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ABSTRACT 

In this study, I explored the phenomenological question on what perceptions terror 

victims had towards government communication on terror (GCT) during the Garissa 

University College terror attack. During the attack, anxious citizens yearned for 

government communication to enable them to make decisions on their safety. A 

review of relevant literature revealed that GCT had not been problematized from the 

perspective of the terror victims. Through the study’s research questions, I sought to 

understand the expectations terror victims had of government communication, how 

terror victims experienced and understood the government based on its 

communication on terror, what terror victims perceived as the message typologies in 

GCT, and what individual and shared terror victims’ perceptions were constructed 

towards GCT. I targeted students and staff who survived the attack and their families, 

as well as the families of the 147 students and staff who died during the attack. Over a 

period of four months, I used the snowball sampling technique to conduct ten in-depth 

interviews. The study findings revealed the need for a comprehensive GCT. Further, 

the findings revealed a high ranking for action every time the government 

communicates on terror; and that GCT is at its optimum when it is considered in a 

continuum where communication punctuates messages on policies, precepts and 

procedures, interventions, relationships, and ultimately, the actions taken by the 

government. The study also established that the terror victims’ perceptions had sprung 

from their expectations of GCT. Several recommendations were drawn from the study 

findings and discussions, key among them, the urgent need to form a fully-fledged 

GCT unit to enable the government to deal with issues arising from terror activities. 

Finally, the government should make every effort to remain agile on matters 

communication.  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

xiv 
 

DEDICATION 

…to victims of Garissa University College terror attack  

I can only imagine how life has been since the April 2, 2015 attack. It is 

difficult to live without those you called friends and family. May you find spiritual, 

mental, physical, and psychological healing! I pay tribute to the 147 lives lost in the 

heinous attack.  

…to Jacton Andrew Aswani & Ruth Amisi Aswani  

Thank you for raising me and my siblings. Thank you, dad, for taking charge 

as the only parent after mum rested. I would have loved it if you and mum were alive 

to celebrate with me the completion of this project. I am told you wanted me to be a 

doctor. I guess this suffices. Always in our thoughts. Rest in peace.  

…to Rhoda Marabi, Andrew, Abigael, and Adrian Aswani  

My wife, sons, and daughter. You have given me strength to finalize this 

journey. I owe you guys a big one! 

…to my siblings  

I love you all. I truly appreciate all of you. To Dorcas and Elizabeth. Rest 

well.  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

1 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

1.1 Introduction 

A terror attack scene will be bloody, possibly with scores of injured people, 

lifeless bodies, and a good number of first responders. Acts of terror leave a trail of 

injuries, deaths, and psychologically traumatized victims (Rapin, 2011). Terrorists 

seek to destroy property and kill citizens of a given state, while governments exist to 

protect citizens' lives and property. Terrorism, thus, threatens the survival of the state 

and becomes one of the greatest challenges to the government.  

At the time of an attack, citizens pose several pertinent questions: Where was 

the government when it all happened? Why did the government not forewarn citizens? 

Why are citizens exposed to terror attacks? What is the government saying about the 

attack? These questions posit citizens’ quest for information from the government. 

The government is obligated to communicate to citizens and answer the many 

questions that the citizens have. Effective government communication on terror 

happens when the informational needs of terror victims are satiated. In this study, the 

concepts of state, terrorism, and government communication on terror were 

interrelated. It is in the context of these three concepts that I set a background to 

discuss government communication on terror with a focus on the perceptions of terror 

victims towards government communication on terror.  

Therefore, in chapter one, I situate the problem within government 

communication on terror and discuss the purpose, objectives, justification, and 

significance of the study. Towards the end of the chapter, I set out the study’s scope 

as well as the limitations and delimitations.  
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1.2 Background to the Study 

Organizations are expected to communicate with their various publics. 

Corporate communication entails an organization establishing and maintaining 

mutually beneficial relations with its publics (Cornelissen, 2014). To effectively 

communicate, organizations engage in stakeholder mapping whereby an organization 

segments its publics based on the latter’s needs, interests, and concerns. Corporate 

communicators take a boundary-spanning role where the publics are roped into the 

organization’s agenda while at the same time corporate communicators relay feedback 

from the publics to the organization.  

Governments are political organizations equally with a legion of publics. In 

serving the various publics, governments undertake their operations through 

ministries, departments, and agencies (MDAs). Whereas government communication 

encompasses the principles of corporate communication, the reality is that such 

communication emanates from politicians and the politico bureau. The source of 

government communication includes government officials, political leaders, or 

advisors to political leaders (McNair, 2011; Pfetsch & Esser, 2012). The reality of 

political influence in government communication invites us to the place of principles 

of political communication as the government communicates on terror (Savigny, 

2017). 

Government communication is the “constant exchanges of information and 

communication about policies, ideas and decisions between governors and the 

governed” (Canel & Sanders, 2012, p. 85). Government communication on terror is 

usually targeted at terror victims as it (government) explains its policies, procedures, 

and efforts towards combating terrorism (Fairbanks, Plowman, & Rawlins, 2007). As 

maintained by Uribe (2013), government communication’s various processes and 
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structures outline that the communicators in this entity need to sharpen their skills to 

increase source credibility chances. Uribe’s exposition of processes and structures 

speaks to the nature of government communication, and such a nature has a bearing 

on government communication on terror.  

A professional and well-managed communication on terror would help guide 

good relations between the government and citizens. This is more so in a democratic 

formation, as argued by Tench and Yeomans (2014). Similarly, Young (2007) saw a 

communicative dimension to what a democratic government engages in. Moreover, 

Sanders and Canel’s (2013) historiography of government communication revealed 

that democratic governments are communicative in nature. Such governments often 

explain policy, undertake development projects, or update citizens on government 

plans and actions, including its actions on terror. Since democracies are premised on 

the understanding that ultimate power resides with the people, governments are 

obligated to communicate with citizens. Citizens assess their governments based on 

how accessible such governments are. Citizens have a low opinion of governments 

that are perceived as incommunicado.  

In terms of safety and security, government communication on terror serves to 

either affirm its (government) position, warn of impending danger, or reassure terror 

victims. It is in this context that government would communicate to terror victims in 

the face of challenges posed by terrorism. Terrorism is the use of violence or the 

threat to use violence to advance political or social courses (Schmid, 2013a). The 

effects of terrorism include murderous attacks (Rapin, 2011), injuries, wanton 

destruction of property, and social and psychological trauma (Ali, 2013), and 

impaired business opportunities (LaFree & Dugan, 2007). A terror attack delimits the 

power of the state and refracts the social pact between the state and the citizens. In 
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such a pact, the government commits to protect the lives and property of citizens in 

return for citizens’ obedience to the laid down laws (Locke, 2014). This is a strong 

basis for the government's communication on terror.  

A typical terrorist scene will have injured people, lifeless bodies, and 

destroyed property. A group of first responders will most likely be at the scene to 

attend to the injured, rescue those trapped in, and secure property. Terror victims 

include individuals present at the scene when terrorists strike (these primary victims 

may be alive or dead), family and loved ones of the primary victims, persons whose 

property is destroyed in the attack, first responders or caregivers, and the wider 

community (Letschert, Staiger, & Pemberton, 2009).   

At the time of a terror attack, a fearful and traumatized population would 

require answers from the government on a number of questions, such as where was 

the government when the attack took place? Why did the government not forewarn 

the citizens? What is the government saying about the attack? How come the 

government never protected the citizens? The government has to address the fears and 

concerns of the citizens by communicating prior to, during, and after the attacks. 

Additionally, the government’s communication on terror needs to include consoling, 

condoling, assuring, and compensating the terror victims in addition to pursuing the 

attackers and punishing them according to the provisions of law (Letschert et al., 

2009).  

Critically, one wonders what perceptions terror victims have towards their 

government’s communication on terror. There is a veiled assumption that as long as 

the government communicates on terror through the media, then terror victims get 

what the government’s intention. This assumption is premised on the understanding 

that government communication is mediatized politics, according to Young (2013), 
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although it fails to decipher the terror victims’ feelings and attitudes towards the 

communication. While governments have tried using other tools to communicate to 

the citizenry, the view largely remains that when government communicates on terror, 

the place of the citizen remains unconstructed. Canel (2012) examined government 

communication during the March 11, 2004 Madrid bombings and concluded that 

although government communication on terror received little attention from media 

outlets, citizens perceived the lack of communication from the government as a no-no 

in a democracy. Consequently, the perceptions of the terror victims towards the 

government’s communication on terror influenced the subsequent elections. Canel 

explored the political connotations of citizens’ perceptions towards government 

communication. Correspondingly, Olsson, Söderlund, and Falkheimer (2015) 

assessed government communication after the July 22, 2011 Norway terror attack and 

revealed that such communication is an art of balancing grief, despair, and hope 

among citizens. They also pointed out the communication’s possible typologies.  

My study was contextualized in Kenya, which neighbors Uganda, Tanzania, 

Somalia, South Sudan, and Ethiopia. Kenya remains vulnerable to terror attacks for a 

number of reasons. First, the Kenya-Somalia border is porous, and this allows 

terrorists to enter and exit Kenya easily. The instability in Somalia reinforces Al-

Shabaab’s decision to make Somalia their operation and training base. Secondly, the 

Kenya Defense Forces (KDF) incursion into Somalia led to retaliatory attacks in 

Kenya (Blanchard, 2013; National Assembly of the Republic of Kenya, 2013), and as 

such, Al-Shabaab remains a serious threat to Kenya. Thirdly, Kenya hosts 

installations for several international players such as the United States of America 

(USA), the United Kingdom (UK), and Israel. The presence of the United Nations 

(UN) agencies, funds and programs (AFPs) offices in Kenya make the country a soft 
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target for international terror. Finally, Kenya is home to several security installations, 

including military bases, police stations, and airports which may be a target for 

terrorists.  

Kenya has witnessed many terror attacks since the year 1975. In that year, 

multiple blasts rocked Nairobi’s city center, claiming the lives of 27 Kenyans. In 

December 1980, the Norfolk Hotel was bombed in a move seen to protest Kenya’s 

support for the Israeli raid on Entebbe. In the Norfolk attack, 20 people died, and 80 

were injured (National Assembly of the Republic of Kenya, 2013). On August 7, 

1998, the US Embassy in Nairobi was bombed in an attack that left 224 people dead 

and 5,000 injured. The US Embassy bombing communicated the active presence of 

the Al Qaeda cells in Kenya. Other attacks include the 2002 Kikambala Hotel 

(Mombasa) attack, the 2013 Westgate Mall (Nairobi) attack, the many sporadic 

attacks between 2011 and 2015, the Mpeketoni (Lamu) attacks of June 15, 2014, and 

the attack at a quarry in Mandera on May 4, 2018 (National Assembly of the Republic 

of Kenya, 2013; Williams, 2014). The Garissa University College attack in 2015 

remains the worst attack in Kenya since the 1997 US Embassy bombing in Nairobi.  

In most of these attacks, the government was caught wrong-footed. Lack of 

coordination and poor communication have been characteristic of the government’s 

action. Kenyans seem dissatisfied with how the government has communicated on 

terror. During the 1998 US Embassy bombing, communication from the government 

took a scanty or incommunicado model. Understandably, this was the first major 

attack after the Norfolk bombing of 1980, but still, Kenyans were dismayed at the 

economical use of information by the government. Even where citizens have given 

information that would assist the government, the feeling from many is that the 

government does not trust the information received from the citizens (Gathara, 2018). 
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Government communication during the Westgate Mall attack attracted 

considerable media and academic attention (Mucee, 2017). Immediately after the 

attack, Kenya’s president, Uhuru Kenyatta, promised the nation that the government 

would cause a public inquest on the attack. Almost instantaneously, Kenyans on 

Twitter coalesced under the hashtag #WeThePeople-Questions on Westgate, which 

consolidated 84 questions Kenyans wanted the government to answer. The questions 

formed Kenyans’ expectations of government communication on terror. The 84 

questions revealed a confused, dismayed, and worried population.  

From the questions, I noted several concerns that formulated Kenyans’ 

expectations of government communication on terror. First, clarity on numbers: 

Kenyans wish that the government would be transparent on the number of terrorists 

involved in the attack. What were the demographics of the attackers? Who was 

injured, and how many escaped unscathed? How many terror victims lost their lives? 

Previous communication from the government on terror has been wanting in this area. 

In the Westgate Mall attack, Kenyans witnessed confusion on the part of the 

government to the extent that one cabinet secretary (CS) indicated that Samantha 

Lewthwaite, a female terrorist, was among the attackers. Moments later, another CS 

informed Kenyans that all the attackers were male.  

Secondly, the lack of coordination spoke to the uncertainty about the safety 

and security of the citizenry. How safe were the Kenyan borders at the time of the 

attack? How was the fear that there are enemies everywhere handled? How did the 

government contain the spread of the moral panic on terrorism (Rothe & Muzzatti, 

2004)? How does the government ensure that the country’s identity documents are not 

used to harm Kenyans? In the Westgate Mall attack, Kenyans wanted to know 

whether state agencies charged with national security slept on the job. Was there any 
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intelligence information, and if so, was the intelligence consumed by the relevant 

agencies? 

Thirdly, citizens are concerned about the cause of terrorism and the measures 

taken to mitigate this malady. To what extent, for instance, did the KDF incursion into 

Somalia contribute to the Westgate Mall attack? What has the government done to 

secure its sovereignty? In hinting at the structures established to fight terror, Kenyans 

wondered whether the government had learned anything from the previous attacks. 

Do we now have a clear structure and system of coordination, management, rescue, 

and disaster resource distribution from the word go? Which government agency was 

responsible? It is also important to note that the UN Security Council report number 

S/2015/801 indicted that the Kenyan government’s security bodies did not take 

serious action against all the red flags raised on the possibility of the attack (UN 

Security Council, 2015).  

A report by the two committees of Kenya’s National Assembly 

(Administration and National Security and of that Defense and Foreign Relations) that 

probed the Westgate Mall attack highlighted similar concerns, casting doubt on the 

place of citizens in government operations and communication on terror. Witness no. 

001/Westgate, a former civil servant, narrated how security agents disregarded 

intelligence from the public. She narrated how she informed the district officer in 

Ruai of a suspicious youth group from Comoros. It was alleged that the youth were 

being trafficked through Kenya. Although security forces arrested the youth following 

intelligence, the witness noted that the youth were released in unclear circumstances 

(National Assembly of the Republic of Kenya, 2013). 

The Dusit Hotel (Nairobi) attack has been hailed as the only attack during 

which the government displayed good coordination and proper communication on 
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terror (Gisesa, 2019). Amidst this praise, several questions still linger: What became 

of the investigations about the attack? What were the demographics of the attackers - 

age, networks, and nationality? With the intelligence shared, could the government 

have prevented the attack? What plans are there to prevent future attacks?  

Government communication on terror should be aligned to the needs, interests, 

and concerns of terror victims. To ensure mutual relations between an organization 

and its publics, the organization’s corporate communication should work on the 

publics’ needs and interests. In certain quarters, as highlighted above, the Kenya 

government has been perceived as having a long history of lying to its citizens during 

times of terror, showing a screwed view about the place of corporate communication 

in government communication on terror. Establishing terror victims’ perceptions 

towards government communication required an understanding and analysis of 

citizens' deep-seated opinions. Taking a phenomenological approach and studying the 

lived experiences of terror victims helped tap into their perceptions towards 

government communication on terror.  

This study explored Garissa University College terror attack victims’ 

perceptions towards government communication on terror. The terror attack featured 

on the 2015 global terrorism index top 20 worst attacks list by the Institute for 

Economics & Peace (US Department of State, 2016). During the attack, 147 people 

lost their lives, and many others were injured. The attack attracted considerable 

government and mass communication. Finally, Al-Shabaab claimed responsibility. 

The college was attacked at about 05:30 a.m. on April 2, 2015. Four gunmen attacked 

the University College, engaged the police posted to guard the institution, and initially 

shot dead about 18 students before heading towards Elgon B halls of residence 

(predominantly a female hostel) situated at the rear of the University campus (United 
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Nations Security Council, 2015). Although the military personnel arrived at about 

07.00 a.m., they only sealed off the university and had to wait for the elite squad, 

known as the Recce Squad, to arrive from Nairobi. The Recce quad arrived at about 

2.00 p.m., assessed the situation, moved in, and took one hour to bring the siege to an 

end.  

I found the debate concerning the high standing given to communication to an 

organization's publics an appropriate stage from which to consider the government's 

obligations regarding communicating to terror victims on matters to do with an attack. 

The Kenyan constitution clearly emphasizes the right to assemble, discuss, 

participate, inquire, be informed, and privacy (National Council for Law Reporting, 

2010). Subsequently, this debate helped me investigate whether the government had 

made efforts to activate and satisfy different citizenry’s information needs.  

Of major concern for this study are the debates on the role of government 

communication to alleviate societal problems, such as terror attacks. Governments 

exist to play a larger than individual life role. In this role, governments are supposed 

to protect citizen’s lives and property and communicate about terrorism. The fear 

associated with terrorism creates information needs that the government must 

communicate about. Terrorism aims at communicating that the government is not able 

to protect the lives and property of citizens. Craig (2009) argued that communication 

is socially relevant in solving societal problems. It is to this end that this study 

explored the perceptions that terror victims held towards government communication 

on terror.  

Crucial to this study was how well the communication discipline converses 

with other disciplines such as political science, philosophy, and public administration 

to make society a better place by alleviating social maladies such as terrorism. The 
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priority given to communication on terror imbued me to harness terror victims’ 

perceptions towards government communication on terror.  

1.3 Statement of the Problem 

Terrorism continues to be a major threat to modern states. At the time of a 

terror attack, anxious citizens expect prompt communication from the government to 

satiate their information needs. Studies have conceptualized terrorism as political 

communication and have thus situated it (terrorism) as a communication issue (Gage, 

2011; Matusitz, 2012; McNair, 2011; Savigny, 2017; Schmid & de Graaf, 1982). 

Further, citizens in a democracy expect the government to continuously communicate 

on issues, including on terror (Young, 2007). Seminal studies on government 

communication have taken an inward-looking approach, focusing on structure, 

processes, resourcing, and activities (Sanders & Canel, 2013).  

An inward reflection on government communication on terror does not cover 

terror victims’ needs, interests, and concerns. The few studies that have sought an 

understanding of the audiences in government communication on terror, for example, 

Canel (2012) and Olsson et al. (2015), are contextualized in Europe and Asia. To the 

best of my knowledge, no study has examined the deep-seated concerns that terror 

victims in Kenya have towards government communication on terror. Furthermore, 

methodologically, no study has unearthed the deep-seated terror victims’ concerns 

regarding government communication on terror; therefore, a methodological gap that 

this study filled by taking a phenomenological approach.  

Communication is completed when feedback is received. The different 

perceptions that terror victims have towards government communication on terror 

form good feedback to the government. This study, consequently, filled the academic 

lacuna by exploring answers to the phenomenological question: What were Garissa 
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University College terror victims’ perceptions towards government communication on 

terror?  

1.4 Purpose of the Study  

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of terror victims 

towards government communication on terror.  

1.5 Objectives of the Study 

The overarching objective was to explore terror victims’ perceptions towards 

government communication on terror. 

1.6 Research Questions 

To attain the objective of the study, I was guided by the following research 

questions:  

1. What were terror victims’ expectations of government communication 

on terror? 

2. What individual and shared terror victims’ perceptions were 

constructed towards government communication on terror?  

3. What did terror victims perceive as message typologies in government 

communication on terror?  

4. What was the terror victims’ understanding of government arising 

from its (government) communication on terror?  

1.7 Justification for the Study 

Academic scholarship has separately focused on communication and 

terrorism. Rather than look at terrorism and communication as terms in contradiction, 

there have been attempts to correlate the two constructs. Terrorism has been theorized 

as political communication (McNair, 2011). If terrorism is a form of political 
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communication, then it is feasible to problematize the terrorism challenge as a 

communication issue (Matusitz, 2012).  

Democratic formations draw their legitimacy from the citizenry. Citizens 

occupy an essential part of the governance system because they vote in governments. 

Terrorists, too, lay the claim that they undertake terroristic activities for the sake of 

the people (Schmid, 2013b), a belief that helps explain the view that a terrorist to one 

group may be a hero to another group. The fact that both parties in a terroristic event 

claim that the people are the reason for their existence and action, I sought to 

underscore terror victims’ perceptions towards government communication on terror.  

Studies have demonstrated the connection between government 

communication and terrorism (Matusitz, 2012; McNair, 2011; Savigny, 2017; Schmid 

& de Graaf, 1982). I was interested in establishing terror victims’ perceptions towards 

government communication on terror in past terror attacks (Canel, 2012; Mucee, 

2017; Olsson et al., 2015). However, most of these studies did not focus on the 

perceptions that terror victims had towards government communication on terror. In 

seeking to fill this gap, I focused on the lived experiences of the terror victims of 

Garissa University College attack and explored their (terror victims) perceptions 

towards government communication on terror. The findings of the study helped 

construct a wider reality of government communication on terror.  

1.8 Significance of the Study 

This study sought to contribute to the body of knowledge on government 

communication on terror, knowledge that can be used by policymakers in the 

discharge of their security duties. Government officials can benefit from the study, as 

they can use the knowledge so generated in the formulation of government white 

papers on their communication on terror. In focusing on the perceptions of terror 
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victims towards government communication on terror, I got a better picture of this 

communication, considering that the perceptions can be good feedback to the 

government.  

Government communication on terror needs to be bettered through regular 

collection and collation of feedback from terror victims. Considering terror victims in 

government communication on terror would serve to ensure that such communication 

is mutually beneficial to both the government and the terror victims (Argenti, 2013; 

Cornelissen, 2014).  

Researchers in the communication discipline would benefit from the 

assimilation of both theory and practice, as this study appraised theoretical 

perspectives on government communication on terror using the collected and 

analyzed data. The coalescing of political and corporate communication in the field of 

government communication would spur discussions on government communication 

on terror. Scholars focusing on government communication would find possible leads 

in understanding the models of government communication on terror.  

1.9 Scope of the Study 

The study focused on the perceptions of terror victims towards government 

communication on terror. Specifically, I was interested in the cognitions and 

interpretations by terror victims of the messages sent by the government on terror. 

These cognitions and interpretations formed the basis of attitudes and perceptions. 

Ultimately, the content scope was how victims received, understood, and interpreted 

government communication on terror. The context of the study was the terrorist attack 

on Garissa University College, and the different publics in the university formed part 

of the participants in this study. The participants were drawn from parents, students, 

and staff of Garissa University College. The university had people drawn from 
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various parts of the country; therefore, the study participants had the same 

composition.  

Finally, the methodological scope involved taping from the lived experiences 

and constructed terror victims’ perceptions towards government communication on 

terror. I was guided by Heidegger’s hermeneutical phenomenology, and my 

interpretation played a role as participants made meaning of their perceptions.   

1.10 Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

As a phenomenological study of terror victims’ perceptions towards 

government communication on terror, I was cognizant that it would be difficult to 

draw statistical generalizations. Statistical generalization could not be pegged on the 

different beliefs, opinions, and attitudes that inform individuals’ perceptions. Thus, 

the generated data was reflective of what victims of the Garissa University College 

attack perceived of government communication on terror. The fact that I used 

snowballing sampling method further compounded the challenge of attaining 

statistical generalizability. I focused on analytical generalizability where probable 

conclusions were drawn from the instances cited by participants.  

Data was generated using interviews and observation methods. As people 

express themselves, more information is passed through their non-verbal expressions 

as well as their body language. As I transcribed the interviews, I was aware of the 

limitation of recording the participants’ facial expressions and body language. To 

delimit this, I prodded further for any instances where the participants’ body language 

seemed to indicate something different from what they were narrating. This prodding 

helped me to get the nuances behind the participants’ non-verbal communication.   

Seeking information on terror demanded care as such information is highly 

sensitive. To address this, I sought the necessary research clearances. Further, I 
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ensured the generated data’s veracity by using peer debriefing and member checking 

methods. The interviews were transcribed, and the sheets, together with the results, 

were sent to the participants to adhere to member checking. Guidance from my 

supervisor helped me accomplish the peer debriefing aspects of the study.  

1.11 Definition of Terms 

Phenomenology: Phenomenology is the study of lived experiences (Neubauer, 

Witkop, & Varpio, 2019). In this study, I used the term phenomenology was used to 

mean understanding phenomena in a context where pre-reflexive thoughts were 

gathered to describe the phenomenon.   

Security: The Merriam Webster dictionary has defined the term security as 

freedom from danger, fear, or anxiety (Security, n.d.). In this study, security meant 

government measures to combat real or perceived terror threats against the destruction 

of lives and property.  

Government communication on terror: Government communication is 

described as “influence and direct policy actions through the provision or withholding 

of information or knowledge from societal actors” (Canel & Sanders, 2013, p. 3). I 

used the term to mean communication from the government on terrorism.  

