a situation where they are exposed
to the possibility of GBV, what are we doing in our communities to
actually address that, or are we all standing back and saying it’s not close
to home, it’s not touching me and therefore I am not getting involved
because it’s messy and it’s difficult and you have to walk around with
somebody that you have identified that may need your help and it is that
kind of care that I believe we as women should live in our every day life.
You don’t have to be confrontational, you don’t have to be a sense of a
warrior, my husband always, you know, if I get into these kinds of
situations then he always tells me, are you now Atilla the Hun, having these
war cries and these battles, but we don’t have to.

DR. MALKA But it’s going to that problem solving capability and one of the things that I
was just thinking about, apart from looking towards action of calling a helpline,
calling something from the potential victim, but I wonder if maybe there isn’t
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something that the media could potentially do to diffuse situations. So, maybe
there’s some type of content that goes out on TV that has more of a calming
effect or there’s a radio broadcast, or there’s something which taps into the
psyche of perpetrators to say, don’t do that. Or am | wishful thinking?

PROFESSOR No, no, I am dreaming with you Amaleya and I think that is where | almost
BENECKE want to say on the one hand I am conflicted in the sense of a nano
influencer, which | believe are those individuals in communities that can
actually be the person that throws that helpline and has a bit of an
opportunity for somebody to say, but where can | go to, because | think
it’s the loneliest place out, is who do I speak to, that type of personal care
but also then on a massive level, on all tiers. Your media, your local
communities, your local smaller group, your street, your suburb, that kind
of real intervention but on all the layers in society.

DR. MALKA I wish we had the opportunity to solve this with a silver bullet, but I know that
itis a very, very complex issue. One of the things that I’ve picked up in today’s
conversation is that you’ve got a very practical element and practical
application of the work that you do and you play an active role in building
capacity for the next generation of PR leaders. | know that you mentor at the
Students Public Relations Association, you work closely with the Community
Engagement Unit; what do you think are some of the most critical skills and
values that young PR professionals should develop to make a meaningful

impact?
PROFESSOR Being curious and finding their own confidence, | call it find your voice,
BENECKE as a young person, as a student and it’s really the thing that gives me the

energy after 29 years to still love what | am doing. You know | have
different profiled people, young people, in my classes over the years and it
has always astounded me to see how once they understand, and | had a
conversation with a student this morning, and that aha moment, that
eureka moment, oh now | understand what this means, ah can | make
these kind of connections, now | understand what | am supposed to be
doing here. So it’s that kind of some support and having the respect that
your situation as a young person in a university where you transitioned
from school to varsity and its new, its unfamiliar, I don’t have my family
support group, I am uncomfortable, | need to make new friends; all of that
comes almost to a perfect storm in our context of university. Then you add
to this the issue of academia and so forth, and so for many years | believe
we have almost separated those two aspects, you know, you had your
student life and then you had your academic life and academic is the only
thing that matters and leave your personal problems and your personal
challenges at home or leave that at your res, don’t come to the classroom
with that, | think that has been such a shortsighted approach from
academic circles and | have just completed a research paper on exactly
this topic and that is why | am so passionate about it. |1 think we as
educators need to, and | am specifically calling us educators, we are not
lecturers and we are not teachers, because that means you just give the
information that the student needs to learn and they are empty, you know,
you transfer all this information an they need to transfer the information
in an assessment back to you and you assess how good the grasp of the
content was, how good they can make meaning of it and if they have ticked
the boxes according to the subjective rules often, then they have succeeded,
but we are missing the opportunity of learning and the learning | think
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takes place in when I am involved in things. When do | develop critical
thinking skills, not because I listen to somebody being in a debate, but
when | am actively part of that debate, when | can voice my argument in
a respectful manner, in a respectful and mutual respectful situation and
get clues from the rest of the audience, that is how | develop critical
thinking. So critical thinking is a key skill, but together with that is the
understanding that | will actually need to do something here, it is not
something that’s going to happen by chance. | have often this kind of one-
on-one with students where they say, but nobody told me and | said but
why wait, you know what the end goal is. It’s like an athlete having to
practice to get to finish the marathon, you cannot have now somebody
saying oh today you must do five kilometres, tomorrow you must do 10
kilometres and then hopefully in a weeks time you will reach your 100
kilometres, but you need to finish that. So, those are the skKills, critical
thinking and being present, experience the practical stuff.