Perception: The Mosby’s dictionary defines perception as “the conscious 

recognition and interpretation of sensory stimuli that serve as a basis for 

understanding, learning, and knowing or for motivating a particular action or 

reaction” (Perception, 2016, p. 1418). In this study, perception implied attitudes and 

opinions that terror victims held towards government communication on terror.  

Terrorism: Any illegal premeditated violence that targets the citizenry in order 

to cause fear among them and thus compel the government to take action (US House 

of Representatives Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence as cited in Schmid, 
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2004). In this study, terrorism meant an act of violence meant to communicate 

inefficiency by harming unarmed citizens and destroying their property.  

Terror victims: Individuals present at the scene when terrorists strike (these 

primary victims may be alive or dead), family and loved ones of the primary victims, 

persons whose property is destroyed in the attack, first responders or caregivers, and 

the wider community (Letschert et al., 2009). I adopted this definition in this study in 

relation to the Garissa University College attack.  

1.12 Summary 

In this chapter, I have given the study background and stated the research 

problem. States are formed to protect the interests of the citizens, namely their lives 

and property (Locke, 2014). Terrorism seeks to debunk this role of the state. A terror 

attack elicits questions in the minds of the citizens, which require urgent answers from 

the government. While the government has often communicated on terror, the 

perceptions of terror victims have not been explored to give feedback and valuable 

pointers that would help look at government communication on terror.  

In this study, the terrorism challenge was problematized as a communication 

problem, and the study set out to explore the phenomenological question regarding 

the perceptions victims of terror held towards government communication on terror. 

This chapter formed the foundation of the study, for, in it, I set out the research 

questions, purpose, justification, and significance of the study. Further, I discussed the 

assumptions, scope, limitations, and delimitations of the study. In the next chapter, I 

discuss the theoretical underpinnings of the study and the relevant literature.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

In chapter one, I provided the study background and presented the problem 

statement and the study objectives. In this chapter, I focus on a review of the literature 

regarding communication antecedents, historical grounding of corporate 

communication, government communication, state authority and obligation, terrorism, 

and government communication on terror.  

2.2 Theoretical Framework  

Creswell (2009) opined that theory has a role in qualitative studies. Despite 

this uncontested view, Tavallaei and Talib (2010) mapped a threefold classification 

currently at play on the use of theory in qualitative studies. First, theory has been 

equated to the methodology selected together with the attendant epistemologies. In 

this view, theory in qualitative studies is but the research paradigms selected by the 

researcher. Secondly, qualitative theory is taken as the overarching theory in such 

studies; and thirdly, we do not have a solid theory in qualitative studies.  

This study related the findings with the constructs of the co-orientation theory 

as advanced by McLeod and Chaffee (1973) and in more recent times by Broom and 

Sha (2013). This being a phenomenological study, the aim was a deep understanding 

of the experiences that terror victims had of government communication on terror, 

thus, interpreting victims’ text of life (van Manen, 2016).  

2.2.1 Co-orientation Theory 

Co-orientation theory was designed to measure the perceptions that people 

have of themselves and others regarding an issue. Fawcett (1999) postulated that a 
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theory has grand, middle range, and empirical groundings. Co-orientation theory can 

be traced to the grand theoretical formulations of micro-interactionist sociological 

metatheory, which emphasized the place of individual experiences in understanding 

the purpose and structure of society (Collins, 1994).  

At the middle range level, the co-orientation theory has a psychological 

influence through Fritz Heider’s psychological balance theory. Heider (1946) 

presented a case for changing attitudes within an organizational setting. As people 

relate in an organizational setting, they change their attitudes towards each other. At 

an interpersonal level, people change their attitudes as they seek a psychological 

balance. Naturally, people will have an attitude towards other people and the things 

these people do. In a typical situation, people tend to seek consonance between their 

views and the views held by others. When there is consonance, that relationship is 

deemed positive. Dissonance, where people hold varied views, is characteristic of a 

negative relationship. Balance theory holds three interacting things: person P, person 

O and element X (a situation or event). According to Heider (1958), the relationship is 

balanced when all the three relations are positive or when oe is positive, and two are 

negative. Figure 2.2 shows the possible relationships. 

 

Figure 2.1: Psychological Balance Theory 
Source: Heider (1958) 
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Newcomb revolutionized Heider’s (1958) thinking to contextualize the theory 

within the communication discipline. Newcomb developed the ABX theory that 

sought to explain phenomenon in a way that Shannon’s mathematical theory could not 

explain. The mathematical theory had failed to consider the social aspects of 

communicative actions. Newcomb’s aim was to introduce the role of communication 

in social relations. For him, communication was the only way of sustaining human 

relations. He thus introduced communicative acts in the ABCX model (Westley & 

MacLean, 1957). 

McLeod and Chaffee (1973) adopted Newcomb’s model, arguing that a 

person’s behavior is driven by his or her orientation towards another person or event. 

A person’s behavior is a mix of his or her personal perceptions about an issue and 

what other people think about the same issue. McLeod and Chaffee thus sought to 

measure perceptions. The model encourages individual views and sits well with the 

phenomenological approach selected for this study. Individual experiences, 

cognitions, and perceptions help shape co-orientation. Even closer to the 

phenomenological quest in this study was Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) interest in how 

groups perceive each other and how they believe the other groups think about them. 

Grunig (1992) indicated that co-orientation shapes how two groups treat and view 

each other based on the perceptions the groups hold towards each other.  

Broom and Dozier (1990) theorized co-orientation theory as concerned with 

answering the question: how do organizations and their publics form their 

orientations? They delineated four issues: the organization’s views on an issue, the 

public’s views on an issue, the organization’s perception of the public’s view, and the 

public’s perception of the organization’s view. These four issues form the constructs 

that corporate communication uses to theorize co-orientation theory.  
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Taylor (2009) positioned co-orientation theory as a theory aimed at exposing 

complex associational configurations shaped by repeated interactions of people. It 

would therefore imply that the worldview of individuals drives orientations and co-

orientations. Given the different orientations that people hold, Taylor (2009) rightly 

observed that, just like society, organizations are “a mosaic of worldviews” (p. 215).  

The co-orientation theory helped me patch together how people form opinions. 

Broom and Sha (2013) defined public opinion as opinions “shared-or perceived to be 

shared-among individuals, each of whom may have an individual opinion regarding a 

specific issue” (p. 203). Individual orientation includes a person’s perception of the 

self on issues of interest and his or her perception of what their significant others 

think about the same issues. When two oriented individuals seem to share an opinion 

on a given issue, they are said to be co-oriented.  

Broom and Sha (2013) further argued that co-oriented relationships carry inter 

and intra-personal constructs that include agreement, accuracy, and congruency. 

Agreement is the level of similarity between what the parties think about an issue. To 

what extent do person A’s views about event X relate to what person B thinks about X. 

Congruency is defined as the comparison between “a person’s orientation with his or 

her perception of another’s orientation” (Ajieh & Uzokwe, 2014, p. 220). Congruency 

is the extent to which that one thinks the other party’s idea or evaluation is like his or 

her own (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Put differently, congruency is perceived agreement. 

Accuracy “is the extent to which one person’s perception of the other person’s idea or 

evaluation approximates the other person’s actual idea or evaluation” (Grunig & 

Hunt, 1984, p. 128). Figure 2.3 illustrates the constructs of the co-orientation theory:  
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Source: McLeod and Chaffee (1973, pp. 483-488) 

2.3 Literature Review 

2.3.1 Communication Antecedents 

Philosophical antecedents 

Philosophical interrogation involves toying with uncertainty. Uncertainty 

prepares the ground for evaluating the relevance of philosophy in any field. Bertrand 

Russell, a great philosophical figure, once observed that as you begin to philosophize, 

you can identify problems that no clear answers have been considered (Russel, 2015). 

Uncertainties thus underscore the concerns within the issues and tensions within the 

communication debate. Therefore, philosophy is instrumental in navigating problems 
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Figure 2.2: Relationships in Co-orientation 
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delineated with the debates in different disciplines (Geisler, 2016). When doubts pave 

our path for the search for knowledge, such a process produces knowledge with 

certitude.  

Consequently, defining philosophy is an onerous task. Nyasani (1996) 

observed that defining the queen of sciences faced two challenges. First, philosophy 

has no genre to compare itself with. In this case, defining by citing examples may not 

feature as one defines philosophy. The second difficulty is even more intriguing. As 

one defines philosophy, their mind is engaged in a thinking process; a philosophizing 

of sorts. This means that as people define philosophy, they are engaging in what they 

are defining. The ultimate definition becomes a process and not a product. The 

definition challenge notwithstanding, philosophy is the love of wisdom. Philosophers 

engage in the often taken-for-granted views. By its nature, philosophy engages a 

critical reflective method, often concerned with the larger picture. It is within the 

remit of philosophic thought to logically analyze language and reflect on meanings 

and concepts to solve problems (Geisler & Brooks, 1990). Hence, philosophy is the 

rigorous re-examination of views, ideas, opinions, and attitudes held primarily. It 

examines the primordial thoughts held at the first level, and at the second level, the 

first level postulations are re-examined. 

Philosophy remains a strong precursor to the communication discipline. In 

fact, Anderson and Baym (2004) indicated that communication is philosophically 

rich. The Greek trio of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle had anciently laid philosophical 

thoughts that helped birth the communication discipline. Aristotle, for instance, 

referred to man as a speaking animal, given man’s conversational nature. Theaker 

(2012) also noted the contribution of Aristotle in rhetoric and thereby influenced 

others through the spoken word. Speech has followed the pattern developed by 
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Aristotle, outlining three elements in any communicative action: ethos (qualities of 

the communicator), logos (structure and content of messages), and pathos (thoughts 

and perceptions of the audience).  

In the Platonic dialogues, Plato depicts Socrates as a conversing inquirer. Plato 

remains the most influential of the three philosophers. Indeed, most philosophies are, 

but a “series of footnotes to Plato” (Whitehead, 1979, p. 39). Plato popularized the 

dialogic and dialectical inquiry, where he used conversations to search for meaning. It 

follows that the search for meaning encompasses communication. Communication 

and philosophy are closely knit. As people converse and philosophize, they aim at 

generating meaning and understanding.  

In the same manner, Locke argued the place of philosophy in communication 

when he saw a connection between language and meaning (Locke, 1979). According 

to him, an individual is the “master of meaning” and this reality “makes common 

understanding between individuals, both desperately urgent and highly problematic” 

(Peters, 2013, p. 389). The view by Locke is akin to what communication advances, 

namely that one shares thoughts that are originally the confine of an individual.  

These philosophic beginnings portend academic projections for the 

communication discipline. Philosophy helps answer the questions that seek an 

understanding of the foundations of their own discipline or seek answers to questions 

that are prior to and foundational to any topical issue (Anderson & Baym, 2004, p. 

589). Philosophy offers a foundational basis for most disciplines, and communication 

is not excluded (Ochieng-Odhiambo, 2009).  

To ascertain the discipline foundations, one is engaged in a mind-boggling 

endeavor that re-examines the taken for granted (Anderson & Baym, 2004). Re-

examining the often taken for granted requires an engagement using the laws of 
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thought: the principle of (non) contradiction, the principle of identity, and the 

principle of excluded middle (Copi, Cohen, & McMahon, 2016; Nyarwath, 2010; 

Popkin & Stroll, 1993) although metaphysicians often added a fourth law: the law of 

sufficient reason (Nyasani, 1996). The laws of thought are then essential to the 

exploration of knowledge within the parameters of both deductive and inductive 

reasoning. They guide the concept of definition and the pursuit of truth (both in its 

epistemic and moral exponentials). Using the same laws, a communication researcher 

engages in pursuits within justifiable means and avoids ambiguity and absurdities. If 

we assume that philosophy applies to the traditional, symbolic, or predicate aspects of 

logic alone, we then treat the philosophic antecedents to communication unfairly.  

The communication discipline, more specifically public relations and/or 

corporate communication, needs rules that guide the discipline’s relational aspects. 

This then introduces ethics. Whereas traditional aspects call upon the communication 

practitioner to consider what is good and bad or delineate the good from the bad, the 

crux of the matter is that philosophy of morality demands that one understands the 

field’s first principles. What categorizes a practice as good and condemns the other 

practice? Philosophy thus helps unearth the relevancies of the corporate 

communication practice. Logical, moral, epistemological, aesthetical, and 

metaphysical concerns creep in any conversation on communication (Anderson & 

Baym, 2004; Steinmetz, 2005).  

Sociological foundations  

As philosophy gave an all-encompassing foundation to the communication 

discipline, sociology gave the communication discipline the conditions to thrive as a 

discipline. Sociologists study complex societal issues, helping communication 

scholars to problematize social issues as communication problems (Scannell, 2013). 
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The period between the 1930s and the 1950s was instrumental in the development of 

the communication discipline. During the said period, sociologists were concerned 

with societal issues, such as what is society? What regulates human behavior? How is 

a community created? How can people live and communicate in a community? The 

last question helped establish the basis for the communication discipline. Scholars 

within the sociological practice held conversations that would help show the need for 

communication and hint on new fields of study. Scannell (2013) mentioned the radio 

project between Paul Lazarsfeld and Theodor Adorno.  

The focus on mass media can trace its origins to the sociological thoughts at 

the time. The coming together of Adorno and Horkheimer have contributed 

immensely to the understanding of mass culture, especially in their Marxist-leaning 

critique of the masses. Mass culture has a place in the history of media studies, 

therefore, important in media relations. The development of communication models, 

such as the mass media impact model, helps give impetus to the communication 

discourse. Since both sociology and communication deal with people, the theoretical 

path taken by the two disciplines has similar thoughts. The idea of masses and the 

answers to whether there exists a mass or isolated crowd find their footing in 

sociological studies.  

The rise of Talcott Parsons and Robert K. Merton excited Lazarsfeld’s thought 

of the masses and whether we could have mass persuasion. Mass persuasion is not 

only a desirous concept for advertisers and marketing communicators but also brings 

interesting perspectives in the theoretical thought on why we need opinion leaders 

within the masses. Incidentally, we can trace a two-step flow from this perspective, 

and similarly, the hypodermic needle can be better explained from the perspectives of 

mass persuasion or a lonely crowd. Nevertheless, sociology also offers theoretical 
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considerations for communication. The entire discourse on culture and 

communication or communication and interaction has sociological inclinations. 

Further, sociology offers grand theoretical perspectives for communication. 

Collins (1994) drew four sociological traditions that help provide the map by which 

communication theories can locate their bearing. The traditions are Durkheimian 

tradition, rational/utilitarian tradition, microinteractionist metatheory, and conflict 

tradition. These traditions follow the thoughts of the fathers of sociology and offer an 

infectious growth to theories that have relevance in communication. 

2.3.2 History and Development of Public Relations 

The origins of public relations (PR) can be traced to the way traditional 

societies operated. Among the Greeks, for instance, the focus of the sophists was to 

get people to believe what they (sophists) were saying (Tripathi, 2009). Most 

communities had spokespersons who would speak on behalf of the community. 

Leaders ensured that the image of their chiefdoms, kingdoms, or empires was 

secured. Julius Caesar publicized his military prowess and used this as a political 

strategy to rally the support of the Romans. The use of PR and publicity has found a 

place in elective politics. The relationship between rulers of different territories and 

the people speaks to the humble beginnings of the PR discipline. While this marked a 

loose understanding of what PR is today, it is easily recognizable that relations 

between institutions, such as the government and those it served (publics), was a 

necessary factor in the management of affairs in the ancient chiefdoms, kingdoms, or 

empires (Bernays, 1923).  

Bernays (1923) drew PR lessons from the contemporaneous civilization 

centers: Samaria, Babylon, Syria, and Greece. In these cities, citizens interacted with 

their leaders. Citizens experienced governments even where despots rose to power, 
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implying that the concept of the public was undeniably fundamental in the 

management of government affairs. Greece, for instance, regarded the people and 

offered the first recorded democratic formations of a government. Additionally, 

Greece paints a picture of political socialization, whereby the masses were trained on 

what to expect of the government through arts, where sculpture, painting, and oratory 

skills, were perfected (Plato, 2015). The expectations among citizens helped elicit 

attitudes and perceptions as the citizens assessed government operations. Bernays 

delineated persuasion as one of the key lessons drawn from the Greek model of public 

affairs management. From the Roman Empire, there was high regard for public 

opinion. The people were taught techniques for persuasion, which were essential in 

swaying public opinion (Broom & Sha, 2013).  

The history of PR and, by extension, that of corporate communication, can be 

understood through the six eras delineated by the PR Society of America (PRSA) or 

through the four PR traditions outlined by Lattimore, Baskin, Heiman, and Toth 

(2013). Both the six eras and the four traditions capture the historical essence of the 

discipline and help delineate what government communicators ought to undertake. 

Because of the overlap between the six eras and the four traditions, I followed the 

Lattimore et al. (2013) six-era exposition. Lattimore et al. (2013) ignored the period 

before 1865. The period, 1800-1865, saw many skills mapped to communicators and 

which are required from government communicators. These skills include oratory, 

meetings, committees, and general writing skills. Independence governments thrived 

on these skills as they rallied support against colonial rule. Such governments were 

thus built on the technological and innovative developments that honed such skills. 

By 1865, the primordial thoughts on PR were already in place. For instance, 

boundaries of what is considered public opinion were considered devoid of falsehood, 
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prejudice, or passion, which would otherwise dissuade populations from the moral 

path (Bernays, 1923). 

Lattimore et al.'s (2013) first tradition is rhetorician and press agentry, from 

1865 to 1917. This tradition is analogous to PRSA’s pre-seedbed and seedbed eras. 

The tradition was characterized by rapid industrial growth and companies. Private 

companies attempted a business model that excluded the public. Tripathi (2009) noted 

that the publics' concerns were immaterial, a period that Bernays (1923) called the 

‘public was damned’ era. The said era started the journey to recognize the public, and 

for the purpose of this study, the journey to recognize the worth of citizens in the 

operations of the government.  

The second tradition is the journalistic and publicity tradition. Since 

companies did not pay much attention to their various publics, journalists popularly 

known as muckrakers, sought to expose the moral rot in the practices of most 

companies. The role of the media was quite essential in exposing the rot in companies 

and, in the process, ensuring that awareness was created among the publics. This 

development meant that the inclusion of the publics is so central in the operations of 

organizations. Media took the public’s place, but it was a challenge through which 

other publics would relay messages. The only snag was that communication was 

largely one-way. Corporates were more concerned with crafting responses to media 

dossiers against the companies. Grunig and Hunt (1984) had perceived government as 

one such entity that would be asymmetrical and adopt an information model. In this 

tradition, Ivy Ledbetter Lee, a former journalist turned PR professional, left three 

principles that can help improve government communication, that is, communicators 

should yearn to tell the truth, provide accurate facts, and allow access to 
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communicators at the management table. The guidance here was that good works 

should accompany words (Broom & Sha, 2013, p. 111).  

The third tradition is the persuasive communication campaign, which 

corresponds to PRSA’s and World War eras and the booming 20s. This tradition is 

known as the ‘public be informed era’ (Bernays, 1923). From 1917 to 1919, the 

World War I period saw intensified use of PR as different camps looked for space to 

publicize their agenda. It is after the war that the profession, as we know it, begun to 

take shape. From 1920 to 1930, early public relations consolidated all the lessons 

learned towards harnessing the new profession (Bernays, 1923). The tradition found 

its place in democratic discourse, especially in the way the society conceptualized 

public opinion. Public opinion was instrumental in showing the place of the people in 

democracy and in the governance of a State. Lippmann (1946) wrote an indictment on 

democratic rule, seeking to expose the warped view of democracy. At the time, 

democracy was conceptualized as a system where the publics were well informed and 

whose result was a very engaging citizenry. Lippmann’s work exposes the possibility 

of manipulating public opinion since technocrats shaped communication policy.  

Lippmann’s (1946) work exposed public opinion’s underbelly and brought to 

the fore the place of ethics in PR. From this era, government communicators were to 

pick communication ethics. A year after Lippmann’s publication, Bernays’s (1923) 

focus shifted to crystallizing public opinion. Bernays delineated two functions for 

communicators, namely to interpret the client to the public and interpret the public to 

the client. This boundary-spanning role meant promoting the client to the public and 

the public to the client. With one foot in the organization and the other among the 

publics, the PR practitioner was meant to establish and maintain mutually beneficial 

relationships in a persuasive manner (Lattimore et al., 2013). This argument became a 
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basis of expectancy on what government communicators need to do to connect the 

government and the citizens.  

The fourth tradition is the relationship-building and two-way communication. 

This tradition depicts the manual ages of the profession, depicting what Grunig and 

Grunig (2008) called excellent communication. Arthur Page, a senior public relations 

staff at AT&T between 1927 and 1946, is a good representative of the tradition 

(Lattimore et al., 2013). Page developed a code of conduct for public relations and 

reinforced Ivy’s instance that public relations should be a management function 

(Broom & Sha, 2013). From Page, government communicators can take six 

principles: “tell the truth, prove the truth with action, listen to the customer, manage 

for tomorrow, conduct public relations as if the whole company is dependent on it, 

remain calm, patient and good humored” (Lattimore et al., 2013, p. 34). For this 

study, government communicators needed to manage relationships as anticipated in 

two-way communication effectively. Good relationship building shapes the image and 

reputation of an organization.  

2.3.3 Public Relations or Corporate Communication  

Literature links corporate communication with PR. The history of PR partly 

helps in the understanding of the debates around corporate communication. PR was 

carved out of the well-established fields of journalism and communication studies 

(DeSanto, 2011). The prevailing business environment at the time helped birth and 

sustain PR. The ideal communication model was where both the organization and its 

publics benefit. Grunig and Hunt (1984) called this model two-way symmetrical 

communication. Later developments gave rise to excellent communication (Dozier & 

Grunig, 1992; Grunig, 1992).  
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Corporate communication has been defined by Cornelissen (2014) as “a 

management function that offers a framework for the effective coordination of all 

internal and external communication with the overall purpose of establishing and 

maintaining favorable reputations with stakeholder groups upon which the 

organization is dependent” (p. 5). According to Van Riel and Fombrun, corporate 

communication is comprises 

Set of activities involved in managing and orchestrating all internal and 

external communications aimed at creating favorable starting points with 

stakeholders on which the company depends. Corporate communication 

consists of the dissemination of information by a variety of specialists and 

generalists in an organization, with the common goal of enhancing the 

organization’s ability to retain its license to operate (as cited in Dhanalakshmi 

& Subha, 2018, P. 688). 

These definitions, representative of many others, seem to indicate that 

corporate communication plays a different role in management than that played by 

PR. This perspective, though an indicative abstraction, has been countered by several 

definitions of PR that carry a management function. PRSA looks at PR as a 

management function that seeks to establish and maintain mutually beneficial 

relationships (Oliver, 2007). Similarly, Grunig and Hunt (1984) defined PR as “the 

management of communication between an organization and its publics” (p. 6). It 

would then present the view that the future of an organization depends on its 

stakeholders view it. Communication management is the currency of an 

organization’s reputation (Argenti, 2013; Christensen & Cornelissen, 2015; Dozier & 

Grunig, 1992). 
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2.3.4 Abstractions of the Public Relations and Corporate Communication Debate 

In this study, I abstracted three conceptualizations of the relationship between 

PR and corporate communication, viz. image, structure, and unanimity.  
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Unanimity abstraction  

The unanimity abstraction assumes that corporate communication 

“incorporates a wide range of specialized disciplines, including corporate design, 

corporate advertising, internal communication to employees, issues and crisis 

management, media relations, investor relations, change communication and public 

affairs” (Argenti as cited in Cornelissen, 2014, p. 4). Further, it has been argued that 

“the broad and somewhat diverse field of corporate communication, thus, is 

characterized by a common mindset, a certain way of thinking about and approaching 

an organization’s communication, shaped by images and ideals of unity, wholeness 

and totality” (Christensen & Cornelissen, 2015, p. 387). 

In the unanimity abstraction, PR is part of corporate communication since an 

organization seeks to consolidate all communicative efforts under one banner called 

‘corporate communication.’ Taking the unanimity abstraction or umbrella view, I saw 

the lack of clarity about what corporate communication stands for. This abstraction 

shows how complicated or even unclear the role of a corporate communicator can get. 

It is challenging to introduce efficiencies in such a bloated function.  

Image abstraction  

Image abstraction draws from the rich history of PR. The muckrakers’ era saw 

hawk-eyed journalists point out the rot in corporates and ‘forced’ an established 

systematic manner of being accountable to the people (Bernays, 1923). The 

realization that people are equally important in any business setting helped crystallize 

public opinion. Since there were no trained practitioners to guide and counsel 

management on relationships with the publics, trained journalists occupied this space. 

As soon as the journalists settled in office, the new ‘PR’ practitioners started hoarding 

information and thus clashed with their former colleagues in the newsrooms. In a 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

35 
 

word, the reputation managers suffered a reputational crisis and hence the need to re-

engineer communication through corporate communication (Steyn & Puth, 2000). 

Corporate communication is hence PR rebranded. It is, therefore, archaic to refer to 

the new discipline as PR. Subsequently, corporate communication is the new-look 

discipline that represents a contemporary approach to relationship management.  

Structure abstraction 

Structure abstraction considers the trajectory from PR to corporate 

communication. According to Argenti (2014), this abstraction is guided by the elusive 

question of whether one discipline is designed to handle the management function of 

communication while the other takes the tactical or technician roles. Cornelissen 

(2005) traced a shift from tactical to strategic (managerial) functions as a prerequisite 

for allowing communication some space on the management table. As asserted by 

Oliver (2007), PR has, from history, been viewed as a technical rather than a 

managerial practice, although some authors see management functions in it. 

Dilenschneider (as cited in Christensen & Cornelissen, 2015) nailed the essence of the 

structure abstraction by stating that PR was but the precursor of corporate 

communication. Hence, corporate communication is a sophisticated version of PR. 

That being so, the two concepts: PR and corporate communication, can be used 

interchangeably.  

The management and technical roles have been seen to fit within either field 

(Tench & Yeomans, 2014). Structure abstraction seems to suggest that the fields are 

two sides of the same coin. Further, I considered the abstraction, a moderated view 

that allows possible theorizations on the seemingly two related fields. I 

conceptualized the government as an organization expected to segment the 

organization’s publics. This segmentation guided the organization’s communication 
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based on the publics’ needs, interests, and concerns. For the victims of terror, 

government officials ought to have crafted messages that are tactical and strategic to 

generate the desired traction.  

I took the structure construction as the most formidable abstraction of the 

three. The fields of PR and corporate communication have been used interchangeably. 

The management and technician roles were seen to fit within either field (Tench & 

Yeomans, 2014). Structure abstraction seems to suggest that the fields are two sides 

of the same coin. Further, I considered the abstraction a moderated view that allows 

possible theorizations on the seemingly two related fields. The government is 

considered as an organization that needs to aptly segment its publics. The 

segmentation of the publics guides governments to communicate based on the 

publics’ needs, interests and concerns.  

From the discussion on corporate communication, I drew three characteristics 

applicable to government communication. First, there was the need to maintain 

favorable relationships between the government and the publics (Illia & Balmer, 

2012). The government communication efforts should seek to meet the needs, 

interests, and concerns of the citizens. The aim of government communication should 

be to the mutual benefit of both the government and the citizens. Secondly, just like 

corporate communication, government communication has a role in evaluating social 

trends with a view to developing government policies that remain innovative. 

Government communicates to the citizens to inform them of its policies and 

programs, as guided by a communication policy. Thirdly, I took the structure 

abstraction to imply that government communication embodied both technical and 

strategic functions.  
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2.3.5 Government Communication  

Several elements underscored in corporate communication have a bearing on 

government communication. Government communication is the management of 

relationships between the governors and the governed. Tench and Yeomans (2014) 

contextualized this relationship within a democracy, arguing that government PR is a 

mark of professionalism in government communication. The government is organized 

into three arms, namely legislature, judiciary, and the executive. Within these three 

arms, the government is categorized as MDAs, which are expected to convey 

information forthrightly. Initial theorizations seemed to point to a bi-functional role of 

government communication, that is, to promote government-approved behaviors and 

to prevent behaviors that limit government agenda. Promoting government-approved 

behaviors could be an effort to rally citizens to adopt a behavior change or influence 

public will (Tench & Yeomans, 2014). Therefore, government communication is the 

communication from government officials to citizens on government policies, 

procedures, safety, and efforts to ensure security (Fairbanks et al., 2007). Another 

definition runs that the government is the “constant exchanges of information and 

communication about policies, ideas and decisions between the governors and the 

governed” (Canel & Sanders, 2012, p. 85).  

When reflecting on Britain’s seminal years (1945-1951) in government 

communication, Theaker (2012) noted that the period saw the establishment of the 

Crombie Committee that sought to establish the office of government communication 

and establish links with the media. Government communicators’ roles include 

To create and maintain an informed opinion about the subjects with which 

each department deals, to use all methods of publicity where suitable to help 

the department achieve its purpose, to assist and advise in all matters bearing 
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on relations between the department and its public and to advise the 

department on the public’s reaction to the policies or actions of the department 

(Theaker, 2012, p. 219). 

Similarly, Steiner (1978) apportioned four roles of government 

communicators. First, the government must consider, as its overriding objective, to 

communicate with the citizenry in a complete and timely manner. Secondly, 

government should make every effort to answer inquiries from the citizenry. Thirdly, 

the government must never withhold information, conceal the truth, and adopt a full 

disclosure of information. Fourthly, the government should move (without 

demeaning) beyond the function of answering inquiries and communicate to the 

general welfare of the citizenry. This fourth role seems to resonate well within 

scholarship. The idea of persuasion has been characteristic in government where the 

government seeks to measure and control public opinion. To sanitize the process, 

government communicators are expected to be apolitical (Black, 1976).  

Instead of playing politics, Black (1976) argued that government 

communication should be designed to promote the ideals of democracy and not 

political party agenda. Cutlip, Center, and Broom (1994) viewed government 

communication as a complex undertaking where government anticipates and meets 

the information needs of constituents as a matter of priority. An informed citizenry 

makes informed decisions. Cutlip et al. thus assigned three shades to government 

communication: informing constituents about the activities of the government’s 

MDAs, ensuring active co-operation in government programs, and fostering citizen 

support for established policies and programs.  

As identified by Moss and DeSanto (2011), government communication 

operates in extremely challenging circumstances. Unlike other corporate publicists, 
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government publicists operate in the following environments: complex geopolitical 

issues such as complex economic, social, and political climate (Édes, 2000). The 

audiences of government communication are hard to reach. Some of the messages to 

be communicated are intangible; thus, it is an arduous task to relay such messages. 

Theaker (2012) added other challenges, including the overlapping characteristics in 

the large audience for government communication. The policies and programs to be 

communicated are crafted and legislated by politicians, yet the communicators have to 

communicate these programs and policies in a political manner. Devolved 

government structures introduce multiple layers of decision-making realities that 

complicate communication. These structures make the segmentation of audiences 

more complicated. An audience for the national government is also an audience for 

the devolved units.  

Delineating government communication  

The definitional issues in government communication seek to show linkages 

and avoid fallacious associations with other fields of study, such as corporate 

communication, PR, media relations, political science, and public communication. 

Later attempts have seen a delineation of government communication from political 

PR, government PR, and government political marketing (Canel & Sanders, 2013). 

These attempts are in their infancy. The most important distinction is between 

government communication and political communication.  

Political communication was initially conceptualized as communication 

coming from political leaders, heads of governments, and governments. Whenever 

presidents, prime ministers, emperors, kings, or queens would speak, that would 

qualify as political communication (Canel & Sanders, 2012). At that time, political 

communication was used to galvanize support, foster political socialization, and attain 
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nationalism. Today, according to McNair (2011), the term political communication is 

open to lots of interpretation and continues to be especially difficult to define. Denton 

and Wood (as cited in McNair, 2011) defined political communication as “pure 

discussion about the allocation of public resources (revenues), official authority (who 

is given the power to make legal, legislative and executive decision) and official 

sanctions (what the state rewards or punishes)” (p. 3). This definition is incomplete as 

it has not included symbolic communication.  

To advance a clearer definition, McNair (2011) introduced Doris Graber’s 

‘political language’ of rhetoric and paralinguistic signs such, as body language, 

boycotts, and protests. Notwithstanding the critical additions by McNair, the above 

definition indicates that politics is about managing resources, and governments ensure 

that such resources are distributed equitably. Conflicts arise from the mismanagement 

of resources. The definition also indicates a difference between state communication 

and government communication. The state is often bothered with essentials of 

statehood, viz. bringing people together to attend to their fears by forming a 

government. Government is an agent to the state and, therefore, subordinate to the 

state’s interests. Accordingly, government communication focuses on the happenings 

overseen by the three arms of government.  

Later conceptualizations of political communication seem to focus on 

communication beyond the heads of government and state. McNair (2011), Pfetsch 

and Esser (2012), and much later Savigny (2017) advanced other players in political 

communication. McNair advanced three constructs in political communication: all 

forms of communication from the political class and other political actors; 

communication addressed to the political class from non-political actors, say from the 

electorate and newspaper columnists; and communication about actors as contained in 
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news reports, editorials, and other forms of media discussion of politics. From these 

three constructs, McNair introduced three broad groups in political communication. 

First is political organizations, which include political parties, trade unions, consumer 

associations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), professional associations, 

pressure groups, terrorist organizations, and governments. The second group is the 

audience which, includes the citizens of a given state. Lastly, the third group is the 

media, which includes print, electronic, and online formats. Subsequently, we can see 

political communication as of higher order in the communication; therefore, 

government communication is part of political communication.  

Pfetsch and Esser (2012) also classified government communication as a 

subset of political communication. Given that politicians are at the forefront when the 

government communicates, political considerations in government communication 

cannot be ignored. Political communication is multidisciplinary, drawing political 

science, communication, and political philosophic thoughts. The expanded 

understanding of political communication now includes several players, namely 

politicians, political actors, state actors, voters, political analysts, columnists, 

terrorists, trade unions, and pressure groups. 

Political communication relates to how political leaders interact with the 

citizens in a communicative manner (Savigny, 2017). Previously, political 

communication meant how politicians relate with the citizenry in a communicative 

manner (Savigny, 2017). On her part, Young (2013) explored the Australian 

government’s use of the media to reach the citizenry as equally a mark of 

communication, with a view to exposing the level of mediatized politics in democratic 

formations. Government communication is undertaken by government officials in the 

different government MDAs, targetting different publics. Just like corporate 
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communication, political communication is important in the understanding of 

government communication and hence was pivotal to this study. It is in political 

communication that we delineate the communicative aspects of terrorism and draw a 

basis upon which governments need to communicate to citizens.  

The role of the media cannot be underestimated. In conveying a message to 

the relevant audiences, the media plays the role of conveying and shaping public 

opinion (Herman & Chomsky, 1994). Yet governments operate within the framework 

of political culture and public debate, which establishes effective government 

communication as a discursive relationship cognizant of this context and opinions of 

either party (Pfetsch & Esser, 2012).  

This study was concerned with government communication in a democratic 

formation. In a democracy, government communication is anchored on the following 

pillars: “credibility, responsiveness and must be dialogue-based” (Gregory, 2011, p. 

195). This projection brings to discussion the nature of government communication 

on terror and subsequently how terror victims perceive government communication 

on terror.  

In Kenya, for instance, democracy indicates that the endorsement of the 

electorate is required before a political party forms a government. The citizens’ place 

is protected in the constitution, where the power in the people is expressed variously. 

Sovereignty remains with the people of Kenya, whereby they vet those nominated for 

various positions in government, participate in periodic elections to elect new leaders, 

and make decisions through plebiscites (public participation) (National Council for 

Law Reporting, 2010). It is in this understanding that government communication 

“involves constant exchanges of information and communication about policies, ideas 

and decisions between governors and the governed” (Canel & Sanders, 2013, p. 1). 
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This definition suggests a two-way symmetrical model, or what Grunig and Grunig 

(2008) termed excellent communication.  

Communication studies had, for a considerable period, neglected government 

communication as an area of interest (Canel & Sanders, 2012). While there are 

conscious steps in recognizing government communication, such attempts have 

narrowed down to definitional problems, structure, processes, and theorization on the 

contexts of government communication. Other areas marking the initial gem that is 

government communication discussions include presidential rhetoric and 

communication strategies, persuasion and information tensions within government 

communication debates, communication in between elections or premature election 

campaigns, and the role of communication in public institutions (Canel & Sanders, 

2013; Graber, 2003). Other areas include government communication and the 

dynamics of media conceptualized as structure and operations, and analysis of the 

structure and processes of government communication (a multi-country approach and 

the politics of appointment), should governments appoint political advisors or use 

civil servants. 

Given that acts of terror are carried out clandestinely, and considering that 

terror is communicative in nature, the government is obligated to respond to such acts 

since terror attacks touch on the very essence of statehood. Stewart and Mueller 

(2013) opined that for governments not to be caught off-guard, they (governments) 

need to have anticipated risks and communicate to citizens about such risks. Conchie 

and Burns (2008) argued that governments need to engage the citizens more and make 

use of corporate communication to avert terror-related risks.  

Terrorism threatens not only the pact between the state and the citizens to 

protect the lives and property of the latter but also threatens democratic formation by 
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destabilizing governments that are founded on the power of the people. Acts of terror 

thus necessitate communication from the government. The way government 

communicates to terror victims and the victims’ perceptions towards government 

communication was pivotal to this study. Acts of terror carry two risk prerequisites: 

uncertainty about the possible outcomes and the outcomes that affect the wellbeing of 

humanity. Fischhoff and Kadvany (2011) looked at government communication on 

terror as alerting citizens of the possible risks such as terrorist attacks. Citizens need 

information on their safety and security.  

Information on terror is important, and Botha (2007) best captured the 

intensity of this when he wrote, “insufficient communication and education of the 

broad public on what to look out for and their role in a holistic counter-terrorism 

strategy enable potential terrorists to disappear under the radar” (p. 11). The position 

of Botha is tied to the thoughts advanced in the contractarian perspective. At the time 

of an attack, it is critical that victims receive timely information. Terrorism presents 

communication problems to which governments can propose credible communication 

solutions. What remained unchecked was whether the perceptions of terror victims 

had been accommodated in government communication on terror.  

Nature of government communication  

Generally, governments are dichotomized as centralized or devolved, with the 

former focusing on centralized perspectives on resource allocation and 

communication. For devolved governments, communication is staggered to the local 

levels. This perspective is found in countries such as France, India, and the UK. 

Devolved governments have their operations complemented by municipal or regional 

governments. Communication then emanates from both central and devolved units. 
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Different governments reveal different communication typologies. Monarchy, 

oligarchy, democracy and autocracy, all reveal different communication “formats, 

content, and style" that speak to their purposes (Gregory, 2011, p. 194). While 

totalitarian systems prefer one-way communication, liberal democracies allow 

citizens to air their views. Governments use propaganda in communication for 

different reasons, (Herman & Chomsky, 1994). In fact, Gregory (2011) argued that all 

governments “propagandize in varying degrees, for example, when making the case 

for supporting a war or making internal political alliances” (p. 194).  

Political thought advances theories that explain how a state is formed. Four 

perspectives are dominant: Plato’s moralist view; St Augustine’s divine will; Marx 

and Engels’ Marxist perspective; and social contract theory advanced by Hobbes, 

Rousseau and Locke. This study was informed by the libertarian view of social 

contract advanced by John Locke. The libertarian (as opposed to the absolutist) 

explains the place occupied by citizens in the formation of the state.  

Locke structured his epistemology and political thoughts on the tenets of 

Christian philosophy (Geisler, 2016). A decidedly Christian premised philosophy 

allowed Locke to build his argument that all men were equal regardless of their 

stature in society, implying that all people have a naturally endowed right (Locke, 

2014). If everyone exercised their rights, there would be every possibility that society 

would be in chaos. To avoid such chaos, Locke (2014) proposed an overarching 

authority to preserve everyone’s rights. Civility requires that men move from the state 

of nature, which is the “antecedent to all forms of government” (Russell, 2015, p. 

568).   

The logical step for any organized political organization is to institute 

measures that ensure that the lives and properties of the people are protected. Hence, a 
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state is formed through a contract between the state and the people, creating a 

citizenry-state relationship. In the social pact, citizens cede part of their rights to a 

sovereign. The sovereignty of a state is exercised through a government that is meant 

to protect citizens' lives and property through the maintenance of law and order 

(Locke, 2014). The government is thus an agent of the state.  

Democracy is the logical result of Locke’s libertarian view. It was a central 

concept in this study, given that I contextualized the study in Kenya, a country that 

espouses democratic ideals. Some of the democratic ideals include personal liberty, 

rights for private property, majority rule, and social contract (Locke, 2014). The 

concept of democracy has gained much acceptance and utility, especially in its 

consideration of the people. In a democracy, ultimate power rests with the people, and 

the people are the basis of popular sovereignty. Citizens are the centerpiece of a 

democracy. It is no wonder that the US President (1861-1865), Abraham Lincoln, 

once defined democracy as the government of the people by the people for the people. 

Although governments that adopt democracy exist to exercise power, the same 

governments are obligated to communicate with citizens. Governments communicate 

to inform citizens of their (government) policies and programs. In most jurisdictions, 

Kenya included, civil liberties and the right to information are constitutionally 

protected (Fairbanks et al., 2007).  

While recognizing that governments communicate, Grunig and Hunt (1984) 

classified such communication under the public information model. In this model, 

governments seek an asymmetrical model of communication that strives to pass 

information at all costs and neglects feedback from the audiences. This one-way 

communication implies that the needs, interests, and concerns of the public are not 

considered. Public information is premised on the need to publicize the organization 
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(Grunig & Hunt, 1984). A comparative analysis was made by Sanders and Canel 

(2013) that seemed to suggest that the government has moved from the asymmetrical 

posture projected by Grunig and Hunt. Participants in the study were to give their 

perceptions on how the Kenyan government had faired regarding its communication 

during the Garissa University College attack.  

Roles of government communicators 

Government communication is often handled by public officials who are paid 

from the government exchequer. As argued by Steiner (1978) and Theaker (2012), 

civil servants are presumed to be neutral (apolitical) as they communicate on what the 

government intends to do or is doing. Government units need to have information 

desks to help meet their. Such objectives, as contended by Tench and Yeomans 

(2014) include creating and maintaining informed opinions about the subjects each 

department’s subjects; using all methods of publicity, as suitable, to help the 

department to achieve its purpose; assisting and advising in all matters bearing on 

relations between the department and its public; and advising the department on the 

public’s reaction to the department’s policies or actions. Government communication 

is, therefore, purposive, credible, responsive, and conversational (Gregory, 2011).  

The political impartiality expected of government communicators has been 

threatened when it comes to practice. Political leaders may appoint ‘outsiders’ to 

speak for the leaders, and impliedly the office the leaders represent. In such a case, an 

outsider can speak for the government. In Britain, cases of political appointees led to 

many embarrassing scenarios. It was so divisive that in 2004, the government 

appointed the Independent Review of Government Communication, also called the 

Phillis Review, to address such concerns (Phillis, 2004). The report made several 
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recommendations that continue to have ramifications on the nature of government 

communication. The recommendations included the following: 

1. The appointment of a senior civil servant, preferably a principal secretary 

to lead communication; 

2. Allowing civil servants charged with the duty of communication to 

undertake their duty without regard to initial credentials that characterized 

government information officials (GIOs); 

3. The requirement that each ministry or department aims at meeting the 

overall goals of the government as they engage the publics; 

4. A focus on online communication; and 

5. Placing greater emphasis on regional and local communication.  

Important as the recommendations were, the Phillis review focused on the 

structures and operations of government communication. The review did not work on 

the relationship between the government communicators and the audiences, although 

it sought to address the previous government attitude of not considering citizens’ 

opinions. In other words, the Phillis review sought to invite citizens to the 

policymaking table (Gregory, 2012). The review was meant to move the UK 

government into taking some feedback on citizens and allowing a co-ownership of 

government policies. Citizens were to be considered as co-partners in ensuring an 

effective government. While the committee findings were comprehensive, no 

measures were put in place to show how the citizens’ feedback would be collected 

and collated. Consequently, no one would know the citizens’ perceptions towards 

government communication apart from isolated complaints in the press.  

Efforts to explore government structures and processes have also been 

undertaken. Sanders and Canel (2013) delineated structures and processes of 
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government communication in 15 countries and identified many skillsets required for 

communication. How these skills help communicators to engage and relate with 

citizens is yet to be explored. Improved government communication should aim at 

mutually beneficial relationships between the government and its many publics. Even 

though the study by Sanders and Canel was comprehensive, even documenting 

necessary skills for government communicators, one wonders how audiences would 

make sense of government actions and how the communicators’ skills help the 

engagements and relations with citizens? These aspects remained unexplored.  

While exploring the different communication objectives, Dozier and Grunig 

(1992) argued that the mandate of PR in an organization is to answer the questions of 

“how, why, and to what extent communication affects the achievement of 

organizational objectives?” (p. 2). Subsequent research aimed at exposing an ideal 

conceptualization of communication, and this led to the excellence theory (Grunig & 

Grunig, 2008). In excellence theory, Grunig and Grunig sought to position corporate 

communication as a strategic rather than technician role. To this end, therefore, 

government communication is a strategic role that supports the attainment of the goals 

set by the government. The objectives of government include serving the main 

interest of the state, namely to protect the lives and property of citizens. This study 

dealt with analyzing the often left out feedback from the terror victims when 

government communicates on terror. Terror victims have feelings, fears, and concerns 

that need to be harnessed whenever government communicates on terror.  

2.3.6 Government Communication in Kenya 

Government communication in Kenya was, for a better part of history, a 

replica of the informational model of communication (Mbeke, 2009). In the better part 

of the use of the information model, the government sought to portray itself positively 
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(Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Due to the growing need to satiate the information needs of 

Kenyans, the government established the Kenya Institute of Mass Communication in 

1965, an institution meant to train informational officers who were in the civil service 

(Mbeke, 2009).  

The government preferred the public information model because it served the 

quest to pass information on development to the citizens. Mutere (1988) confirmed 

this when he argued that development featured so strongly in Kenya’s communication 

policy. There was the need to persuade Kenyans to adopt a modern worldview that 

favored development and shunned the traditional model of doing things. The Ministry 

of Information and Broadcasting took the task of “informing the people of 

government policies and decisions of what was happening in the nation and the world 

at large, of educating them, inspiring and mobilizing them for national development” 

(Mutere, 1988, p. 50).  

The period between 1960 and 1965 marked the seminal years of government 

communication. In the 1960s, Kenya began harnessing principles of government 

communication. In the year 1965, the then popular information model was disrupted 

when UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and other 

donors partnered with the Kenyan government to establish the School of Journalism at 

the University of Nairobi. This institution focused on advanced training information 

and communication (Mbeke, 2009). While UNESCO disrupted the model, the 

Ministry of Information and Broadcasting still took the traditional approach and 

continued to post GIOs to the various government agencies.  

Government communication was coordinated by the Ministry of information 

and broadcasting, with the minister in charge of the ministry deemed as the 

government spokesperson. However, speaking on behalf of the government was a 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

51 
 

difficult task to actualize. It was particularly difficult to actualize this task during the 

reign of the second president of Kenya - between 1978 and 2002. The president, 

Daniel Toroitich arap Moi, aptly played the role of government spokesperson. Moi’s 

grip on government was visible in the way news was framed and primed.  

After the 2002 General Election, the government issued the presidential 

circular number 1/2003 that changed the structure and operations of government 

(Government of Kenya [GoK], 2004). For the very first time in Kenya’s history, the 

position of government spokesman was established. This position was meant to 

oversee public communication, thus marking the institutionalization of public 

communication in Kenya. In taking a public communication approach, the 

government was harnessing elements of corporate communication, particularly in the 

government’s resolve to consider citizens as its publics. This move coincided with the 

appointment of corporate communication managers for the different MDAs. The first 

office of the spokesperson saw the public communication office’s activities handled 

by one person, and the one-man office created a perception among citizens of how 

government offices operate and communicate. Some Kenyans believed that 

government communication was nothing but a spin.  

The protracted 2007/8 elections in Kenya and the formation of a government 

of national unity necessitated a new structure. The presidential circular number 

1/2008 retained the office of government spokesman. This time, however, the 

structure of government included the establishment of a department of public 

communication under the Ministry of Information Communications and Technology 

(GoK, 2008). The functions of the public communication department included 

formulating; interpreting; and implementing national public communication policies, 

programs, and strategies. The department of public communication retained the 
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custodial role of managing the government’s image and reputation. The post-2013 

elections government retained a structure not radically different from the one released 

in 2008. In this structure, coordination of government communication was done in the 

Ministry of Information Communications and Technology (GoK, 2013). While these 

were bold and far-reaching decisions, the presidential circular was silent on how 

feedback from the citizens was to be collected and their (citizens) concerns factored 

into public communication.  

Public communication coordination changed in the post-2018 Kenya 

government. The department of public communication was placed under the state 

department for broadcasting and telecommunication, still under the Ministry of 

Information, Communication and Technology (GoK, 2018). The functions of the 

new-look department include telecommunications policy, broadcast policy, language 

policy management, coordination of national government advertising services, public 

communication, postal and courier services, film development policy, development of 

the film industry, policy on the development of local content, telecommunications, 

postal services and electronic commerce, and government telecommunications 

services.  