DR. MALKA And taking ownership for your life.

PROFESSOR Yes, absolutely, and for your own learning and learning is just part, the
BENECKE academic stuff that we do in class may seem like it’s 100%, it is actually
not, in my opinion it is 50%, because there’s a holistic approach needed.
You have your studies, your academia, you have your social life, your
spiritual. T don’t know if you are familiar with Hettler’s ... it is not Hitler,
it is Hettler, he calls it ‘The Theory of Wellbeing’ and there are actually
six to seven categories and dimensions of what a holistic wellbeing
approach means and we have only looked at academic and perhaps at
occupational, but we forgot all the other five and all the other very
important holistic ones. So now we want young people to go out and be
ethical and critical thinkers, but somewhere there is some information
missing of how do | do this. So | am really very passionate about, as you
can hear, about a change in educational structures that we follow in
academia.

DR. MALKA We can hear your passion, we can hear it echoed through for the holistic
development of people and | think another thing that | want to mention in
today’s conversation is linked to this on your aspect of development and tying
in with leadership, because I think that that’s also an underserved skill in the
female community and | want to make mention that you were the past President
of the Public Relations Institute of South Africa. Can you tell us about some of
the types of go to leadership strategies that you apply?

PROFESSOR We’re very mixed and my leadership scholars and colleagues will
BENECKE probably tell me that I don’t have a focused approach, but I do think I
prefer actually a mix of leadership that speaks to the context, that speaks
to the situation that you find yourself in. So, if you are in a very uncertain
complex crises kind of situation, there is absolute room and place for the
input of the people on the ground, the people who are first-hand and first
phase stakeholders or engaged with the context, but there is a lot to be said
for then making a decision and that decision needs to be based on your
inner being of, | will make the best principled, ethical decision that I can
because 1 am looking at the, there is a term [Tertius Igneus], and | think
my Latin is non-existent, but there is a term like that in network theory
where they say that you are the third that binds. Now for me a leader is
somebody that binds different contexts, different experiences, different
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individuals, in finding a solution, finding something that can work, not
only for the single leader and be protected, or the organization to be
protected, it goes around what is best for us in this crises, in this situation,
in this environment that will be to the greater good, and it’s an over-used
term, but to the improvement of the betterment of those involved. May it
be community, may it be individual, may it be internal employees, the
leader as well, whoever is involved, if it is transformational leadership
these are the criteria, but you need to have such as a leader, such skills in
terms of understanding the context and those invovled in the context, then
make an informed decision and then live with the consequences of your
decision, then you cannot be flip flopping and if that was your decision
based on good decision making principles, that is what you live by and if
you make a mistake live up to it and say, sorry I made a mistake, | was
shortsighted, | was biased, | missed this point and then fix it. There are so
many people that just try and brush over their own mistakes and not live
up to bad decisions that they have made.

DR. MALKA Taking accountability for actions irrespective of whether they work out or not.
PROFESSOR Yes, but constantly asking yourself, and the term reflective practice comes
BENECKE to mind, but it is another academic term, it really just asks of each and

every one of us, can you take ownership of the decision that you are
making because, | always tell the students there is a window and a mirror
function in our work, we are a mirror to ourselves of the decisions that we
make and we also have a window function where people can actually look
in and you look out, as to what it is that needs to be done, what the situation
is, what the decision is that needs to be made. So, that is a terminology that
was coined by a colleague of ours, Benita Steyn, a few years ago, | think in
the 90s already, but it is a very useful analogy as to what is our role as an
individual and it doesn’t matter what gender you are, how do I use the
mirror that looks back, this individual that is looking back at me, are you
happy with that person and then be kind to yourself but also let others into
the window, through the window.