Again, these were robust proposals, perhaps a better development than the 

2008 arrangement. The government showed an interest in reaching the citizens, 

although no mechanisms were put in place to collect feedback from the audiences. In 

the period between 2008 and 2017, government communication policy had made 

significant changes in communication structures and processes, though conspicuously 

missing in these efforts is the manifest role of continuously collecting, collating, and 

including audience feedback in government communication.  

Legal framework  
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Government communication in Kenya is anchored on several legal 

instruments and policy documents. The documents include the Constitution of Kenya, 

2010; Access to Information Act, 2016; Kenya Information and Communication Act, 

1998; Media Council Act, 2013; Copyright Act, 2001; Oath of Secrecy Act; Public 

Service Commission Act, 2017; Public Officers Ethics Act, 2003; Civil Servants 

Code of Conduct, 2007; Public Sector Communications Policy, 2015; Security Laws 

(Amendment) Act, 2014; and Kenya’s Vision 2030.  

The Constitution of Kenya, 2010, carries several articles that talk of access to 

government information. Article 20 obligates all state organs to observe and 

implement the bill of rights. Therefore, state organs have a fundamental duty to 

observe, respect, protect, and fulfill the rights and fundamental freedoms in the bill of 

rights (National Council for Law Reporting, 2010). Fundamentally, Article 33(1) 

allows every person the right to freedom of expression, which includes the freedom to 

seek, receive, or impart information or ideas. This article allows any Kenyan to ask 

for information, receive such information, and share their ideas. Such rights operate in 

an environment created in Article 34, allowing individuals to seek, receive, and share 

their ideas. The same article allows for the independence of the media except where 

the media is involved in propaganda for war, incitement to violence, hate speech, or 

advocacy to hatred (National Council for Law Reporting, 2010). The state is not 

allowed to interfere with anyone seeking information, and therefore, citizens can 

access, receive, and share their ideas. This freedom is subject to the watchful eyes of 

the Media Council of Kenya and the Kenya Film and Classification Board.  

Article 35(1) to (3) of the constitution states that “every citizen has a right to 

access information held by the state or information held by another person which is 

required for the exercise or protection of any right or fundamental freedom.” 
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Information that is of interest to the citizens needs to be relayed to them. In fact, 

Article 35 (3) obligates the state to publish and publicize any information deemed 

important and likely to affect the nation (National Council for Law Reporting, 2010). 

Since terrorism is a matter of interest to Kenyans, it is a constitutional expectation for 

the government to communicate on terror.  

The actualization of government communication in Kenya is guided by the 

public sector communication policy (GoK, 2015). In line with the thought that public 

communication is influenced by the need to highlight development issues, Kenya 

government policy is focused on communicating Kenya’s Vision 2030. The policy 

states that public communication should ensure “government visibility, accessibility 

and accountability, thus promoting public trust and confidence in its integrity, 

reliability and impartiality in public service” (GoK, 2015, p. 3).  

Government communication policy considers Kenyans a knowledge-based 

population, and as such, there is an urgency to satiate the information needs of 

Kenyans. The policy expects the government to speak in one voice, capitalizing on 

the fact that communication is the glue that holds together all the government units. 

Government communication operates under the following objectives: (a) put in place 

an appropriate strategic mechanism for an operational institutional and regulatory 

framework to enhance the administration of public communication; (b) promote 

government and public participation in democracy, governance, and accountability to 

ensure national transformation through Kenya’s Vision 2030’s three pillars, that is, 

economic, social and political, with attendant priority sectors on which the pillars are 

anchored; (c) ensure integration, coordination and standardization of public 

communications under a devolved system of government and the constitution; (d) 

promote and sustain Brand Kenya nationally and internationally as well as provide 
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positive information about Kenya to promote patriotism, national pride, and unity; (e) 

competitively position Kenya and its leading exports nationally, regionally and 

internationally; (f) take measures to improve the image of Kenya internationally, and 

in countries, cities, and towns; (g) help coordinate the function of public 

communication, at national and county governments; (h) build and sustain a positive 

image and a clear government marketing brand; and (i) outline the role of government 

in the realization of freedom and access to information, good governance, and 

national development (GoK, 2015).  

Therefore, government communication in Kenya depends on strategies that 

facilitate collaboration and information sharing between institutions at all levels of 

government. Such strategies are aimed at reaching as many Kenyans as possible using 

various communication tools. The policy envisages tools such as FM and vernacular 

stations, television, print, and social media (GoK, 2015). Just like a corporate 

communication function of the government, government communication in Kenya 

depends on the segmentation of the publics with a view to identifying knowledge gaps 

and filling the gaps so identified. This communication strategy speaks to seeking and 

attending to feedback and thus formed a special consideration for this study. This 

study sought to consolidate feedback from terror victims in the form of the 

perceptions they had towards government communication.  

The Ministry of Information, Communications and Technology has the 

mandate to coordinate government communication, including for the presidency and 

the cabinet. The ministry guides and coordinates the performance of government 

communicators seconded to MDAs. The MDAs spokespersons are guided by the 

ministry’s guidelines, policies, and strategies (GoK, 2015). The president is the 

government chief spokesperson, although the policy allows him or her to delegate this 
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function to the deputy president. The presidential strategic and communication unit 

(PSCU), headed by the State House spokesperson, coordinates State House’s duties 

and, in so doing, supports the president. Cabinet secretaries are the principal 

spokespersons in their respective ministries.  
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State authority and obligation  

Political thought advances theories that explain how a state is formed. Four 

perspectives are dominant: Plato’s moralist view, St Augustine’s divine will, Marx 

and Engels’ Marxist perspective, and social contract theory advanced by Hobbes, 

Rousseau, and Locke. This study was informed by the libertarian view of social 

contract, advanced by John Locke. The libertarian (as opposed to the absolutist) 

explains the place occupied by citizens in the formation of the state.  

Having been influenced by the philosophers of the medieval period, Locke 

structured his epistemology and political thoughts on the tenets of Christian 

philosophy (Geisler, 2016). A decidedly Christian-premised philosophy allowed 

Locke to build his argument that all men were equal regardless of their stature in 

society, implying that all people have a naturally endowed right. With everyone 

exercising their rights, there is every possibility that society would be in chaos, given 

that conflicting rights cannot be upheld at the same time. To avoid such chaos, Locke 

saw the need for an overarching authority to preserve everyone’s rights (Locke, 

2014). Civility requires that men move from the state of nature, which is the 

“antecedent to all forms of government” (Russell, 2015, p. 568).   

The logical step for any organized political organization is to institute 

measures that ensure that the lives and properties of the people are protected. Thus, a 

state is formed through a contract between the state and the people, creating a 

citizenry-state relationship. In the social pact, citizens cede part of their rights to a 

sovereign and the citizens. The sovereignty of a state is exercised through a 

government that is meant to protect citizens’ lives and property through the 

maintenance of law and order (Locke, 2014). The government is an agent of the state.  
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Locke’s libertarian view of social contract helps explain how democratic 

governments are formed. Democracy was a central concept in this study since the 

study was contextualized in Kenya, a state that espouses democratic ideals. A 

democratic formation upholds the reality of personal liberty, rights for private 

property, majority rule, and social contract (Locke, 2014). The concept of democracy 

has gained much acceptance and utility, with a lot of focus on its etymological origin 

that indicates that power sits with the people. In a democracy, the ultimate power rests 

with the people, for the people are the basis of popular sovereignty. Citizens are the 

centerpiece of a democratic formation. It is no wonder that the US President (1861-

1865), Abraham Lincoln, defined democracy as the government of the people by the 

people for the people. The power that the people possess can be exercised directly or 

indirectly.  

Direct democracy happens in smaller jurisdictions, as was the case in ancient 

Athens. In such jurisdictions, citizens were directly involved in the affairs of the 

government. Larger populations and complex structures have popularized indirect 

democracy, where the citizens exercise their power through elected representatives. 

Representatives must be elected every so often to exercise the will of the populace. 

Elections allow the majority to carry the day, but common good allows the minority 

to have their say (Haskell, 2018). The reality of periodic elections creates a need, and 

governments must formulate programs and keep citizens informed of such programs.  

Given that democratic governments are representative of the power of the 

people and that elections call upon political leaders to persuade citizens of their 

pledges and promises, it becomes incumbent on democratic governments to 

communicate with the electorate. It would then follow that what democratic 

governments do will often carry a communicative element (Young, 2013). As 
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observed by Hooghe, Marien, and Oser (2017), government-citizens communication 

is a desirable democratic quality, so high compared to traditional democratic ideals, 

including human dignity, people’s equality, majority rules while minority are 

protected, opposition is allowed to thrive, or a free media and compromise. With a 

grounding on how states are formed and how they exercise power to protect citizens’ 

lives and property, one wonders how governments would handle threats to state 

sovereignty, such as the one posed by terroristic activities. 

2.3.7 Terrorism  

Terrorism carries several definitions. Etymologically, terrorism comes from 

terrere, a Latin word that means fear. The twisty nature of terrorism explains why 

different fields and disciplines seek to understand the phenomena. For instance, 

terrorism is conceptualized as a liberation struggle (Saul, 2012), insurgency 

(Hoffman, 2006), or state harassment of its citizens (Rothe, 2009; Schmid & 

Jongman, 2017). So many were the conceptualizations of terrorism that the first 

debate in terrorism studies was about the definition of terrorism (Gupta, 2011).  

To construct an understanding of terrorism, several scholars have identified 

critical elements that define terrorism. Schmid and Jongman (2017) attempted a 

synthesis of 109 definitions and identified 22 definitional elements of the concept. 

Weinberg, Pedahzur, and Hirsch-Hoefler (2012) considered 73 definitions and drew 

55 definitional elements. A comparative matrix, marked as Appendix A in the 

appendices section of this document, has been provided. The matrix synthesizes the 

different elements, including violence and force; political; fear; threat; psychological 

effects and (anticipated) reactions, victim targeted differentiation; and purposive, 

planned, systematic, organized action, among others. In accommodating all these 

elements, Schmid and Jongman (2017) constructed the following definition: 
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Terrorism is an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action, employed 

by (semi) clandestine individual, group or state actors, for idiosyncratic, 

criminal or political reasons, whereby, in contrast to assassination, the direct 

targets of violence are not the main targets. The immediate human victims of 

violence are generally chosen randomly (targets of opportunity) or selectively 

(representative or symbolic targets) from a target population and serve as 

message generators. Threat and violence-based communication processes 

between terrorist (organization), (imperiled) victims, and main targets are used 

to manipulate the main target (audiences), turning it into a target or terror, a 

target of demands or a target of attention, depending on whether intimidation, 

coercion or propaganda is primarily sought (p. 28).  

This definition themes out the communicative aspects of terrorism. Gage 

(2011) considered terrorism a political act meant to pass a message to the political 

establishment through violence. Gupta (2011) defined terrorism as a political act by 

non-state actors to achieve some public good. These definitions link terrorism to 

communication, yet Gupta’s definition assumes that the state cannot terrorize citizens 

and maintained that the search for independence and social justice are valid reasons to 

activate terrorism.  

Gupta’s (2011) definition takes a simplistic view of terrorism and disregards 

the loss of life and destruction of property that citizens suffer. From the definitions 

cited above, terrorism targets political leadership but achieves its aims by directly or 

indirectly harming unarmed citizens. Victims of terror are thus conduits, channels 

through which terrorists send their message to the government. Put differently, 

terrorism encompasses a form of communication that informs the citizens that the 

government is unable to protect its citizens. Drawing from the democratic formation’s 
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obligation to inform citizens, acts of terror seem to heighten the quest for 

communication from the government. If terrorism has a communicative connotation 

that discredits the government’s role to protect citizens, the government ought to 

serve its obligation to citizens by responding to terrorism through communication.  

Historicity of terrorism 

Prior to the year 1968, researchers shied away from problematizing violent 

acts, with data on such acts being primarily collected and analyzed by security agents. 

Richard Hofstadter (as cited in Gage, 2011), a historian, developed a historiography 

of terrorism and challenged many scholars. Hofstadter’s histography was built around 

the events of the Vietnam War in 1975.  

Studying about terrorism became popular after the September 11, 2001 terror 

attack in the USA (popularly referred to as 9/11 attack). The post 9/11 period saw 

researchers problematize terrorism as a social problem. Scholars sought to establish 

whether changes in society caused terrorism. Arising from this academic pursuit, a 

few studies can be cited. Ganor (2002), Matusitz (2012), and Rappaport (2012) all 

conjectures different historical waves of terrorism. From these studies, one can map 

the evolution of terrorism from classical (old) to modern and to post-modern (new) 

terrorism. All these phases of terrorism show complex and differentiated intentions, 

targets, strategies, and weaponry.  

As different disciplines mapped their hunches on terrorism, the 

communication discipline was not among the early responders in the understanding of 

the concept. Whereas the act of terrorism has a communication aspect, it was not until 

recently that discussions around the communication response to terrorism were 

formulated (Jongman, 2011; McNair, 2011; Savigny, 2017). These studies posited the 

communicative aspects of acts of terror. What remained unaccounted for was the 
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communicative solutions that governments had advanced as they contended with 

terrorism. Of interest was to what extent governments had included various 

audiences’ views in their communicative solutions. Specifically, I was interested in 

what feedback exists among terror victims in the form of perceptions collected, 

collated, and included in government communication on terror.  

Violence is abstracted as communication. In fact, the sociological theory 

classifies violence as a micro sociological theory (Collins, 2009), while political 

communication posits terrorism as a form of political communication (McNair, 2011; 

Savigny, 2017). Conceptualizing terrorism as communication elicits a response that 

can be formulated through the communicative nature of democratic governments. In 

other words, while terrorism sets the stage by communicating the inadequacy of 

governments to protect lives and property, one wonders how effective the 

communicative nature of democratic governments obligates the governments to 

respond to this malady called terrorism.  

Of the two levels of communication, this study focused on the second one, 

where the government responds to acts of terror and helps the citizens to stay 

informed of the terroristic situation. As the messages are targeted at terror victims, 

this study was concerned with perceptions that could be useful towards a better 

understanding of government communication on terror. Specifically, the study sought 

to explore terror victims’ perceptions of government communication on terror.  

Terrorism in Africa 

This study had a wider African context. Africa is a continent of many 

paradoxes (Adeyemo, 2009). The continent is blessed with immense wealth, including 

land resources that add up to about 22% of the world’s land area. The African people, 

the population in the continent, covers about 12% of the world’s population. 
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Regarding minerals, 75% of the world’s gold is from Africa, and the other minerals 

found in the continent include tanzanite, oil, and copper. Beneath these blessings, 

Africa has many complications ranging from drought, poverty, corruption, and inept 

governance models. Bad leadership has been cited as the violence and terrorism’s 

nexus (Nkwede, 2013; Omilusi, 2013).  

Africa’s notoriety has been the many conflicts in the continent to an extent 

that the continent was once seen as a theatre of military coups (Offor, 2007). Post-

colonial studies expose a sickening socio-economic, political, and cultural problem 

(Chabal & Daloz, 1999). Corruption, misplacement, and misallocation of resources, 

alongside political patronage remain the continent’s undoing. I linked the exposé by 

Chabal and Daloz as a possible indicator of the connection between bad governance 

and terrorism. The way terrorism is conceptualized influences how victims experience 

and understand the government. 

In Africa, Sudan is the cradle of terrorism. Osama bin Laden’s notoriety 

begins in Sudan, where he lived in the 1990s before moving to Afghanistan to lead 

Al-Qaeda (Burke, 2007). It was in the year 1995, while in Sudan, that Osama bin 

Laden led the Al-Qaeda in an attempted assassination of Hosni Mubarak, the then 

president of Egypt. Three years later, Al-Qaeda orchestrated the August 7, 1998, 

bombings of the US embassies in Nairobi and Kampala. In Kenya, the attack led to 

224 deaths, and 5,000 people suffered physical and psychological harm (National 

Assembly of the Republic of Kenya, 2013). Various forms of Al-Qaeda and the 

different terrorist cells have found Kenya an attractive ground for acts of terror. If 

these cells had been operational since 1998, I found it feasible to inquire how victims 

of terror had perceived government communication on terror.  
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The terrorism situations in Africa are almost similar, with the context 

differentiated by the terror group in operation. In Nigeria, for instance, the Boko 

Haram (book/western education is sinful) terror group has been active since the year 

2009. Boko Haram is also called Muhajirun or Nigerian Taliban. The group has 

directed its dastardly attacks to the Nigerian government by attacking civilians, 

churches, and a few security installations in the country (Onapajo & Uzodike, 2012). 

As argued by Okoli and Iortyer (2014), the Boko Haram menace has left devastating 

effects than the Nigerian Civil War of 1967-1970 and the Niger Delta crisis of 1999-

2009. Government interventions have been military in nature, with no attempts to 

make communicative interventions.  

States in Africa construed a response to terrorism through an instrument under 

the custody of the African Union (AU) and domesticated it in many countries: the 

OAU/AU Convention on Prevention and Combating of Terrorism. The convention 

conceptualizes terrorism as a violation of the laws of a state which may endanger the 

lives of many citizens (African Union, 1999). Typically, governments issue warnings 

prior to, during, and after a terror attack. Most regimes in Africa confuse terrorism 

with ordinary criminal activities, and as such trivialize terrorism (Wanta & Kalyango, 

2007). Degrading terrorism as a normal crime leads governments to take its 

(terrorism) consequences lightly. Considering the weight of government’s obligation 

as exercised in its promise to the people, coupled with the threat of terror, 

governments are bound to communicate to the people. Interestingly, so far, no study 

has taken stock of the expectations terror victims have of their governments regarding 

the governments’ communication about terror. Relatedly, no studies have sought to 

establish the perceptions of victims towards government communication on terror.  
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2.3.8 Government Communication on Terror 

As indicated above, citizens anticipate communication from the government 

on terrorism. The Kenya government’s communication policy has defined terrorism 

as a “strategically tactical operation meant to inflict damage for political, ideological 

or religious legitimacy” (GoK, 2015, p. 21). In communicating about terror, the 

government is guided by limitations to disclosure, especially on matters that touch on 

the government’s counterterrorism. Further, government communication on terror 

serves to limit the spread of unauthorized information, such as pictures and videos 

that gives terrorists an upper hand. These restrictions bind the media too. During 

reportage, the media cannot term an attack as terroristic unless the government 

classifies it as such. The idea behind this policy directive is that terrorism is partly 

won through the media. Kenyans have raised concerns with this model of 

communication, arguing that through it, the government seems to invite citizens to 

suspend their thinking on matters terrorism. It was this study’s interest to assess how 

government communication during the Garissa University College attack was 

experienced and understood by the victims of the attack.  

Message typologies 

In times of terror, government communication on the terrorist attack has taken 

different forms, including speeches from the head of state; police warnings; guidance 

from the Ministry of Interior, and different government institutions, depending on the 

nature of the attack. Literature on message typologies has revealed that the 

government can send out hope, consolation, or concern (Olsson et al., 2015) and 

warning messages (Sutton et al., 2015). Other messages would help rally citizens for a 

noble course, such as asking citizens to come forth and defend their nation. Schubert, 

Stewart, and Curran (2002) examined the US President’s speech shortly after the 9/11 
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attack. With participants drawn from a variety of audiences, the study returned a 

statesman-like speech. The reference to the constitution and the American ideal 

formed the basis of participants’ liking for the speech. In declaring that countries were 

either with America or with the terrorists, the speech sought to consolidate the global 

position of the US.  

Expectations of government communication on terror 

The role of government to citizens and the roles allocated to government 

communicators help show citizens' expectations of government communication. 

Drucker (2012) argued that communication is perceptional. Communication depends 

on both the source and receiver. While government communication on terror has been 

assumed to focus on the source of the communication, such a focus has not included 

the views of the terror victims (Tench &Yeomans, 2014). Such a view differs from 

the observation made by Drucker that communication is what the receiver does. 

Citing Plato’s Phaedo, Drucker (2012) urged sources of any communicator to speak 

or write in the language of the recipient. For example, a carpenter targeting other 

carpenters should use the metaphors of a carpenter.  

Government communication on terror would then speak in the language and 

metaphors of terror victims. Further, Drucker (2012) held that communication is 

exceptional; that is, communication will always have expectations, and expectations 

help parties to a conversation to estimate the responses or actions of the recipients. 

Communication expectations lead us to hear and see what we want to hear or see. 

This proposition then explains the different perceptions or worldviews that we hold. It 

would then follow that government communication on terror would receive as many 

expectations because terror victims are differently oriented.  
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The role of the communicators gives rise to some more expectations. The first 

expectation is that government, just as any other organization, needed to segment its 

audiences so that communication is directed to the right segment. Segmentation of 

audiences would have helped craft messages that would benefit terror victims. 

Further, according to Moss (2011), the different situations create different 

communication expectations. Young (2007) presented a case of the communication 

expectations in a democratic government. For Young, communication “is a basic 

prerequisite for democracy” (p. xxii). Government communication enables a 

democratic formation. Citizens in a democratic state would ordinarily expect that 

government would communicate, and in line with this study, the expectation was for 

the government to communicate on terror.  

Everything that a government does is considered from the communication 

perspective. Young (2007) projected communication as “a dimension of every action 

or decision a government takes” (p. xxii). The expectations of citizens in a democratic 

system springs from the fact that citizens are indirectly involved in governance issues 

much as they wield power. A good government is measured by how well the 

government communicates, and for the purposes of this study, it was based on the 

magnitude and quality of the information relayed about terrorism (Young & Pieterson, 

2015).  

Arising from this discussion, terror victims’ expectations of government 

communication would comprise questions regarding the accessibility of government 

communicators; whether they (victims) can freely express themselves and be heard? 

whether the government made information on terror readily available? and how media 

helped terror victims access pertinent information on terrorism? Similarly, Fairbanks 

et al. (2007) contextualized citizens’ expectations within the need to have a 
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government that is transparent. As such, one would expect transparency on 

government communication on terror, given that terror victims are anxious and need 

to make decisions on their safety. In the larger discussions on government 

communication, Gaber (2007) opined that openness in government communication 

enhances democracy.  

Sanders and Canel (2013) looked at different aspects of government 

communication, including processes, human capital, qualifications, and e-government 

avenues. The agility presented of new government communication is differentiated 

from the government modeled by Grunig and Hunt (1984) as asymmetrical in 

communication. To have an effective government and one bent on effective 

communication, certain constitutional minimums must be met. Political and ethical 

minimums were anticipated by Dewey (1927), whereby he envisaged transparent 

communication. Kenya has made some constitutional groundings that compel the 

government to communicate, making it natural for the terror victims to have 

expectations.  

Perceptions towards government communication on terror 

People make sense of the world through the perceptions they hold of it. 

Perception is the process of interpreting what we receive from our senses (Severin & 

Tankard, 1997). Human interactions make it possible to form perceptions based on 

our experiences. As people interact, they form opinions, attitudes, or ideas which 

influence how they relate and communicate. In other words, perceptions are the 

impressions that other people have about us or things around us.  

When we communicate, audiences create perceptions that guide how they 

select the information as well as organize and interpret messages received. An 

audience can receive and interpret the same message differently (Severin & Tankard, 
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1997). Perception is, therefore, the process of selecting, organizing, and interpreting 

information. It would then follow that the way we perceive others affects how we 

relate and communicate. Some of the factors that affect or influence perception 

include a person’s past experiences, assumptions about life, moods, and attitudes. 

Coren and Girgas (1980) advanced three stages in the perception cycle: selecting 

information, organizing the information, and interpreting the information. These three 

stages are as captured in Figure 2.3. 

 

Figure 2.3: Perception Cycle 

Source: Coren and Girgas (1980) 

For example, when the government communicates on terror, terror victims 

select the information they deem important and relate it to their past experiences 

(Fiske & Taylor, 1991). Terror victims select information based on how well such 

information satiates their information needs. At the point of a terror attack, the victims 

selected the government communication on terror that met their information needs. 

Such needs for information, in turn, created an expectation among audiences. Terror 

victims had expectations of what the government would communicate on terror. 

Similarly, the relationship created by the social pact between the state and the citizens 

created an obligatory function on the part of the government to communicate with 

citizens. Importantly, therefore, terror victims wanted to know how safe the country’s 

Selection of information  

Interpretation  Organizing information  
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borders were, or better still, what the government was doing to ensure everyone’s 

safety.  

Organizing information mandates that an audience uses its cognitive patterns 

to put relevant information together. At this stage, audiences are interested in whether 

information in their possession is proximate, similar, or at a distance. Coren and 

Girgas (1980) argued that proximity helps the audience consider how things are 

together. For this study, the question was how government communication on terror 

related to its previous communication in similar incidents. The difference helps put 

items that seem different into different groups. Typically, the focus was on distance as 

it helped me identify the message typologies, which included the following: what do 

terror victims feel about government communication on terror? How did messages get 

to the terror victims? Was the same message received across all the victims of the 

attack? Interpretation helps makes sense of information. When one interprets, he or 

she assigns meaning to an experience. Assigning meaning depends on individuals’ 

orientation and the environment they find themselves in.  

Understanding government communication on terror 

The state is at the heart of government operations. Social contract projects the 

state as an accumulation of individuals in a terror attack, yet larger than the totality of 

individuals. In a study on government communication on terror, it is important to 

underscore that the perceptions about government communication on terror are also 

hinged on the thoughts that terror victims have of the government. As noted by Young 

(2007), anything that the government does is but a dimension of communication. 

Therefore, it means that whenever the government acts, makes a decision, or relates 

with the media on matters terrorism, all such interactions are partly how government 

communicates on terror.  
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Scott (2009) defined political socialization as the way an individual is oriented 

into society. To orient an individual into society, certain institutions play a crucial 

role. Through socialization, an individual internalizes political values, political 

symbols, institutions, and procedures, making him or her an active member of the 

political establishment. Some of the institutions include tools for political 

socialization, the education system, mass media, workplace, neighborhood, and 

political institutions. Once individuals have political attitude, they can form different 

perceptions towards institutions as government. The political attitude is based on what 

the government says or undertakes.  

Sullivan (2006) built the case for the family as an influencer on what happens 

to the individual as he or she grows up. The family incubates the individual and 

prepares him or her for society. A well-oriented individual will receive the first 

respect for authority from the family, and the family will ensure that the individual 

has the right attitude. Some of these attitudes are what the community has agreed on, 

including symbols and loyalty. Where the family fails to orient an individual, the 

school, peers, religion, mass media, and the government will influence him or her 

(Robert, Foehr, & Rideout, 2005). Mass media includes traditional media as well as 

new media. Wilcox, Cameron, and Reber (2014) presented a case for the use of the 

two variants of media, arguing that as people seek new and social media, the 

traditional media has components that cannot be ignored. Electronic and print media 

have an opportunity to reflect on what the government has done. Subject matter 

experts (SMEs), analysts, columnists, and editors give reflective views that make an 

audience seek different opinions on an issue.  

2.4 Gaps in Literature  
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The literature reviewed revealed the intertwined relationship between state 

formations, the threat of terror, and government communication on terror. As states 

experience the wave of terrorism and governments make every effort to combat terror, 

it is imperative that governments communicate to terror victims on the terror attack. 

In the review of literature, two levels of communication were deciphered. An act of 

terror is a form of political communication, as the attacks communicate to the citizens 

the inability of the government to protect them. A second level of communication 

occurs when the government anticipates or responds to terrorism by preparing, 

informing, and assuring citizens of their safety and security.  

The reviewed literature showed a focus among scholars on terrorism as 

political communication. Other sections of literature were descriptive and prescriptive 

contents of government communication. Both terroristic acts and governments focus 

on terror victims, yet to the best of my knowledge, no study has considered what the 

terror victims think of government communication on terror in Kenya. A proper grasp 

of the issues that terror victims go through required a well-grounded study. A 

phenomenological approach helped me tap from the experiences of the terror victims 

to tease out their perceptions towards government communication on terror. I 

anticipated that the findings of this study would help government policymakers to 

refocus their priorities on communication on terror in a better manner.  

2.4 Summary 

In this chapter, I have reviewed literature on communication foundations, 

corporate communication, government communication, government communication 

on terror, state formation, and terrorism. Democratic formations are hinged on the 

people, that is, popular sovereignty. The ideals set out by the state to protect lives and 

property are challenged by acts of terror. Terrorism communicates to terror victims 
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the inefficiency of the government to protect citizens’ lives and property. In response 

to terror attacks or in anticipation of such attacks, the government communicates to 

terror victims about the attack. As the government communicates on terror, the terror 

victims form perceptions towards this communication. In the next chapter, I discuss 

the research methodology.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

In seeking to understand citizens’ perceptions towards government 

communication, this study took a social constructivist paradigm. The research design 

was phenomenological, where I leveraged on participant’s lived experiences. This 

chapter lays the study process roadmap. Specifically, the chapter considers the 

research paradigm, research design, sampling, data collection, analysis, and ethical 

considerations.  

3.2 Research Paradigms 

A good research begins with the conceptualization of the problem, topic 

selection, and the choice of the research paradigm (Creswell, 2013). A paradigm is 

“the patterning of the thinking of a person; it is a principal example among examples, 

an exemplar or model to follow according to which design actions are taken” 

(Groenewald, 2004, p. 6). As observed by Guba and Lincoln (1998), “paradigm issues 

are crucial, no inquirer ought to go about the business of inquiry without being clear 

about just what paradigm informs and guides his or her approach” (p. 218). Therefore, 

I had to identify myself within one research paradigm so that I could remain guided in 

a particular manner as prescribed by the proponents of the selected paradigm.  

Different classifications for research paradigms have been advanced. Miller’s 

(2005) classification has post-positivism, interpretive, and critical theory; while. 

Creswell’s (2009) nomenclature has positivism, post-positivism, social 

constructionism, advocacy/participation, and pragmatism. This study was guided by 

social construction (or constructivist) paradigm.  
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3.2.1 Constructivist Paradigm 

The constructivist paradigm brings together thoughts from many disciplines, 

including psychology, sociology, philosophy, psychiatry, and information science 

(Flick, 2013). As a social constructivist, I sought to understand the world I live in 

(Creswell, 2013). As argued by Flick (2013), a researcher seeks to structure and 

understand experiences by considering concepts and contexts constructed by an 

individual. The constructivist paradigm hence counts on the subjective experiences of 

people and how these people’s interpretations form a part of the picture that people 

have of the external world. Reality is an intersubjective convergence of experiences, 

or one can argue it is a social product of actors (people or institutions) as people 

interact with one another. A socially constructed reality means that there is no single 

correct route to knowledge. In Shultz’s (as cited in Flick, 2013) tradition, all 

knowledge begins with constructs (a set of abstractions, generalizations, 

formalization, and idealizations), constructs that are later modified through 

interpretations.  

Interpretations are both individual and intersubjective, and Creswell (2013) 

argued that subjective means require the researcher to “look for the complexity of 

views rather than narrow the meanings into a few categories or ideas” (p. 24). The 

best way to look for complexities was to rely on participants’ views of the situation. 

Social construction studies do not start with theories (as do positivists), but using 

induction, constructivists, help show patterns of meaning that can then be informed by 

theory.  

To secure meaning within a social construction paradigm, I asked broad and 

general questions that generated a discussion out of which I picked meanings based 

on the “processes of interactions among individuals” (Creswell, 2013, p. 25). Social 
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construction allowed me to interpret the meanings of participants. In interpreting these 

meanings, I was fully aware of my own influences based on my personal, cultural, 

and historical experiences. The constructivist paradigm takes different research 

formats, including phenomenology, symbolic interactionism, hermeneutics (Miller, 

2005), naturalist inquiry, and semiotics (Flick, 2013), and grounded theory. These 

variations form a basis for the different approaches or designs that constructivist 

studies may take.  

Every paradigm has philosophical (or paradigmatic) assumptions that guide 

researchers. The philosophical assumptions include epistemological, axiological, 

ontological, and methodological (Creswell, 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 2005; Littlejohn 

& Foss, 2011; Miller, 2005). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), paradigmatic 

assumptions are “set of beliefs that guide action” (p. 15) of the researcher. 

Epistemological considerations spoke to the development of the theory of knowledge 

and helped answer the questions: What is truth? What is knowledge? What things can 

the human mind know?  

Four epistemological considerations featured in the design of this study. First, 

there was no distinction between the knower and the experience and this allowed me 

to avoid Husserlian bracketing. Secondly, I treated experience as a source of 

knowledge. The lived experiences of terror victims served as the basis upon which I 

developed meaning. Thirdly, since no two experiences are the same, the study made 

analytical generalizations of the findings based on induction. This implied that the 

knowledge so generated had a relativistic nature akin to the view that “knowledge will 

never be certain because universal reality simply does not exist” (Littlejohn & Foss, 

2011, p. 21). Finally, the knowledge adduced in this study was as a result of the 
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interaction between the researcher and the participants. In the end, neither the 

participants nor I left the study the same as we had walked in.  

Ontological considerations refer to reality as it appears in the abstract sense. In 

this study, the reality of the perceptions towards government communication were 

constructed in multiple ways (Flick, 2013). To fully understand this, I was sensitive to 

the context that the participants found themselves in.  

Axiological assumptions highlight the values embedded in a study. Owakah 

(2006) saw values as touching on the questions: What is good or bad? What is a 

happy life? What is the purpose of life? Perceptions around whether terroristic events 

were good or bad or how a happy life was interfered by events of terror characterized 

our discussions. Axiological assumptions helped draw ideas from different disciplines 

to understand the phenomena better, with the aim of enriching scholarship on 

government communication.  

Methodological considerations were concerned with the process of the 

research. I used phenomenological research methods and largely utilized inductive 

reasoning as my base to draw conclusions (Groenewald, 2004). Data was generated 

and analyzed simultaneously, and questions were revised as fieldwork continued.  

3.3 Research Design 

A research design is the “logical sequence that connects the empirical data to a 

study’s initial research questions and ultimately, to its conclusions” (Yin, 2014, p. 

28). A research design enabled me to construe, organize, and document field data 

(Klein & Myers, 1999). I was able to connect the problem to the study with the search 

of relevant data, which helped me make sense of the study. In this study, therefore, 

the research design was the map I utilized to navigate to answers to my research 

questions.   
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This study took a hermeneutic (or interpretive) phenomenological design. As a 

hermeneutic phenomenological researcher, I was interested in terror victims’ 

perceptions towards government communication on terror. Phenomenology is an 

“active process of assigning meaning to an experience” (Littlejohn & Foss, 2011, p. 

48). Phenomenological studies are interested in looking at essences: that which makes 

something what it is (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 2016). I explored the 

phenomenological question of what perceptions terror victims had towards 

government communication on terror.   

Phenomenology is both a philosophy and a methodological design. 

Phenomenological thought can be traced to the works of Rene Descartes’ (1596-

1650). Of interest is Descartes’ Cartesian Methodic Doubt, where Descartes 

demonstrated that knowledge was indubitable (Descartes, 1998). Significantly, 

Descartes, celebrated the adage the cogito ergo sum (I think therefore I am), which 

reveals that an individual is a thinking being, thus elevating the focus on an 

individual.  

The seminal breakthrough for phenomenological studies came from Immanuel 

Kant (1724-1804) and served as a melting pot for the divergent views between Plato 

and his student Aristotle. Plato had a leaning towards rationalism, while Aristotle held 

trust in empiricism. Kant had dichotomized knowledge into a prior (before 

experience) and posterior (after experience), implying that knowledge can either be 

accumulated through reason or through sense experience (Geisler, 2016). Kant’s 

thoughts validated experience, as he argued that we can know the noumena (the real 

world) as well as the phenomena (the world that appears to us). 

Picking from Kant, Husserl sought to establish a base for a method that would 

rival sciences by insisting on the necessity to bracket thoughts that form the world as 
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we know it and focus on understanding the pre-conceptual phenomena. Thus, 

phenomenological design has its footing in the 20th century philosophy of Edmund 

Husserl, who has been the undisputed father of phenomenology. As a mathematician, 

Husserl was influenced by Wilhelm Wundt (who critiqued Husserl for being overly 

analytical) and philosopher Franz Brentano (who admired Husserl’s synthetic 

approach). Husserl thus formed the transcendental or descriptive phenomenological 

method.  

A group of seminal figures interrogated and rejected some of the thoughts 

advanced by Husserl. They formulated the hermeneutical or descriptive 

phenomenological method. The seminal figures included Schleiermacher, Dilthey, 

Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Paul Ricoeur (Crotty, 2015; De Gagne 

& Walters, 2010; Gadamer, Weinsheimer, & Marshall, 2013). Hermeneutic 

phenomenology borrows from hermeneutics and phenomenology (van Manen, 2016). 

The idea is to secure a rich description that helps the reader relate to the phenomena 

under investigation.  

Martin Heidegger was the successor of Husserl at the University of Freiburg. 

A trained philosopher and influenced by the works of Duns Scotus, Heidegger went 

ahead to produce a pantheistic philosophy (one that was non-theistic and non-

atheistic). After the publication of Being and Time in 1927, the University of Freiburg 

called upon him to succeed Husserl. Heidegger would then differ with Husserl’s 

thought, particularly on Husserl’s bracketing concept (Laverty, 2003) and thus built 

the hermeneutic phenomenology to the exclusion of the bracketing idea. His rejection 

was as a result of other influential thoughts beyond Husserl, such as Nietzsche and his 

nihilistic apprehensions, Hegel and the historical approach, Soren Kierkegaard’s 

personal subjectivity and Plotinus’ pantheistic mystical metaphysics (Geisler, 2016). 
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Heidegger views everyone’s experiences as needed to work out meaning from the 

phenomena (Reiners, 2012).  

Heidegger saw an interpretive component of phenomenology. He was 

interested in ontology, which he conceptualised as the route to studying being (Crotty, 

2015). Phenomenology is an attempt to get “to the primordial contents of 

consciousness” (Crotty, 2015, p. 96). Heidegger was interested in philologists who 

had interpreted texts and established that one of the easiest ontologies is to return to 

being (raw experience, which he called primordial experiences). A researcher then 

engages in unfolding pre-understandings in order to make explicit what was 

previously implicit. This was the first stage in what has been referred to as the 

Heideggerian circle. The second stage on the circle comes after the explication of 

data, where essentials are identified. These essentials are the structure of being which 

enable human existence and behavior to take effect. With the essential, Heidegger 

projects the next stage, which is to understand the being, and such an understanding is 

completed when we grasp the existence of the world (the daisen), as shown in Figure 

3.1.  

 

Figure 3.1: End of Being and Time 

Source: Heidegger (1962) 
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Heidegger’s later works focused on the originality of thought, which offers 

essential thought — a journey tied to the understanding of being through its 

experiences and that could include a focus on the arts (music, poetry). This is because 

all these aspects are thoughtful poetizing that forms part of the topology of being and 

helps us illuminate being. For Heidegger, therefore, lived experience is the basis of 

understanding a people.  

Maurice Jean Jacques Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) developed the 

phenomenology of perception, which postulates that phenomenology is the basis of 

our knowledge (Littlejohn & Foss, 2011). Through perception, Merleau-Ponty (1962) 

argued that one can use conscious experiences and secure knowledge. From the 

experiences of others, we can see the reality of life. For Merleau-Ponty, language is 

the vehicle through which meanings are generated. In hermeneutic phenomenology, 

Merleau-Ponty emphasized the place of essences (Merleau-Ponty, 1962).  

Paul Ricoeur (1913-2005) was similarly a 20th century innovative thinker who 

was influenced by Kant, Husserl, and Heidegger. As a post-structuralist hermeneutic 

philosopher, Ricoeur made significant contributions to hermeneutic phenomenology 

by branding a phenomenology of suspicion since experience reveals something but at 

the same time, hides something from the researcher. Ricoeur acknowledges that 

hermeneutics depends on phenomenology, a phenomenology far removed from 

transcendental aspects of phenomenology. Hence, phenomenology retains something 

from philosophy, with which it partly differs (Ricoeur, 2008). Phenomenology is 

completed by hermeneutics, and hermeneutics comes in handy as a researcher 

explicates data.  

Ricoeur was concerned with how the self can be brought to an intelligible 

awareness of their life. Using the model of textuality, Ricoeur was instrumental to the 
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interpretive aspects of the hermeneutic phenomenology (Ricoeur, 1990; 2008). 

Analysis of meaning includes written works, speech, art, and action. Ricoeur rejected 

the Husserlian idealism and used hermeneutics to draw his point home. He argued that 

the scientificity claimed by Husserl was not consistent with the sciences. Husserl’s 

scientificity had to contend with “enemies such as objectivity, naturalism, vitalistic 

philosophy or anthropology” (Ricoeur, 2008, p. 24). 

The philosophical background of phenomenology has some methodological 

consequence. In taking a hermeneutic or interpretive phenomenological design, this 

study differed in how one would have carried it out in a transcendental design. While 

Moustakas (1994) largely remains a reference for transcendental phenomenology, van 

Manen (2016) responded to the hermeneutical quests for a methodology. Similar 

methods were adopted for data generation in both texts, and the methodologies share 

aspects in the explication of data though lines are drawn in as far as bracketing is 

concerned (Crotty, 2015).  

For Gadamer et al. (2013), the so-called circle was but the first step of 

interpretation of the primordial knowledge sourced from experiences. He agreed with 

the historical route of phenomenology and argued that language was the vehicle of 

hermeneutical thought. Gadamer et al. (2013) stated, “language is at the heart of 

understanding and through language, we understand the essence of tradition” (pp. 

378-379). For Gadamer, therefore, hermeneutics is a fusion of the past and the 

present. The past is what has been experienced, while the present is the horizon of the 

interpreter. He agreed with Heidegger that artworks were “contemporaneous with 

every age and we have the task of interpreting the work of art in terms of time” 

(Gadamer et al., 2013, pp. 120-121). 
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Hermeneutic phenomenological studies thus focus on meaning and 

interpretation. Meaning is constructed in the social world based on the experiences 

that people go through, and according to Laverty (2003), interpretation helps in 

understanding. The hermeneutical phenomenological focused on meanings as socially 

constructed by people in a life experience. Meanings are constructed and interpreted 

(Laverty, 2003). The hermeneutic phenomenological design has been discussed by 

Giorgi (1985), Moustakas (1994), van Manen (2016), and others.  

Creswell picked a concretized design from various scholars and advanced five 

procedural steps that I used in this study. First, the study was informed by the lived 

experiences of terror victims’ perceptions towards government communication on 

terror. Looking at how people experienced government communication in a terroristic 

situation enabled me to draw perceptions and nuances from participants in the study. 

Secondly, the study was guided by broad philosophical assumptions that draw a 

parallel between the “objective reality and individual experiences” (Creswell, 2013, p. 

81). In other words, individual experiences offered fodder to tap into reality as is.  

Thirdly, data was generated from terror victims who experienced the Garissa 

University College attack. I used apt data generation methods such as sources of data, 

observations, and interviews. Fourthly, data was generated through two broad 

questions: What did you experience from government communication on the Garissa 

University College attack? What contexts or situations have typically influenced or 

affected your experiences of government communication on the attack? (Creswell, 

2013). Fifthly, data was analyzed using systematic procedures, where I moved from 

significant statements to meaningful units. The use of detailed descriptions helped me 

fuse the questions regarding what terror victims experienced from the attack and how 

they experienced government communication on the same (the attack) (Moustakas, 
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1994). This design guided the data generation and explication procedures, which are 

discussed in subsequent sections.  

3.4 Target Population 

Study Site 

This study focused on the terror attack at Garissa University College, located 

in Garissa, in the North Eastern part of Kenya. It is 365 kilometers from Nairobi and 

about 200 kilometers from the Kenya-Somalia border. Garissa University College, a 

constituent college of Moi University, hence a public university, has staff and students 

drawn from different regions of Kenya. After the attack, the University Council 

decided to transfer the surviving students to Moi University's main campus in Eldoret. 

Therefore, I traced the study participants from various counties in Kenya. The 

targeted population included students and staff who survived the attack and the 

families of 147 students and staff who died during the attack, caregivers, and the first 

responders.  

3.5 Sample Size 

Miles and Huberman (1994) maintained that qualitative studies focus on small 

samples studied in context yet comprehensively. Different scholars have suggested 

different ranges for phenomenological studies. This study had 10 participants, which 

falls within the recommended 2-12 participants in a hermeneutic phenomenological 

study (Gentles, Charles, Ploeg, and McKibbon, 2015).  

3.6 Sampling Techniques 

The desired participants were traced through a referral method of snowballing. 

Snowballing is appropriate for not so well documented persons and who are ordinarily 

not easy to trace. Given that terror victims are not well documented, snowballing 
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served as an appropriate method for drawing participants. Babbie (2016) noted that 

the snowball (or chain referral) sampling method allows the researcher to expand his 

or her sample by having participants refer other people involved in the same 

experience.  

The criteria used meant that the participants were (a) Kenyan citizens; (b) 

caught up in the Garissa University College attack or had a family member caught up 

in the attack; (c) among those who received government communication before, 

during, and after the attack; (d) male or female; (f) willing to honestly and openly 

share their experiences and perceptions towards government communication; and (g) 

willing to spend 45-60 minutes for the interview.  

3.7 Data Generation Instruments 

Data was generated from both primary and secondary sources. I triangulated 

data by using three methods: interviews, document review, and observation. In-depth 

interviews were administered to 10 participants. The questions posed to participants 

were aimed at answering the study’s research questions and helped adduce thematic 

arguments presented in subsequent chapters. In conducting in-depth interviews, I 

utilized an interview guide (see Appendix C). The guide was designed to explore the 

lived experiences of terror victims and capture their perceptions towards government 

communication on terror (Creswell, 2013). The interview guide carried open-ended 

questions meant to gather as much qualitative data on the phenomena under 

investigation as possible.  

The interviews with each participant lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. In 

some instances, I carried multiple interviews lasting between 20 and 30 minutes. In-

depth or unstructured interviews provided me with possible start-off questions, though 

I did not restrict myself as I had the opportunity to prod the participants for more 
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information. The questions proposed in the interview guide were piloted with two 

students of Garissa University College, who were terror victims. From the pilot, I was 

confident that the questions would generate a healthy discussion that would answer 

the research questions.  

For document review, I looked at government (public) documents such as 

laws, policies, reports, circulars, speeches, and press releases, touching on issues that 

were pertinent to the study. Bowen (2009) provided considerations that also work for 

document review, including the document’s relevance; whether it fits within the 

conceptual framework; its “authenticity, credibility, accuracy and representativeness” 

(p. 33); its original purpose; its target audience, information about the author; how 

balanced it is; and whether it is as a result of some primary research. These criteria 

helped me look at the documents with a critical eye and draw categories that were 

used in the study. Document review included the collection of documents that were 

read and reread with a view of generating a list of themes that were important for this 

study. The data so gathered was captured in a data review worksheet marked (see 

Appendix E).  

Using document review, I was able to systematically collect, document, and 

organize my work through the interpretation of data. To achieve this, I did initial 

document research from government sources, selected the relevant documents, 

prepared a list of the documents I was to review, read and reread the documents, 

checked on gaps, and drew themes from the data that I had organized. Ethical 

considerations such as accuracy and confidentiality were considered in the whole 

process.  

Further, I used non-participant observation. Non-participant observation 

educates the senses, helps formulate judgments, and helps debunk the idea of 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

87 
 

collective thought (Daston & Lunbeck as cited in Flick, 2013, p. 295). In the process 

of carrying out interviews, I recorded my observations using an observation schedule 

(see Appendix D). The observations helped me prod further or make judgments as a 

researcher.  

3.8 Data Generation Procedures 

In generating data, I assumed a phenomenological mind or what John Lofland 

(as cited in Babbie, 2016) called a “socially acceptable incompetent” (p. 313). Such a 

mind enabled me to take the posture of one who is not sure about the situation so that 

I could gain as much detail as possible.  

Interviews were conducted at the participant’s preferred times and dates. I 

diarized my meetings with the participants and sent the interview guide to them ahead 

of our interview to enable them familiarize themselves with the questions. The venue 

of the interview guaranteed an atmosphere of confidentiality. The preferred venues 

were the office or restaurant, where I was assured of minimal distraction (Babbie, 

2016).  

I asked questions and listened carefully to the answers from the participants to 

“interpret its meaning for your general inquiry and frame another question either to 

dig into the earlier answer or to redirect the person’s attention to an area more 

relevant to your inquiry” (Babbie, 2016, p. 312). Follow-up questions were used to 

put the answers into perspective. The interview guide carried instructions for the 

interview process. Taking the approach of using semi-structured in-depth interviews 

gave me leeway to prod further on some questions. Interviews were carried out with 

terror victims, who included students, staff, and the victims’ families. Participants 

were given pseudonyms to protect their identity.  
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During the interviews, I took notes and recorded the interviews, which were 

transcribed. Transcription captured word-for-word of what was recorded, except for 

crutch words such as ‘yeah’, ‘you know’ ‘uhs’. Additionally, I used memoing, where 

I captured my thoughts and reflections in the research journal. The journaling 

template marked (see Appendix F), helped me in reflexivity as I generated thoughts, 

sought deeper inquiry, and formulated inferences (Ramani, Könings, & Mann, 2018). 

I also used a contact summary sheet (see Appendix G) to capture questions and the 

answers given by participants. It is on this contact sheet that I captured speculations 

and hunches suggested by participants (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The contact 

summary sheet gave me guidance on what I needed to do differently in subsequent 

meetings with participants.  