DR. MALKA I am going to remember that, | think it is very visual and something that we
can all apply. Prof Benecke, we are running out of time today ...

PROFSSOR Unbelievable ...

BENECKE

DR. MALKA ... very, very briefly, could you tell us about a couple of pivotal moments in

your life growing up?

PROFESSOR Whew, yes, when you look back at your life and I think very often people
BENECKE think that you had it easy and you reached a certain level because you had
privilege. Yes, | was privileged in the sense of | had opportunities, but |
grew up very poor, my parents were extremely poor because my father
had major health problems, so my mom was the breadwinner, and | know
that stages she was a nurse, only took night duty so that she could be with
us, as kids we were four, we are four kids, during the day when my dad
was perhaps in hospital. So, she was forever working nightshift so that she
could be with us and look after our needs during the day, but that
obviously comes with a whole lot of other things as well, and we had a very
tough youth, my youth was and I can relate so well to the students because
I was the first one in my family to also go to varsity and my parents did
not know what it was or what to prepare me for. So, here | was in res,
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arrived here not knowing a thing, not having any friends here, then my
father passed away in my first year in April, | failed every single module
that 1 had in that first year, but then | had this amazing, they are now
called house wardens but then they were called our house fathers, and this
Prof said to me Rene, | will give you one more chance to complete your
modules. I know it was a difficult month or a difficult semester, I will give
you one more, and yes | did complete and never ever did | think at that
stage that | would be a lecturer or an academic as | am today. So yes, there
many, many moments throughout my life of having amazing people
around me that enables us and that supports us, our families, you know,
and the list is long and I think what we often don’t do is stop for a moment
and think back, that you are never ever alone, as my son-in-law would say,
you are never alone, but you are also never the only person who makes the
success or you are not the only one that can claim the success. You have so
many others around you that enables you to be reaching certain heights
and then | absolutely believe that God has given me a road to walk and
my job in life is to walk this road the best I possibly can.

DR. MALKA Thank you for sharing those really, really touching personal insights. And
lastly, as we close out today’s show, please share a few words of wisdom or
inspiration you’d like to pass onto girls and women who are listening to us.

PROFESSOR You will have to stop me there, but I think for me the most amazing thing
BENECKE is of us as women and it doesn’t matter what age you are, there is such
magic in how we can live and how we are living and if we find that, make
it our business first of all, to find out what you enjoy in life and don’t use
social media or Facebook to show you what you can enjoy in life. Go and
find out for yourself what you can enjoy and what you do enjoy in life and
don’t put barriers that is unnecessary. Life happens and life is not always
that easy, we can all tell very, very useful campfire stories of how life can
actually throw you the old saying of lemons. So, the point is for me to
believe and build a confidence that is authentic, that is real to who you are
because you have given it a good bit of thought. You have practiced your
voice and that volice is not standing on the rooftops and shouting the
loudest possible, but finding that confidence, that inner strength that you
are enough as in the words of Brené Brown. So, look at who you are, be
proud of who you are, find your voice and then go and find people around
you that can help you not only historically, like parents or your mom and
your grandmother, learn from them. Learn the skills of life and take that
into consideration in building your own life and it is a journey, it is really,
really a lifelong journey. We need to celebrate the milestones, we need to
celebrate when we are reaching a pinnacle or a success, but there is always
another success, so don’t underestimate our own ability to create change
and enjoy life. Enjoy the journey, because it is fun.

DR. MALKA Thank you for that positive statement, it has been a pleasure to host youj.
PROFESSOR Lovely, thank you very much.
BENECKE

PROGRAMME END
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