3.9 Trustworthiness of the Study 

All studies, qualitative, quantitative, or those focusing on mixed methods, 

always posit measures taken to ensure trustworthiness. Quantitative studies focus on 

internal validity, external validity, reliability, and objectivity. As a qualitative study, 

trustworthiness was ensured through credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

conformability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Creswell, 1998).  

Credibility 

Credibility measures how far data is believable. It measures the extent to 

which the generated and analyzed data can be trusted to represent the reality. The 

term is akin to internal validity and focuses on truth value (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In 

hermeneutic phenomenological studies, reality is co-created because everyone has 

their own reality. To ensure believability, I used a journal to record the happenings in 

the field. The information contained in the journal worked as a backup for what had 
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transpired in the field. Being in the field accorded me the opportunity to spend more 

time with the research participants as I generated data. Another way to ensure 

credibility was through member checking, where participants had a chance to check, 

critic, and give feedback on the transcribed sheets or analyzed data (Flick, 2013).  

Transferability 

Transferability is the assessment of how findings in this study can help 

understand similar phenomena. Transferability is akin to external validity in 

quantitative research and relates to applicability. Transferability depends on the 

reader, as it is the reader who determines whether the study findings can be applied in 

a different circumstance. To ground transferability, this study did not make 

conclusions with certitude but made analytical generalizing (and not statistical 

generalizations) as used in inductive reasoning. Strong conclusions were drawn as a 

basis for making probabilistic inferences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Ochieng’-

Odhiambo, 2009). Further, the methodological discussions in this chapter remained 

the logical guide to the study's findings. Finally, I used thick descriptions that allowed 

the generated data to speak to the reader's satisfaction so that the reader can make 

informed judgments.  

Dependability  

The dependability criterion ensured that the study was rigorous. Dependability 

is to qualitative studies what reliability is to quantitative studies, focusing on 

consistency. Dependability was achieved through member checking, where interview 

sheets and analyzed information were sent to participants so that they could 

interrogate, critique, and authenticate what had been documented. The idea behind 

peer debriefing was to ensure that what was detailed in the data generation procedure 

and analysis was followed.  
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Conformability 

Conformability checks whether the steps initially conceptualized in the study 

are being followed. Lincoln and Guba (1985) saw conformability as the degree to 

which the analyzed data and the resultant interpretations made are supported by the 

generated data. Conformability is akin to objectivity in quantitative studies, and the 

focus is on the neutrality of the study. To achieve conformability, I constantly asked 

whether the findings were grounded in the generated data. Proper records of generated 

data in the form of recorded cassette tapes, transcribed scripts, and interview notes 

were properly stored as this data was key in drawing conclusions.  
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3.10 Explication of Data  

Hycner (as cited in Groenewald, 2004) pointed to the danger of using the term 

data analysis in phenomenological studies, arguing that the term ‘analysis’ “usually 

means a ‘breaking into parts’ therefore, often indicating a loss of the whole 

phenomenon” (p. 17). Instead of data analysis, Hycner advanced the use of the phrase 

‘explication of data’, which means the ‘investigation of constituents of a phenomenon 

while keeping the context of the whole” (Groenewald, 2004, p. 17). 

As I explicated data in this study, I followed in the thoughts of Miles and 

Huberman (1994) and guidance from Moustakas (1994) and van Manen (2016). An 

overarching perspective for explicating data in phenomenological studies was offered 

by Miles and Huberman (1994) through data collection, data display, data reduction, 

and conclusions. The relation between these four processes is illustrated in Figure 3.2. 

 

Figure 3.2: Explication of Data Flow Chart 

Source: Miles and Huberman (1994) 

I gathered data based on the research questions set in Chapter One. Data 

gathering was the first step in explicating data. Data reduction is the process of 

“selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming the data that appear in 

written-up field notes or transcriptions” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10). Data 
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reduction included sharpening, sorting, focusing, discarding, and organizing data with 

a view of drawing verifiable conclusions. I, thus, ensured data reduction by writing 

summaries and mapping out themes from clustered data.  

Data display is extended text that arises out of the massive data collected in 

the field. Semi structured interviews helped generate 300 pages of transcribed data. 

Data display also included the organizing of the multiple pages of interview scripts as 

a way of avoiding hasty generalizations. Research notes taken during the fieldwork 

helped systematize data based on the observations made and the thoughts reflected in 

the research journal.  

Conclusion drawing and verification was the last stage. In this stage, I took 

note of the regular patterns, explanations, causal flows, and propositions from the 

collected data. In drawing conclusions, I took an open mind and made preliminary 

conclusions before getting explicit and grounded deductions (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). Inferences were drawn inductively, which means that conclusions from strong 

arguments were included in the final report. The process of delineating conclusions 

depended on the verification of conclusions through a variety of steps, including 

subjecting the conclusions to member checking or back and forth checking what was 

captured in the field notes. The aim of verifying conclusions was to check the 

plausibility, sturdiness, and conformability of the drawn conclusions (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994).  

With a general feel of the process, I took the synthesized version of data 

analysis for phenomenological studies that Moustakas (1994) presented. Moustakas 

(1994) concretized Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen’s explication method and mapped out some 

critical steps in analyzing data. A synthesized Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen explication 
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method introduces five steps of explicating data (Creswell, 2013). I used the five steps 

discussed by Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013), as highlighted below.  

The first step involved transcribing the interviews and allowing the 

participants to read and approve that I had captured what they said. With the 

participant’s approval, I then read and re-read the interview scripts to gain a better 

understanding of the content (Shosha, 2012). The second step allowed me to develop 

a list of significant statements or what has been referred to as ‘horizonalization’ of 

data (Creswell, 2013; Goulding, 2005). Significant statements are a list of non-

repetitive and non-overlapping statements drawn from participants’ narrations 

(Creswell, 2013). In securing the significant statements, I identified key words, 

phrases, and sentences that related to the perceptions of terror victims towards 

government communication. The statements were captured on a sheet (see Appendix 

H). The information captured included the “transcript, page, and line number” 

(Shosha, 2012, p. 35). Explication utilized data that had been generated from tables 

(see Appendices H and I). 

In the third step, I formulated meanings for every extracted significant 

statement. I repeated this for each significant statement picked from the participants’ 

narrations. Particularly, I was interested in participants’ answer to the question, what 

did they experience of government’s communication on terror? As I captured the 

responses to these questions, I was able to make meanings using textual description. 

Textual description is a rich description with verbatim quotations from participants. 

To ensure consistency in the explicated data, I used the services of expert researchers. 

Here, I secured the assistance of my supervisors and colleagues to undertake a peer 

review. With the support of colleagues and supervisors, I ensured consistency in 

meanings drawn by bouncing back my explication to them for some initial feedback.  
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The fourth step involved clustering formulated meanings into categories or 

themes through a template marked Formulated Meanings (see Appendix I). Themes 

were incorporated to formulate a significant theme. In formulating themes, I was 

guided by the principle that themes are internally convergent and externally divergent. 

This meant that the meaning formulated from one theme applied to one cluster, and 

this meaning was distinguished from the meaning of other clusters (Shosha, 2012). 

Clustering themes gave a structural understanding of the study, and structural 

descriptions included the answers to the ‘how’ questions. Here, I was keen with 

answers to the question: How did you experience government’s communication on 

the Garissa University College terror attack?  

Moustakas (1994) observed that structural description requires imagination 

and intuition. To attain this criterion, I reflected on the collected data with a view to 

identifying relationships and themes that were pertinent to this study. Reflection 

included sketching ideas on the margins of the field notes and memoing (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Memoing and the sketch notes were my first line of thematic 

exploration as I embarked on data analysis. I took note of metaphors that best 

captured the ideas shared by the participants. 

The fifth step entailed authenticating the data explicated using the member 

checking technique. The findings were returned to the participants, and I had a 

discussion of the results with them. These discussions were done via phone, and slight 

variations were included in the final document.  

The sixth step was the synthesis of the textual and structural descriptions. This 

formed a composite description of the phenomena, and it informed the final report 

(Creswell, 2013). I, therefore, synthesized answers to ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions in 

developing an apt understanding of the participants’ experiences.  
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3.11 Presentation of Explicated Data  

I used vignettes to aid in the presentation of explicated data. I adopted the 

three broad usages of vignettes in this study. Vignettes are used to to allow actions in 

context to be explored, clarify peoples’ judgments, and help present perceptions in a 

less personal and less threatening manner. Having listened to participants’ 

experiences of government communication and with transcribed interviews, vignettes 

provided me an avenue to illustrate individual and shared participants’ perceptions 

towards government communication on terror. Using vignettes, I was able to organize 

my findings section using clustered and emergent themes in a template marked 

Emergent Themes (see Appendix J). In any case, vignettes are illustrations in words 

which “describes an event, happening, circumstance, or other scenario, the wording of 

which often is experimentally controlled by the researcher and at least one of the 

different versions of the vignette is randomly assigned to different subsets of 

respondents” (Vargas, 2008, p. 948). Put differently, a vignette is a thick description 

that reveals the qualities of an event as perceived by researchers. I used discrete 

vignettes to introduce participants and unveil the experiences and understandings that 

participants had of government communication on terror (Hughes & Huby, 2004). 

3.12 Ethical Considerations 

The phenomenon under study was sensitive as it touched on the lives of 

human beings. Specifically, the study was situated in circumstances that dealt with 

people who went through traumatic experiences. Survivors of trauma (including 

terroristic experiences) elicit several ethical reflections. Similarly, governments 

treated information on terror as highly sensitive, and in certain aspects, such 

information was considered top secret.  
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Research on survivors of trauma revealed three possible reactions from 

survivors. First, survivors of trauma may gladly opt to participate in a study, 

considering their participation as an opportunity to share their story for therapeutic 

reasons. This first scenario is the positive option and the most desirous for any 

researcher (Seedat, Pienaar, Williams, & Stein, 2004). The second scenario is 

negative, where participants could see their participation as releasing unpleasant 

memories that bring shame, pain, or fear. The final scenario could be that participants 

consider participating in a study as intrusive or a waste of time. Taking part in a study 

could be re-traumatizing, although studies have indicated that equating the recounting 

of a traumatic experience with re-traumatization is “mischaracterization of 

phenomena” (Legerski & Bunnell, 2010, p. 431).  

This study saw a mix of these three scenarios. Out of a referral of 17 possible 

participants, 10 agreed to participate. Some were initially skeptical but later 

participated. The seven were clear that the interviews would traumatize them. I 

remember the would have been second participant backing out at the last minute. I 

had traveled all the way to Bungoma for two interviews, but she insisted that the 

interview would bring bad memories of losing her daughter.  

In imploring participation from terror victims, this study sought to fulfill 

various ethical considerations touching on confidentiality, disclosure, informed 

consent, and risk of harm to participants. To begin with, I upheld the interests of 

participants. I did not allow any participant to “suffer as a consequence of their 

involvement with a piece of research” (Denscombe, 2012, p. 331). This meant that I 

had anticipated any adverse consequences that could have arisen from the time and 

location of meetings. I was keen not to allow participants to take the path where they 
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felt a sense of guilt because their (in)action they caused the loss to another victim. The 

study upheld the dignity and integrity of the participants.  

I did not consider the benefits accrued in this study superior to the dignity 

accorded to participants. Given the sensitivity of the matter under inquiry, I was often 

accompanied by a research assistant who was at hand to offer counselling services 

where participants became emotionally overwhelmed. The research assistant was 

handy in two occasions. First, it was in Kitui were talking to Angela several times 

enabled me to have an interview with the assurance that it would not evoke past 

emotions. Particularly important was the interview in Murang’a, whereby John 

Mwangi broke down several times and was extremely overwhelmed as he narrated his 

story. At one point, the interview was stopped twice to allow him to compose himself.  

I anticipated two risks in this study. First, I saw harm if the information given 

by participants was to be misinterpreted to give a false perception of the participants 

towards government communication. To mitigate this risk, I utilized member 

checking, which helped me secure the participants' endorsement of what I had 

captured. The second risk I anticipated was the possibility of giving out the identity of 

participants based on personal information or the anecdotes participants used. Data 

security and the use of pseudonyms lessened this risk.  

Regarding upholding interests, participants were accorded respect. I 

considered the cultural and professional aspects - mine and those of the participants. 

No data collected was deemed irrelevant. I remained guided that the final picture on 

terror victims’ perceptions towards government communication was derived from 

multiple realities. Respect also included the latitude given to participants to pass any 

question they considered inappropriate or difficult to answer. Participants were also 

allowed to terminate their participation in the study at any point.  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

98 
 

The privacy of participants was an important factor in ethical considerations. 

The study focused on the confidentiality and anonymity of participants. 

Confidentiality is a way to help protect participants from personal harm, such as by 

avoiding intrusion at the point of collecting data (Flick, 2013). I used pseudonyms to 

avoid direct names or identifiers, such as names, addresses, and mobile phone 

numbers that could easily give the identity of the participants. I was the only person 

who had access to the interview sheets and field notes. This helped me protect the 

views of the individual participants from being associated with the participant who 

aired the same views.  

The gathered information was kept in a locked cabinet. The recordings and 

transcribed interviews, on soft copy, were kept on my computer (which is password 

protected). Pseudonyms were allocated to conceal the identity of participants. In the 

final report, I utilized anonymization so that the consumers of the final report would 

not attribute sentiments to the participants by capturing perceptions as aggregates 

expressed in themes. The final report is aimed at helping policymakers be better 

informed on how to manage government communication.  

Given the sensitivity of the matter under investigation, I allowed participants 

to voluntarily participate by having each sign off the consent form (see Appendix B). 

Denscombe (2012) averred that consent is based on the availability of information. 

Intruding private spaces requires the participants’ consent. The interview protocol 

carried a section with written consent to which the participants signed as confirmation 

of their consent to participate in the study. The written consent was the indemnity 

against me, especially if participants were to level some accusation of unprofessional 

recruitment (Denscombe, 2012).  
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The interviews were carried out at the convenience of the interviewees. I 

maintained a setting that assured participants of privacy. The interview guide was sent 

to participants in advance. This enabled them to prepare for the interview. On the date 

of the interview, participants were asked to give consent, including the consent to 

record the interview.  

Before conducting the study, I sought institutional consent by securing the 

endorsement of Daystar University’s Ethics Review Board (ERB) (see Appendix L). 

Further, I also applied and obtained a research permit from the National Commission 

for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI) (see Appendix M). In line with 

ethics for victims of traumatic situations, the informed consent notified participants 

that my questions would carry questions that would trigger memories of the terror 

attack. However, I avoided questions that would elicit traumatic memories.  

I endeavored to conduct the study in an honest and trustworthy manner. All 

the standards of a phenomenological study, including data generation and explication, 

were adhered to. Legerski and Bunnell (2010) condensed perspectives that show that 

the instruments used to collect data can have a positive or negative influence on how 

participants view a study. They endorsed the use of paper-and-pen questionnaire, a 

computer-based questionnaire, and an interview guide as instruments that are less 

likely to elicit distressful moments for participants. Finally, I ensured proper data 

management. To uphold confidentiality, I stored all the data relating to this study in a 

safe place. Printed data was stored under lock and key in a cabinet, while the soft 

copies were kept in a password-protected folder.  

3.13 Summary 

In this chapter, I have provided the study’s roadmap. Specifically, I have 

discussed the study’s philosophy, indicating the paradigmatic assumptions and 
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constructs. Social constructivism informed the path that this study took. I have also 

discussed the research design I used, that is, the hermeneutical (interpretive) 

phenomenological design. The chapter allowed me to discuss the sampling methods in 

securing the desired sample. I also focused on how data was generated and explicated. 

Finally, I addressed the trustworthiness of the study before discussing the study’s 

ethical considerations. The next chapter recaps the events at Garissa University 

College attack from the perspectives of the respondents.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SUMMARY OF PARTICIPANTS  

4.1 Introduction  

This study explored how terror victims perceive government communication 

on terror. Being a phenomenological study, I conducted interviews to generate data. I 

had 10 participants in the study. This chapter presents a summary of the participants’ 

perceptions towards government communication.  

4.2 Participants’ Demographics  

The study participants were drawn from among victims of the Garissa 

University College terror attack, including students and staff of the university and 

their families. While the attack happened in Garissa, the university college had 

students drawn from different parts of Kenya. Participants were drawn from the 

counties of Nandi, Vihiga, Murang’a, Nairobi, Kiambu, Bungoma, Kilifi, Kitui, and 

Machakos. Participant stories spoke of how the attack affected their physical, mental, 

and psychological wellbeing. Those affected represented a cross-section of Kenyans - 

male and female; different cadres; and people of different educational levels, primary, 

secondary, graduate, and postgraduate levels.  

In presenting briefs of the participants, I used discrete vignettes, which helped 

me explore, clarify, and present the participants’ judgments or perceptions in a less 

personal and less threatening manner (Hughes & Huby, 2004). I used pseudonyms to 

protect the identity of participants. The participants candidly expressed their views, 

and in saying it as it was, they could have easily be traced if real names had been 

used. Therefore, pseudonyms were helpful in anonymizing the research findings.  
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4.3 Summary of Participants 

Amos Kwena was a senior non-teaching staff at the Garissa University 

College student affairs office. The nature of his work allowed students to interact with 

him and this would explain why a student called him on the morning of the attack to 

notify him that the situation was bad…really bad. Amos believed that the government 

did its best in ensuring that all terror victims received apt communication on terror. 

Government support to terror victims came in different forms. When he compared 

government communication with what he expected, Amos noted that the 

communication had not reached the desired levels. According to him, the government 

spoke in a synchronized manner, a voice commanded from one center. Government 

communication depended on government actions.  

Amos observed that the greatest undoing for the government was in the 

lethargic nature of its officers. The government needed to control the flow of 

communication to limit false information peddled by bloggers. Although Amos felt 

that the government communication was okay, he had expectations of an excellent 

model. He had hoped that the government communication would have prompt, 

simple, and clear. Clarity helps fight fake news as one can verify the news. Clear 

news help elevate the government’s credibility. Amos was interested in source 

credibility, particularly for those who speak on behalf of the government. He felt that 

the person nominated to speak on behalf of the government should be vetted so that 

he or she has the desirable qualities of a speaker. A good government communicator, 

Amos intimated, should note that the government has multifaceted audiences, 

requiring one to decipher these small differences for the sake of capturing the correct 

message to the right audience. In this way, government communication will remain 

relevant in the lives of the citizens.  
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Morris Wekesa was customarily tasked to raise his late brother’s children. 

This guardianship role meant that he had to be at the center of events when news 

came in that Garissa University College, where his daughter attended, had been 

attacked. While this information came as a news brief, he was so anxious to hear what 

the government had to say about the attack. He faults the government communication 

as restrained and one that could not satiate his information needs at the time. To 

mitigate this, Morris reverted to the sons of the village based in Nairobi who relayed 

the bad news to him.  

Morris was not happy that the government ignored terror victims in the rural 

areas, as he felt that the victims in the urban centers had easy access to government 

communication. He gave an example of how the government communicated to terror 

victims in Nairobi in a meeting where he was present. In that meeting, government 

officials explained what needed to be done in the following days. Immediately after 

this meeting, Morris noted that the government went silent. He was particularly 

concerned about the silence of the government after the attack, as he expected a more 

responsive government, one that would have kept the terror victims posted on what 

the government was doing. For instance, the government communicated nothing 

about the investigations that were underway. 

Similarly, the support promised to the terror victims was not forthcoming. 

Morris opined that government communication after the attack would have helped in 

bringing closure for the victims. He was of the view government communication was 

not synchronized as some government officials seemed clueless about what the 

government was doing. To remedy the perspective that government communication 

was very conservative with the truth, Morris advises the government to activate the 
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National Government Administration Officers (NGAO) as it was an effective 

machinery for government coordination and communication.  

Rael Wanjau was a student at the Garissa University College. She was shot 

several times by the attackers. She thanks God for her life. Her medical condition was 

dicey, and as such, she did not interact much with government messages until she 

recuperated. Rael felt that the government communication was not clear. She had to 

deal with concealed information on her condition and only secured a proper position 

when she was transferred to a private facility. Rael’s position was that government 

communication was overly generalized, often missing the specifics, therefore gaving 

the picture of an impersonal government.  

While Rael expected government communication to have been crafted around 

the life and condition of the terror victims, the government opted to be general. She 

cited the government message that everything was okay and that life had moved on to 

be one of her lowest moments. Clearly, the government had not reached out to the 

terror victims to ascertain what it had communicated. Rael argued that government 

communication on terror needed to answer to the expectations of the terror victims. 

She opined that government communication should be precise and detailed. In times 

of terror, government communication should prioritize timely dispatch of information 

to help families prepare psychologically.  

In Rael’s assessment, government communication was not honest and lacked 

the communicative action desired in government operations. The promises given to 

terror victims by the government needed to be completed through action. Rael opined 

that the government needed to use as many channels of communication so that it 

could communicate with the many and complex audiences, in this case, terror victims. 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

105 
 

The unwavering position in Rael’s account is that government communication on 

terror ought to be personalized to capture the needs of terror victims.  

Joseph Luseli was a former student of the Garissa Teacher’s Training College, 

the precursor of the Garissa University College. He had traveled to Garissa to collect 

his certificates when the university college was attacked. Government communication 

was felt on various media, and Joseph hinted that he secured sufficient information 

from social media networking sites. The government sent out information that was 

shared on Twitter and Facebook, but Joseph never neglected the traditional media 

channels, such as television and radio. With the generalized informational alerts, 

Joseph was concerned that the government had taken an incommunicado model, 

preferring not to reach out to victims of the attack, yet they (victims) served as the 

primary audience on government communication on terror.  

Further, Joseph assessed government communication as one that failed the 

honesty test since crucial information was left out of its messages. For instance, 

Joseph wondered how government communication would indicate that there were 

four attackers then suggest that four other suspects had been arrested shortly after the 

attack. This meant that the attackers were more than the indicated number. He 

expected to see a clear picture of what had happened. To him, terror victims were not 

interested in basic information about the attack but needed details that would help 

them make decisions on their safety. Government communication, according to 

Joseph, lacked some elements that would have worked to satiate the needs of the 

terror victims. Poor communication and coordination caused many deaths. According 

to him, government communication should be synchronized with the actions that 

relate to the government's commitment. For him, government communication is more 
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the action than the speech. Joseph argued that government should tell us what it is 

doing and do what it is telling us.  

Angela Mutinda was a student at Garissa University College. She attributes 

her survival to God. From the time of the attack, Angela expected the government to 

communicate as it coordinated the rescue operations. Mobile phones offered a good 

avenue for the government to send messages to students and receive real-time 

intelligence from the students. Instead, the messages that Angela received were 

confusing. At one point, the military personnel communicated the intention to bring 

down the college since the military could not distinguish who were the attackers and 

who were hostages. Angela posited that the rescue operation was carried out horribly. 

She believed that the messages from the government were not decisive. In fact, 

Angela believed that the government failed to talk to terror victims and involve them. 

She also saw the lack of personalized communication. All that the government 

communicated at the time was meant to sanitize its failure to attend to insecurity in 

Garissa.  

In communicating about the attack, Angela believed that the government 

wanted to clean the mess of what had happened. She also noted that some of the 

messages from the government were irrelevant. Why would the government call a 

press conference to tell us the nationality of the principal attacker? This information, 

according to Angela, was a scheme to shift blame and divert attention from the 

government. In terms of channels, Angela was convinced that social media worked as 

a channel to relay the messages from the government. Government communication on 

terror was curtailed soon after the attack. No one had a way to follow through with 

what the government had promised before. Like other participants, Angela noted that 

government communication was sabotaged by government officials lax in their work. 
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To Angela, lethargic government officials made it easy for the government to 

dishonestly communicate to the terror victims.  

David Mutiso was a second-year education student at Garissa University 

College. For him, government communication starts from the president down to the 

last man. From the president’s address, David noted that the head of state had 

communicated his condolence message to the terror victims. The president gave so 

many promises, which David expected the government to actualize. Importantly, 

David expected that the government would personalize its communication by being 

present in the lives of terror victims. He thought the president would have met terror 

victims and help them find closure.  

Government messages, according to David, were relayed through television, 

radio, and social media networking sites. The messages included communication on 

the number of those who had died and what the government was doing to contain the 

situation. While the attack shook David’s primordial thoughts about the government, 

he saw government communication as lacking in action. Inaction on the part of the 

government communicated how it (government) regarded the citizens. David was 

disappointed that in communicating to the public, the government was pulling a 

publicity stunt. This window dressing attitude by the government meant that 

government communication had no accompanying action.  

The elongated chain of command delayed the pace at which the government 

communicated. David suggested that government communication should be truthful 

and prompt to spur trust among citizens regarding the state’s actions and 

communication. Government communication majored on sending messages of 

condolences as opposed to other messages that would have been emphasized at that 

time. David argued that terror victims were concerned about their safety and comfort, 
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although he felt that such messages were not communicated as much as he had 

anticipated.  

David Omwami was a third-year education student at Garissa University 

College, specializing in mathematics and physics. Like Rael, David was shot several 

times only to be rescued by first responders. He blamed the government for his woes 

and indicated that the government was silent on the reasons for the attackers’ raid of 

the university. To David, Kenya’s incursion in Somalia activated the attack. In his 

words, David pondered as follows: 

Why should we suffer as victims of a political process that does not involve 

citizens?  

To answer his concerns, David expected the government to address itself to 

the question: Why would citizens suffer the misdeeds of the government? He further 

faulted the way the government communicated, noting that there were many promises 

that the government made, yet nothing came through. The non-implementation of the 

promises saw David conclude that there was a gap in government communication. He 

gave the example of the government’s commitment to cater for the medical expenses 

of all terror victims, a pledge that received myriad interpretations.  

Additionally, David observed that government communication was not clear 

on what the government was doing. The government was not clear on which terror 

victims would get government support, citing that he did not receive any support 

when he was treated in a private hospital. It was David’s prayer that the government 

needs to be candid in its communication. Government communication needs to be 

clear instead of concealing the truth. David also observed that government 

communication was hyperbolic, with many messages given for the sake of the 

cameras. He also looked at the impersonalized manner of communication, noting, for 

example, that the prosecution department celebrated the sentencing of the attackers, 
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yet no one bothered to communicate the same victory to terror victims. David hoped 

that government communication would estimate the ideal nature of such kind of 

communication.  

John Mwangi is a freelance mason in Murang’a County. He is the father of 

Rael Wanjau. John was distressed by the events of the attack. He encountered many 

troubles arising from the attack. John’s daughter became paralyzed, and months later, 

he lost his wife due to depression. Rael’s brother dropped out of school, seeing that 

education had disastrous effects on the family. A thoughtful John was reluctant to 

rehash his thoughts on the government. He wondered why the government was not 

forthcoming in its communication on what had happened. With many competing 

voices and sources explaining what had transpired, John expected the government to 

drown such voices with accurate information.  

The laxity displayed in communication, according to John, further created 

anxious moments among terror victims. Having interacted with both the national and 

county governments, John noted that the national government made many promises, 

yet only a handful were fulfilled. He did not receive any coin from the national 

government, yet the county government’s pledge was actualized. The county 

government communicated candidly, increasing its credibility.  

John cited the support he received from the Murang’a County government 

when his wife died. The governor and the women’s representative assisted his family 

in settling the interment bills and supported Rael’s treatment in India. When I asked 

him why he had no kind words for the national government, John indicated that he did 

not want to put his hope on lies. For him, government communication needed to be 

honest and prompt. His interaction with government officials at the Kenyatta National 

Hospital (KNH) spoke of a failed communication system. He was denied crucial 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

110 
 

information as the medics went silent on the matter. For John, it appeared that the 

medics were not in sync with what the president had communicated and what the 

government was doing for the affected families.  

Rachael Mwangi was a third-year student at Garissa University College. She 

escaped unscathed, found herself in the college neighborhood, where good neighbors 

helped her get to the military camp in Garissa. Rachael was so convinced that there 

was a strong link between coordination and communication. She observed that there 

were glaring indicators that the university was to be attacked, yet the government 

neither said nor did anything. Poor coordination meant poor communication.  

Further, Rachael was not satisfied with the information coming from the 

president when he indicated the government’s continued commitment to protecting 

citizens. She found this statement far removed from the truth. She, similarly, indicated 

that the remarks by the interior CS that the government had been caught unawares 

were untruthful. The fact that the CS corrected himself days later indicated that the 

initial statement was the height of government falsehood. Government 

communication, for Rachael, was untruthful considering the conflicting messages and 

significantly because the government never fulfilled its promises. Rachael felt that 

government communication did not factor in the situation that terror victims found 

themselves in. This meant that government communication was impersonal.  

Rachael also thought that the government communicated irrelevant details that 

terror victims did not benefit from. She wondered how helpful the information on the 

parentage and nationality of the main attacker would have assisted terror victims who 

needed justice and safety. For Rachael, she needed to feel the presence of the 

government in the lives of the terror victims. If the government had done this, terror 

victims would have found closure. The government also needed to fulfill its promises. 
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Like most participants, Rachael noted that the highly fragmented bureaucratic 

structure did not support prompt, transparent, and honest communication.  

Samson Lenawe was an education student majoring in mathematics and 

physics at Garissa University College. Together with his friend David Mutiso, they 

dared death when they escaped from the attacker’s snare as he led them to some 

human slaughter. His interaction with the government during this attack changed his 

perspective about it (government). He had consumed, unquestioned, any message that 

came from the government. He affirmed that things changed after the college was 

attacked. Like other participants, Samson noted the close tie between government 

coordination and communication, and between communication and action. He 

narrated how students communicated their security fears and concerns to the security 

teams in Garissa, only to receive assurance that all was well. Samson noted that even 

the president had just addressed parliament and assured the nation that the country 

was secure from terror attacks. The Garissa University College attack confirmed a 

contrary position.  

Arising from these situations, Samson doubted messages from the 

government. He cited the many instances when the government pronounced itself on a 

matter only to fail at the implementation stage. He noted that many promises were not 

followed through. Samson noted that part of the problem with government 

communication was attributable to government spokespersons. He gave an example 

of the interior CS who analogously compared the deaths of students to that of 

cockroaches. To Samson, this was a mockery since the government had failed to fight 

for the unarmed students. Samson expected ethics to characterize communication 

from the government and felt that the national government administration officials 

needed to be enlisted as an active system that the government can use to reach the 
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citizenry. He also took issue with the county governments, noting that his county 

government exhibited the same communicative characteristics as those of the national 

government.  

4.4 Summary  

This chapter set out to understand participants in the study and capture some 

perceptions towards government communication. It is important to note that some of 

the thoughts captured in this chapter formed the basis of understanding some of the 

thematic areas drawn from the explicated data. Within the discourses of the 

participants, I was able to elucidate the emotions, which helped put in perspective 

terror victims’ perceptions of government communication. There were mixed feelings 

about the government but overall, participants felt that government communication 

had many areas to cover before it can be considered effective, efficient, and perhaps, 

excellent. In the next chapters, I look at the results of the explicated data, answering 

the research questions.  

  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

113 
 

CHAPTER FIVE 

EXPECTATIONS OF GOVERNMENT COMMUNICATION ON TERROR 

5.1 Introduction 

This study set out to explore terror victims’ perceptions towards government 

communication on terror. The study drew meanings from the tonalities of what the 

participants shared during the interviews. As a phenomenological study, I made 

meaning of participants’ lived experiences towards government communication on 

terror. In the subsequent chapters, I explored the explicated findings and 

interpretations resulting from the four research questions presented in chapter one. 

The research questions were as follows: What were terror victims’ expectations of 

government communication on terror? What individual and shared terror victims’ 

perceptions were constructed towards government communication on terror? What 

was the terror victims' understanding of government communication on terror? What 

did terror victims perceive as message typologies in government communication on 

terror? 

Each of the next four chapters addresses one research question. The chapters 

carry explicated data from the in-depth interviews that I conducted with the 

participants. The interviews were transcribed and shared with the participants to 

elucidate their endorsement on what was captured about was what they said and 

meant. Very minor corrections were received from the transcribed sheets that were 

sent to the participants. With these corrections, I read and re-read the interviews, 

formulated meanings, and drew cluster and emergent themes. The data is presented in 

themes and sub-themes delineated from the analysis. This chapter presents findings 
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and interpretations relating to the research question: What expectations did the terror 

victims have of government communication on terror?  

5.2 Expectations Towards Government Communication on Terror 

The relationship between the government and citizens creates expectations for 

both parties. Some of these expectations are communicative, particularly when the 

lives of citizens are threatened in a terror attack. Broom and Sha (2013) argued that 

government communicators are a critical link between the citizens and the 

government. They are expected to communicate with citizens about what the 

government is doing while at the same time taking feedback from the citizens to the 

government. During an attack, citizens have critical questions that need to be 

answered. They expect the government to respond to some of their concerns as it 

communicates on terror. For instance, one participant, David Omwami, asked the 

following: 

Why should we suffer as victims of a political process that does not involve 

us?  

On the other hand, Rael quipped: Why would attackers target innocent 

students instead of facing the government?  

To answer the many questions posed at the time of a terror attack, government 

communicators are expected to respond to the different needs that create 

differentiated publics. The remit of government communicators includes informing 

citizens about government activities (Canel & Sanders, 2015; Theaker, 2012), 

ensuring that citizens cooperate on government-initiated programmes, facilitating 

media relations, and building partnerships between the government and the citizens 

(Broom & Sha, 2013). This means that government communicators function as 

enablers in meeting the needs of various terror victims.  
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Drucker (2012) argued that communication is perceptional in that it depends 

on both the source and receiver. Whatever the receiver does with the message 

received is what completes the communication process. The way government 

communication was received and perceived by terror victims completed the 

communication process. Government messages were received depending on the 

expectations that terror victims had of government communication. Citing Plato’s 

Phaedo, Drucker advised sources to any communication to speak or write in the 

recipient's language. For example, a carpenter targeting fellow carpenters must use 

metaphors of a carpenter to reach out to them.  

It would be an expectation that the government would communicate in the 

metaphors familiar to the terror victims. This leads to the second observation by 

Drucker (2012) that communication is exceptional. Communication creates 

expectations which then help parties in a conversation estimate the responses or 

actions of their recipients. This observation necessitates communicative expectations 

and helps us hear and see what we want to hear or see. These two observations helped 

contextualize terror victims’ expectations of government communication. This study 

established several expectations that terror victims had of government communication 

on terror.  

5.2.1 Personalized Communication  

Participants expected government communication on terror to be done in a 

personalized manner. They estimated that the murderous effects of a terror attack 

required personalized intervention and involvement of the government. The 

expectation was that government messages on terror would be done in a language and 

manner that terror victims would relate. About 800 families were yearning for a clear 

involvement of the government in the issues they were facing. Rael Wanjau argued 
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that government communication on terror needed to be structured to help government 

officials interact with the terror victims. She called out the government over its 

announcement shortly after the attack that all was well, urging error victims to pick up 

the pieces and move on. Rael read mischief in this statement, insisting that had the 

government been involved in terror victims’ lives, such a statement would not have 

been communicated. In her words, Rael affirmed that attack doesn’t affect me, but the 

side effects do. 

Which implied her quest to see government communicators get involved in 

her life post the terror attack.  

Rachael Mwangi wondered why the government did not get involved in 

students' lives when they faced the threat of terror. She wondered why government 

communication on terror never mentioned that students had raised red flags over 

insecurity in Garissa. To her, the students had communicated their fear and suspicion 

that the university was among the targeted institutions for a possible attack from 

terrorists. While the government communicated its assurance of safety, Rachael 

realized that students were on their own as the government went silent on the matter.  

Samson Lenawe also raised Rachael's expectation of personalized 

communication between government communicators and terror victims. He tore into 

the president’s address, arguing that it did not carry the terror victims' feelings, pains, 

and concerns. To him, the speech was so generalized, focusing on the security 

situation in the country and one that was meant for the general public’s consumption. 

While there was nothing wrong in communicating to the general public, Samson 

wanted the message to target terror victims since a specific number of Kenyans had 

been affected by the attack. On his part, David Omwami noted the generalities used in 
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the messages of condolence from the government made him feel that the government 

communication made it clear that no one bothered about terror victims.  

The expectations of Rael, Rachael, and David pointed to the need to recognize 

the needs, interests, and concerns of the terror victims and having these issues 

attended to in a personalized manner. Terror victims’ needs, interests, and concerns 

need to be crafted in government communication on terror. Fairbanks et al. (2007) 

observed that to create an environment of transparency, government communication 

on terror should reflect citizen needs, interests, and concerns, all that helps segment 

audiences based on the different expectations. 

Participants’ accounts also elucidated that personalized communication on 

terror should have included personalized visits, personalized attention, and 

individualized messages. Participants expected government officials to visit them in 

hospitals, homes, and in college. When the interior CS spoke to some terror victims at 

the military camp in Garissa, David Mutiso observed a good number did not 

concentrate on his message as their hearts went out to their colleagues who were still 

stuck in the college.  

The CS was not where terror victims expected him to be. Later, David told me 

the following:  

I wanted the government to show its concern about the incident. I expected it 

to come first from the President then from all government officials. Instead, I noted 

that there was no concern for the survivors and to those who died. Similarly, when 

students were transferred to Moi University, we had hoped that government 

representatives would come in to support us. This did not happen…. It was not 
different at the military camp in Garissa. We had hoped to meet the President, the 

Cabinet Secretary or a representative of the government, but no one addressed us.  

The President had communicated that the country was mourning with the 

families over the loss of their loved ones. This message carried a lot of weight and 

created the anticipation that the government would get involved as families interred 
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their loved ones. While the government did its best in supporting families, participants 

yearned for more support. They expected government officials to heed to the 

communication on terror and be empathetic to terror victims’ situations. Literary, 

terror victims expected the government to mourn with them. Amos Kwena spoke of 

the elaborate plan that the government had to ensure its presence. He narrated as 

below:  

First of all, the government did a lot, in all those funerals. There was a 

government message of condolence, at least for the funerals I went to. The County 

Commissioners would read the President’s message of condolence and I would read 

the message of condolence from the university and that was a very good show by the 

government that it appreciates the fact that people have suffered.  

While Amos saw the presence of government officials at the ceremonies he 

attended, some participants, who were not privy to government communication on the 

support, gave different accounts of what had transpired at the interment ceremonies 

they had attended. While attending the interment ceremonies of his fellow students, 

on more than one occasion, David Omwami ended up being the only university 

representative. Apart from chiefs who attended the function, no top government 

officials were present.  

What would have happened to the government’s communication plan if it had 

purposed to be personally present and have the president’s message read out in all the 

147 burial ceremonies? Was 147 such a huge number that government communicators 

and officials got overwhelmed? Why did the government not use the National 

Government Administration Officers (NGAO) to be the link between the government 

and terror victims, including conveying the condolence messages given their presence 

in the country?  

The final argument on personalized communication was how the government 

went silent a day after the attack. Families were still mourning, and they required the 
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government to walk with them. Rael Wanjau argued that the fact that the government 

failed to be personally involved in victim’s worldview left them desolate. Similar 

sentiments were echoed by David Omwami, who argued, as follows: 

The government gave the burial support and never bothered to see what the 

future portended for the families. It was demoralizing that families had sacrificed 

their all, only for their children to die in this tragedy. In such circumstances, it is only 

rational that the government would be there for the parents. It was heartbreaking to 

see the government fail to be involved, but it was saddening that government never 

fulfilled its promises.  

Personalized communication meant so much for the participants in the study. 

It characterized the needs, interests, and concerns of terror victims. Personalized 

communication would have had a therapeutic effect on the terror victims since they 

would have perceived government as a close and true friend. The discussion with 

participants revealed that government messages needed to be crafted with terror 

victims in mind. Gregory (2011) indicated that government needs to be citizen-driven. 

Clearly, one way to harness citizen-driven communication is by incorporating 

interpersonal communication in government communication.  

Smith (1992) noted that communication as involvement utilizes areas of 

commonality. In this case, the government would have leveraged state-citizen 

relations and public institutions to open communication between the citizens and the 

government. By not getting involved in terror victims’ lives, the government missed 

an opportunity to learn about troubles, pains, and anxieties that terror victims went 

through. The role of government communicators is crucial in such instances since 

they serve as boundary spanners to help both government and citizens to interact 

(Grunig & Grunig, 2008). Government involvement would have created a moment of 

excellent communication. Ultimately, the communicators need to establish and 

maintain mutually beneficial relationships (Moss, 2011).  
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5.2.2 Structure that Supported Continuous Communication 

Participants expected structures in government that would ensure continuous 

communication on the terror attack. Morris Wekesa observed that the government had 

better systems compared to citizens. Government systems had the capacity to capture 

citizen data and use this data to reach citizens whenever the need arises. Contrary to 

this expectation, Morris noted that the government never took the initiative to know if 

there was anyone else in the family it could reach out to and that is why I argue that 

the government has never concerned itself with us. He was so surprised that instead of 

the government reaching out to him, it communicated and transacted with a family 

friend or a ‘stranger’ as he put it.  

Participants had hoped that NGAO would offer a better mechanism for the 

government to communicate on terror and lead operations, but this expectation was 

not met. Almost all participants mentioned their interaction with NGAO. Rachael 

explained how the local chief ensured that they safely walked to the military camp 

after they escaped from the attackers’ snare. On his part, Morris indicated that the 

government had good channels running - from the president to the local chief. He 

thought of NGAO as a popular government machinery that had previously worked 

efficiently. On the management of communication during the attack, Morris put his 

faith in the government as its officials had, according to him… 

Good communication channels from the President all the way down to the 

clan elders and we locals interact with the Chief and his assistant and the information 

would be received.  

He further noted that government should use its offices because the people in 

those offices will address you in a proper manner.  

Amos Kwena believed that the attack on the university was a sensitive matter 

that required the involvement of the national government administration officials. To 
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Amos, NGAO provided an apt communication channel to the citizenry. He told me 

along these lines:  

When the County Commissioner receives information, he relays the same to 

his colleagues all the way to the local chief. A chief has a smaller administrative unit 

and has a fair understanding of the people living in this area. In case of death, God 

forbid, and such information must be relayed to the family, the government can access 

basic information from the national identity card and reach out to the relevant chief. 

The chief will get the information across to the family, explaining to them what 

transpired. It would be wrong for the family to access such information from social 

media.   

David Omwami best represented participants’ expectations when he argued 

that government messages on the attack needed to percolate to the citizens without 

hindrance. Contrary to participants’ expectations about NGAO that depicted the unit 

as a handmaiden for government communication and operations, experiences with the 

officials revealed an ineffective structure that stifled continuous communication. For 

instance, Morris Wekesa told me this of NGAO:  

The area chief is my neighbor. I had always considered myself lucky in that I 

would be the first to receive government messages once they are channeled to the 

administrator. My expectations were frustrated as it turned out that even the chief did 

not have the information I required. Since the attack, I noted the possibility that the 

government had ceased using the administrators to reach the citizens. How would the 

government abandon a channel of communication that served it with dedication?  

Morris had put his faith in NGAO. He expected the local chief, as part of 

NGAO, to ensure that messages would be relayed to terror victims, but nothing of the 

sort happened. A frustrated Morris further told me as follows:  

I secured from the media a very clear commitment from the government that 

terror victims were to be supported especially after the government concluded its 

investigations. It has been years, and no one has communicated to me about it. There 

has been no compensation as promised. We have received no communication and the 

government officials within our reach seem to have no information. If these officials 

have no information, is it not possible that nothing happened after the attack?  

Morris found it difficult to interrogate the intentions of the government on 

terror. His only hope was that the local chief would have a better flow of what was 

happening. He was shocked that the local chief was uneasy on seeing top county 
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administrators attend the interment of his daughter. The chief seemed clueless about 

the government’s procedure in paying respect to the departed and mistook the 

attendance of the country administrators for kinship and friendship with the deceased. 

Morris pointed out that during the interment of his daughter, the chief wondered how 

a poor family like Morris’ could have marshaled the high and mighty in the society. 

The interment service was attended by the county governor and a host of county 

administrators.  

Morris hypothesized that in the chief’s mind, he wondered where the high and 

mighty had been when he tried to help the poor family all along. Unfortunately, 

Morris could not depend on his local chief as he was always clueless on the 

government’s communication on terror. This put to question the efficiency of the 

government's communication system and whether government messages get to the 

right audience.  

Rachael Mwangi wondered why NGAO did not perform as expected. During 

the interment of her friend who died in the attack, Rachael noted that a local chief 

attended the service as part of his duty. When the chief rose to speak, he had no 

sympathies for the family. Also, he never spoke on the government’s resolve against 

terror but went ahead to update mourners on the general security in the area and what 

the government was planning to do in the area. The chief never considered that his 

audience comprised of terror victims. Rachael wondered why the official did not relay 

the right message for that moment. Rachael’s observation suggests that there was a 

pose on the communication regarding the attack. At that point, NGAO seemed to be a 

government structure that did not support continuous communication.  

Rachael was not alone. David Omwami, as well wondered what happened to 

the channels of communication among NGAO. Typically, the NGAO structure runs 
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from the president down to the local chief. David concluded that there was a 

possibility that things happened secretly as we were not informed on anything that 

was being done, or nothing regardless of what the president committed the 

government to do. Silence posed the much-needed continuous communication on 

terror.  

The argument that the government did not support continuous communication 

was further exacerbated by the failure to give terror victims updated messages. 

Participants looked forward to government communication prior to, during, and after 

the attack only for communication to wane. Angela Mutinda noted that despite the 

communication challenges in the initial stages of the attack, she expected the 

government to continue updating terror victims on what was happening. She affirmed 

that she had not received any communication from the government on how it 

conducted and concluded investigations on the attack. Like Angela, Morris Wekesa 

told me that he had never received any communication on the government 

investigations.  

The anticipation that government communication needs to be continuous is 

supported in literature. Fairbanks et al. (2007) avered that government, through its 

communicators, needs to constantly update citizens on what it is doing. On their part, 

Canel and Sanders (2015) argued the place of constant government communication on 

the account that citizens need information to guide their decisions. In relaying 

information on terror, the government ought to give sufficient details so that the 

process engages terror victims and incorporates feedback (Drucker, 2012).  

5.2.3 Agility in Communication 

The theorization by Grunig and Hunt (1984) suggested a stiff governmental 

communication structure. Communication in a typical government structure was 
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deemed to be unidirectional and focused on looking at any favorable opportunities to 

paint the government in good light. Far from this sluggish communicative attitude, 

literature recommends a change in government communication with structures and 

processes to accompany such alacrity (Canel & Sanders, 2013; Gregory, 2011). With 

this new model, citizens have an enlarged communicative expectation. Participants in 

this study expected an agile government, one that should have utilized all available 

communication channels. They sought different channels expecting that the 

government would have used the same avenues to communicate what was happening. 

In other words, terror victims expected the government to communicate with them 

using their preferred channels. David Omwami perfectly summarized the agility 

expected of government communicators with his argument the government…  

Can use all forms of communication because it reaches people differently. 

There are some victims who did not have access to the internet, thus social media was 

not applicable to them. Others were not connected to electricity hence can’t access 

some other forms of media. Different methods should apply, including passing 

messages from the President all the way down to the local chiefs, hence reaching its 

citizens.  

In looking for news from a preferred channel, terror victims were asking the 

government to develop a cocktail of avenues to reach them. Some participants noted 

that social media was their preferred channel of communication. Angela Mutinda 

accessed government communication on terror from her Twitter and Facebook 

accounts. Joseph Luseli continually updated himself on the happenings through social 

media networking sites. He was on Facebook and Twitter. He noted that messages on 

Facebook and on Twitter such as #Garissa University attack and #we stand with you 

Garissa victims kept me informed.  

While Angela and Joseph preferred social media, Morris Wekesa and Amos 

Kwena were suspicious of the messages on social media. Amos wanted the 

government to reign in on bloggers who spread fake news that confused those who 
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had considered social media as an alternative source for government communication 

on terror. Morris wondered how one could verify information from the different 

voices on social media.  

With abundance of caution, therefore, the opinions of participants suggest the 

need for government to use information and communication technologies to 

communicate. Terror victims expected the government to be tech-savvy and channel 

its communication as such. Social media provides an avenue for creating consumers 

and participants in what the government communicates. According to Hermida 

(2012), communities on social media encourage participation and openness, qualities 

that government communication on terror would have ridden on as it communicated 

during the attack on Garissa University College.  

Mobile phones were another popular medium. Mobile phones were widely 

used to seek government communication on terror, communicate with family, and 

access social media network sites. Joseph Luseli had traveled to Garissa against his 

parent’s advice. When his mother heard about the attack, she called him to inform him 

about the news and confirm that her fears were justified.  

On his part, John Mwangi spoke of how a family friend in Garissa frantically 

tried to reach him. At the time, John was engrossed in work and could not access his 

phone. The incessant caller left a record of missed calls on John’s phonebook. John’s 

wife also attempted to call him. When John returned the call, the wife referred him to 

the many missed calls from the family friend. John then called the family friend only 

to be informed about the attack on the university that Rael attended. John told me, as 

follows:  

Immediately I received the news, I tried calling my daughter. Her phone went 

unanswered. I was extremely worried. In confusion and anxiety, I opted to ride my 

motorbike to Garissa to ascertain the fate of my daughter.  
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His decision was stopped by a Member of the County Assembly (MCA). He 

said:  

When the MCA saw me, he was concerned. I then explained to him that Rael’s 

university was under attack. He was shocked! He pulled out his phone and was able 

to access online news that gave us some details about the attack. Seeing that the 

government was handling the situation and seeing the distance I was to cover before I 

reach Garissa, the MCA convinced me not to travel. 

Amos Kwena was called by Emily Namayemba, who informed him about the 

attack. When he called back, Emily did not pick because she had been shot dead. 

Amos used his mobile phone to immediately call the police and coordinated some 

response with the police. On his part, Morris Wekesa had to call the sons of the 

village who resided in Nairobi to get apt government communication on terror. It was 

after the call that Morris came to learn about the death of his daughter.  

The use of phones to access news, get messages from the government, or 

access social media networking sites all introduce the discourse about the use of 

mobile phones to reach terror victims. Government communication on terror needs to 

recognize the potency that phones carry as a channel for government communication 

on terror. As Katz (2008) observed, mobile phone usage has opened the information 

and communications technology, making access to information and receiving of 

mediated messages easier than it was many years ago. Mobile phones are increasingly 

becoming a preferred media channel that carries information of interest to the 

consumers, carries relevant information, and allows for interaction.  

Agility did not imply a disregard of the traditional forms of media. 

Participants expected government to continue using electronic media to inform terror 

victims of the events in Garissa and what the government was doing. Several 

participants relied on radio to secure government communication on terror from 
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different media houses. For instance, Samson Lenawe opined that radio was used by 

terror victims since, radio is highly accessible to most people.  

The geographical residence of the terror victims was flagged. Some 

participants, based in the cities or urban areas, showed a preference for social media 

in addition to radio and television. In some cases, some participants read newspapers. 

Those in the rural settings preferred radio as well articulated by Morris Wekesa, who, 

though aware of many communication channels available, preferred radio. Morris had 

received the news of the attack on the university through television and received the 

subsequent updates on the radio. His preference was informed by the popularity of 

radio in the rural areas as he averred thusly: 

I prefer radio since many people get to listen to it. If I miss to get some 

information, somehow my neighbor would hear something, and the message would be 

relayed to the rest of us.  

Amos Kwena asserted that television was his preferred channel for receiving 

government messages. He was interviewed on various television stations, and arising 

from these interviews, he was enlisted to support the disaster management team in 

coordinating the process of identifying bodies at the Chiromo Mortuary.  

Few participants expected the government to use the newspapers. Only Joseph 

Luseli sought government communication from print media. He read newspapers 

shortly after arriving from Garissa. Morris Wekesa was reluctant to seek information 

from print media. He ruled out newspapers as a sure way of proving that the 

government had promised to do certain things. Morris seemed to indicate that 

evidence built on account of newspaper stories could not stand the test of long-term 

storage.  

This finding seems to suggest that there was low readership of newspapers and 

raises the question of how relevant print media was in the coverage of the attack of 
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Garissa University College. Newspapers have a waning readership, and scholars 

suggest a number of reasons for this shift, including the fact that there are many radio 

stations than are newspapers, the cost, and the fact that newspapers have found the 

digital space that may have given its print format an accessible alternative (Nyabuga 

& Booker, 2013; Oriare, Okello-Orlale, & Ugangu, 2010). 

Agility and adaptability have been conceptualized as methods required in 

public relations planning (van Ruler, 2015). Away from the normal route of research 

and analysis, strategy, goals, action plan, and evaluation, van Ruler proposed the need 

for organizations to move away from the illusion of control and focus on the reality of 

a digitized society. Ruler controversially dismisses the two-way communication, 

terming it rusty since a digitized society allows the development of a multi-way 

diachronic process that allows many players with a varied interplay of 

source/recipient-audience/source interplay. Digitization allows for flexible planning, 

and the government would have explored the many platforms as it reached out to the 

terror victims. The fact that terror victims expected the government to reach out to 

them from their various platforms speaks of an agile audience that expected 

government communicators to utilize such platforms as they communicated on terror.  

5.2.4 Transparent and Prompt Communication  

Participants in the study also expected government communication on terror to 

be open, prompt, and specific. Participants desired prompt and detailed 

communication on terror. The quest for transparency, simplicity, and promptness was 

captured by Amos Kwena. When I asked him about his expectation on government 

communication on terror, his view was that government communication…ought to be 

prompt. The more you delay, the more you spur speculation. Communication is exact, 

it is prompt and specific. 
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In proposing an honest conversation in a timely manner, Amos’ expectation 

introduced ethical aspects of communication on terror. Immediately one is drawn to 

the ethical issues in communication, including libel, truth, sensationalism, and 

hyperbolism (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Source credibility, respect for the audience, 

equity, social responsibility, and espionage are brought to the fore (Bowen, 2009). 

The government needs to achieve what it set out to do by communicating to different 

audiences in a coherent, credible, and ethical manner (Owakah & Aswani, 2011).  

Angela Mutinda expected government communication on terror to be done as 

soon as possible because government needed to rescue people with minimum 

casualties.  

Like Amos, Angela opined that speculation diffracts efficient communication 

and could impair rescue operations. Fast, accurate, and truthful communication keeps 

speculation at bay. Prompt communication calms the anxiety among terror victims. 

Angela knew so well what anxiety could bring. Before her escape, she was caught 

between the attackers’ snare and the frustration of the military personnel who 

threatened to bring down the entire university. She quipped as below: 

We stayed in the room for almost the whole day because the KDF were saying 

that they cannot do that job, they were overwhelmed. They said that they were going 

to blow up the building because they were not able to differentiate between the 

students and terrorists.  

Typical of government services, participants expected communication on 

terror to be properly planned and well-executed. David Omwami expected the 

government to set communication timelines to manage the expectations of terror 

victims. With the quest to receive apt messages from the government, it was rational 

to expect the government to have timelines. In addition to promptness, there was an 

expectation among participants that government communication on terror needed to 

be detailed.  
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Talking to participants revealed the quest among terror victims to secure 

correct details. The detailed communication also needed to be specific. Specificity in 

government messages on terror would have focused on the numbers and the timings 

of the attack. David Mutiso captured the quest for correct details when he averred as 

follows:  

I wanted to know the actual number of those killed. Whereas the government 

reported that 147 lives had been lost, my simple calculation led me to doubt this 

number. When I compared the university population and the number of hostages 

rescued from the attack, I was persuaded that more than 147 people died as a result 

of the attack. I, thus, needed to hear the truth from the government. It does not hurt to 

speak the truth.  

David reinforced the quest for detailed information with the requirement for 

truthfulness. For him, truthfulness ought to differentiate government, allowing it to be 

perceived as transparent. The government needed to be honest on the time of the 

attack, number of attackers, number of hostages, numbers rescued, numbers in 

hospital, and the number of those reported dead. According to Fairbanks et al. (2007), 

truthfulness is associated with transparency or openness in government. Gaber (2007) 

tied the loose ends on communication within a democratic system, arguing that an 

ideal situation is one where citizens are fully informed of the happenings in the 

government. To do this, the government must be transparent and accountable. 

Democratic governments need not communicate for the sake of communication.  

On her part, Rael Wanjau expected an accountability framework at 

government institutions that would help the government function in an open manner. 

Open communication that is supported by truthful conversations reduces anxiety, now 

that most terror victims were anxious. Rael also commented on the numbers, arguing 

that there was no need to hide the real figures. Concealed truth happens to be part of 

the politics of numbers where terrorists inflate the number of causalities to make a 
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point, while the government deliberately underreports to downplay the impact of the 

attack (Schmid, 2013a).  

Rael expected the government to openly carry out a list of the survivors so that 

families that could not see their kin on the list would start preparing yourselves 

psychologically should news about death come in. In other words, the government 

ought to give details even where it feels uncomfortable to communicate. For Rael, 

there was a lack of depth in what the government was telling the terror victims, which 

fueled anxiety and speculation. On her part, Angela Mutinda believed the numbers of 

attackers were more than what the government had indicated. She made the following 

observation:  

I doubt that the attackers were four. There was the guy who seemed to 

coordinate the attack. He was stationed at the rooftop. His colleagues were spread all 

over the hostels. It would be wrong to claim the attackers were four, yet you announce 

that some attackers were found in the hostels.  

Participants in the study expected accurate numbers of terror victims as well as 

that of the attackers. This expectation was fueled by the belief that the government 

had well-organized machinery that could crunch the numbers and report figures it 

could defend. The expectation of promptness, specificity, and transparency in 

government communication on terror demanded simplicity. Morris Wekesa’s desire 

was that government communication would be simplified. The anticipation of 

simplicity meant that government messages on terror ought to be consumed with ease 

- both for the terror victims in the urban and rural areas. Joseph Luseli observed that 

government communication on terror needed to give us a clear picture and 

communicate effectively on what is happening on the ground. Morris and Joseph 

helped show how participants opined that simplicity was a mark of quality.  

Literature anticipates citizens’ desire for transparent communication on terror. 

Dewey (1927) argued that a good state is that where the public is organized and 
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properly informed so that people have knowledge and insight. Dewey maintained that 

there would be no public without full publicity. Ultimately, Dewey (1927) noted that 

“whatever obstructs and restricts publicity, limits and distorts public opinion and 

checks and distorts thinking on social affairs” (p. 167).  

Dewey’s (1927) thoughts on democracy have semblance in how government 

communication on terror was contemplated in the Constitution of Kenya. The 

constitution contemplates freedom of expression, freedom of the media, and access to 

information for all citizens. Whereas transparency is desired, the public often feels 

that the government is not transparent in its communication. O’Neill (2006) argued 

that transparency is simply the availability of information. For this information to 

reach the audiences, the source must make every effort to pass it to the audiences. 

When information is made available for sharing and communicators move to the next 

level to communicate such information to the satisfaction of the audiences, the 

fulfillment of the expectation that government would communicate on terror in a 

transparent manner is achieved. An open communication policy would have created 

an informed citizenry and that would have reinforced terror victims’ trust in 

government (Fairbanks et al., 2007).  

Further, terror victims’ desire for prompt and credible information corresponds 

with McQuail’s (2007) postulations that the “character of the media derives mainly 

from the political function of the media in democracy but also from the fact that 

information, culture and ideas are considered as the collective property of all” (p. 

218). The position taken by McQuail then suggests that media is a social institution 

(much as it has a commercial perspective) charged with transmitting information. The 

theoretical postulations of McQuail find place in this discourse as media has an 

impact in several ways. The four identified by McQuail (2007) are the functioning of 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

133 
 

democracy and public institutions, media highlights the living and working conditions 

of citizens, media is essential in the construction of a national identity as desired in 

political socialization, and media helps rally the participation of every citizen.  

5.2.5 Well-coordinated Messaging 

Government is a well-structured organization with functions specified in the 

various units. This understanding led participants to perceive government from the 

way it coordinated activities. In any case, communication management is tied to the 

coordination or operations of government (Moss, 2011). In the final analysis, 

participants’ stories drew a connection between government communication on terror 

and government action. Well-coordinated messaging on terror meant that government 

would be keen to follow through on what the government pledges or promises. 

Pfetsch and Esser (2012) argued that government communication is contextualized in 

political culture and public debate. In such a context, governments are bound to make 

promises and pledges to terror victims. In turn, terror victims expect the promises to 

be fulfilled. Anything that the government commits to undertake creates a 

communicative expectation that action will be taken (Young, 2007).  

Participants in this study expected that the government would honor the 

promises it made when it pronounced itself on the terror attack. It is in this context 

that Angela Mutinda argued that… 

If government is going to make promises, let it not be for the sake of saying 

but follow them with action and fulfil them. We were so anxious and the least that the 

government would do was to follow their sentiments with actions.  

At the time of an attack, terror victims are anxious and yearn to receive 

messages from the government (Roth & Muzzatti, 2004). Another participant, Amos 

Kwena, expected the government to follow through with its communication as proof 

that it was on top of the terror menace. According to Amos, even though the 
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government did well in supporting the terror victims, the coordination process had 

several hiccups. He told me the following regarding his experience as he assisted the 

disaster management department during the identification of bodies:  

At the mortuary, we had two Cabinet Secretaries, one for Education and the 

other for Health. The Cabinet Secretaries spoke of the government’s intention to 

support the families that had lost their loved ones. These government officials gave 

the families hope, insisting that the students who survived the attack would not regret, 

that their survival would be worth it. While the sentiments from government officials 

seemed to depict the position of the State, I must note that the messaging and 

processes were not synchronized.  

Amos’ observation was informed by what had transpired at the mortuary as 

families came to identify the bodies of their loved ones. There was confusion, marred 

by what Amos termed as a complex fingerprint verification process.  

This confusion frustrated families. In one instance, a family buried another 

family’s child. At this critical moment, families expected flawless communication on 

terror. The families were banking on the government’s promise to support them as 

they mourned their loved ones. The government seemed to renege on this promise.  

David Omwami contributed to the communication-action nexus when he 

narrated how the failure by the government to fulfill its pledges and promises cost him 

support from the county government. His governor had intimated that every student in 

the county would be supported. On the morning of the meeting, the governor 

apparently read in the dailies that the national government was giving a stipend of 

Ksh 20,000 to each student. This ‘news’ made the governor abandon his promise 

without knowing that the national government had similarly not followed through on 

its promise.  

In the same format, Joseph Luseli affirmed that the actions of the government 

spoke louder than the words they used. Joseph opined that the best way to evaluate 

government communication on terror was to look at the results picked from the 
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actions resulting from the communication. For Joseph, the government should tell us 

what they have done, what they are doing, and it should be reflected on how things 

are going on. 

Joseph expected the government to tell terror victims what it was doing. In 

other words, terror victims expected the government to fulfill its pledges since a 

government that balances communication and action is a well-coordinated one.  

Angela Mutinda’s account of the rescue operation on the day of the attack 

depicted a government that is poor in coordination, far removed from what she had 

expected. Angela expected a more coordinated government where security agencies 

communicate on terror, share intelligence, and intervene at the appropriate time. She 

could not understand how four attackers held the entire government waiting for 14 

hours. In her opinion, had the elite Recce squad flown to Garissa that morning, very 

few students would have died. Another participant, David Mutiso, felt that the history 

of terror attacks in Kenya ought to have prepared the government to better handle and 

communicate during the Garissa University College attack. 

David details how the attackers tricked students to their death. His account 

was strikingly similar to that of Samson Lenawe and Angela Mutinda. The three 

accounts revealed a group of poorly coordinated, though well-armed, attackers 

managing to temporarily trounce the might associated with the Kenyan security 

forces. During a terror attack, the quest for information is highly demanded. As such, 

participants expected a coordinated government to be accessible. Participants in this 

study wanted a government that would answer their questions on the terror attack 

regardless of how difficult the questions sounded.  

Coordination was also linked to accessibility. Morris Wekesa argued that the 

inaccessibility of its officials exacerbated poor coordination on the part of the 
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government. For instance, when the president promised to support families, Morris 

equated such a pledge to law. The trouble was how to hold the president to account. 

Morris’ predicament was captured as follows:  

Can you imagine how you would access the President’s office to argue your 

case? Further, what evidence do you give him? Would a newspaper cutting that 

reported his speech suffice?  

Unlike Morris, David Mutiso expected easy access to the president, but he was 

equally shocked that not even his officials were accessible. He said that terror victims 

expected to meet with the President, the Cabinet Secretary or a representative of the 

government as we rejoined the university. We saw none.  

Government coordination is handled by the executive, and having a team that 

cannot be reached gave a rebuttal to the argument of a well-coordinated and 

accessible government.  

5.2.6 Speak in One Voice 

The government is organized into units: ministries, departments, and agencies. 

Each of these units has functional communication units. Participants in this study 

expected a government that speaks in one voice. They expected messages to flow 

from the president to his foot soldiers, a display of communicators aligned to their 

duties. Speaking in one voice meant having one opinion on the government's 

approach in response to the terror attack at the Garissa University College. All those 

who spoke on behalf of the government needed to speak from the same script.  

Speaking in one voice has several levels. The first level is that all the parties 

concerned need to recognize the legitimate authority. Recognizing authority meant 

that government officials were expected to recognize the sovereign power (National 

Council for Law Reporting, 2010). The directives, pledges, or assurances that the 

president gave the citizenry needed to percolate among the government officials who 
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needed to obey what the head of state had stated. The president was not only the head 

of state but also the head of government. Typically, terror victims had an obligatory 

role of respecting the government but required a government that was aligned. In 

making his assessment of what he expected of government communicators, Amos 

Kwena argued that government communication on terror should be done by the right 

person, not just anyone giving information. It should be very specific as to who will 

communicate. The communicators need to be aligned with what the government has 

resolved to communicate about.  

Angela Mutinda did not expect the persons speaking on behalf of the 

government to be overly defensive or emotive when handling sensitive matters, such 

as terror attacks. Samson Lenawe noted that government spokespersons should 

neither be abusive nor demean citizens as they work on behalf of the electorate.  

The expectation that government officials were to follow in the same opinion 

expressed by the government was hinged on the assumption that the government was 

organized from the president downwards. Some participants’ accounts showed that 

this was not the case. John Mwangi, David Omwami, and Samson Lenawe gave 

accounts of how the services they expected at public hospitals turned out to be a 

painful experience. John Mwangi, for instance, was given hospital orderlies to escort 

him to a private clinic where he sought a second opinion on his daughter’s condition. 

He wondered whether the hospital thought he could escape with his daughter since the 

government had agreed to meet the medical expenses for the terror victims. 

Reminiscing the incident, John told me the following: 

Did the hospital consider me a defaulter? I was accompanied by medics so 

add me orderlies as though I would escape.  

On his part, Samson Lenawe was stopped by the police from accessing a 

hospital when he sought safety and first aid, having escaped the wrath of the attackers. 
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He wondered which other place he could have sought medical attention and safety if 

the police blocked him from accessing this service at the hospital.  

The second level of speaking in one voice speaks to the need by all 

government officials to express or hold onto the position expressed by the 

government. Government communication on terror means that the messages given to 

terror victims should have had one purpose. A unified message does not mean that 

there were no opposing opinions. Government spokespersons are not allowed to air 

their individual opinions because they are bound by the principle of trust. They serve 

one government and put their trust in the government they serve. Participants noted 

instances where government officials spoke in multiple voices.  

David Omwami and Samson Lenawe shared a story of a senator who donated 

money meant for the terror victims to a university official. When terror victims sought 

guidance on how the money was to be used, the official told them the money had been 

used to cater for their counseling services, although Samson confirmed that all 

counselling services were voluntarily coordinated by Red Cross.  

Clearly, as the president rallied government officials and the citizens to 

support terror victims, some officials were working at cross-purposes.  

Speaking in one voice does not rule out the possibility of dissenting voices, 

and therefore, such voices should not cause any distraction. Whenever a government 

official has a dissenting opinion on the government's position, expression of such a 

view must take a more nuanced approach. Samson Lenawe was uncomfortable 

rehashing the comments of the interior CS when he seemed to insinuate that students 

were killed like insects since they did not defend themselves. The government’s 

position largely differed from that propagated by the CS.  
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Speaking in one voice is not an entirely new finding. Citizens often estimate 

what governments would say but expect the government to speak in one voice. 

Lattimore et al. (2013) argued that a government that speaks in one voice has its 

communicators focused on telling the truth; proving communication with action; 

listening to the customer (terror victims); managing for tomorrow (generate 

goodwill); conducting PR as if the whole company depends on it; and remaining 

calm, patient, and good-humored. Similarly, Steiner (1978) and Theaker (2012) ran an 

argument about neutrality in what civil servants do as they communicate to citizens. It 

is the position of the authors that citizens ought to see apolitical communicators. 

Gaber (2007) agreed with Steiner and Theaker that government communicators 

should be neutral purveyors of information. Neutral purveyors of information would 

not have personal interests or predispositions and as such, will articulate what the 

government has agreed upon.  

5.2.7 Communicate Power and Authority  

In communicating about terror, participants expected the government to 

communicate its authority and power. Government wields power, and participants 

expected this to be part of government communication on terror. Government 

communication on terror would include communication on investigations, arrests, 

warnings, and terrorists. For instance, Samson Lenewa wished that the government 

would interrogate the attackers, secure relevant information to deter future attacks, 

then relay this information to the relevant government agencies and the citizenry. 

Amos Kwena kept referring to the fact that when government communicates on 

terror, it always has its own ways of doing things. For Amos, the government’s 

reaction to an attack sends a clear message both to the terror victims and to the entire 
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world. In his words, half-hearted communication on terror, shows that the 

government is weak.  

Amos expected that government communication would be geared towards 

those who needed assistance. The government would then marshal resources and help 

the terror victims. Government communication on terror involves the communication 

of power, such as how the government distributes resources to the needy segment of 

the population (Pfetsch & Esser, 2012). To show its power, the government must 

command respect and communicate on terror in an authoritative manner.  

Participants expected government messages that endeared terror victims. Such 

messages would focus on the government’s legitimacy as a democratic government. 

Samson Lenawe remembered the president’s address as one that carried elements of 

power such as the constitution, the flag, and the democratic values that Kenya 

espouses. The government was to pursue the attackers at all costs.  

Lattimore et al. (2013) saw democracy as a system hinged on the assumption 

that citizens cannot manage their governmental affairs and hence the periodic 

elections. Democratic governments are only legitimate because they are voted into 

power by the electorate. Indirect democracy obligates the government to 

communicate as often as possible to its citizens. Lattimore et al. (2013) argued that 

“citizens needed to be fully informed about issues and problems confronting them and 

actions taken by the government” (p. 318). Citizens have information needs that 

government communication on terror should address (Fairbanks et al., 2007). The 

discussion on sub-themes on terror victims’ expectations of government 

communication on terror is recapped in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5.1: Terror Victims’ Expectations of Government Communication 

Thematic expectation  Motivation Finding 
Personalized 
communication 

Personalized attention. 
Recognize the needs, 
interests and concerns of 
terror victims. 
Personalized visits, 
personalized attention and 
individualized messages. 
Government had promised 
to be personally involved 

Government’s involvement when 
tension was high regarding the 
possibility of an attack on the 
college. 
Terror victims’ needs, interests and 
concerns of the audiences were not 
considered.  
Generalized messages contradicted 
the resolve to personalize 
communication.  
Government was present and 
absent in different measures. 

Structure that 
supported continuous 
communication 

NGAO would be the 
effective handmaiden in 
government communication. 
NGAO would address you 
appropriately and give the 
information required.  
Government communication 
needed to percolate to all 
citizens. 

NGAO never bothered to know 
those within their jurisdiction. 
Local chiefs did not seem to know 
government position and 
procedure. 

Agility in 
communication 

Use of all communication 
channels available. 
Agility and adaptability 
should form part of 
government communication 
planning. 

Social media was preferred with 
some dissenting voices.  
Traditional media saw radio as 
most preferred. Print media had a 
waning appeal.  
Mobile phones were equally 
popular, allowing multiple 
functions. 

Transparent and 
prompt 
communication 

Government communication 
needs to be open, prompt, 
specific, simple and detailed 
communication. 
Give correct details. 
Develop an accountability 
framework. 

Speculation diffracts efficient 
communication and government 
operations.  
Government communication was 
not forthright. 
Government messages were not 
simplified 

Well-coordinated 
messaging 

Organized into various units 
that are well coordinated in 
their messaging.  
Honor promises  
Government communication 
reflected government 
coordination and vice versa. 
An accessible government 
system. 

Promises should not be for the 
public gallery. 
Government communication 
during the attack was 
uncoordinated. 
Poor rescue operations were 
evident as attackers held the 
government in limbo for 14 hours. 
Difficult to hold government 
officials accountable as they were 
inaccessible. 

Speak in one voice Government communication 
units were synchronized. 
Recognize the legitimate 
authority.  
Allow information to 

Government officials did not act 
the government position. 
Government officials gave 
donations that were stolen by other 
officials. 
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percolate to all government 
officials and spokespersons. 

Communicate power 
and authority 

Government to convey 
power in its messaging.  
Thorough investigations and 
interrogations. 
Appealed to the nation’s 
statehood. 

Promise to investigate and arrest 
attackers.  
No communication on 
investigations was given. 
Government focused the ideals of 
statehood. 

Source: Author (2021) 

5.3 Summary  

Terror victims had expectations of government communication on terror. At 

the back of their minds, they knew that the government was a well-organized system 

with units that are coordinated for efficiency. Participants expected personalized 

communication, agility, transparency, speaking in one voice, and communication of 

power. These expectations helped terror victims experience and understand the 

government. Similarly, the perceptions towards government communication on terror 

were based on terror victims’ expectations of government as it communicated on 

terror.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

PERCEPTIONS TOWARDS GOVERNMENT COMMUNICATION  

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the findings and interpretations of the second research 

question, which sought to establish terror victims’ individual or shared perceptions 

towards government communication on terror. The data generated and explicated 

revealed various perceptions captured under four emergent themes: government 

communication on terror was completed by actions, government communication on 

terror was a perfected art of doublespeak, government communication on terror was 

calculated to look good, and government communication on terror manifested power 

play.  

6.2 Government Communication on Terror was Completed by Actions  

Participants’ stories were explicated to adduce arguments in support of the 

perception that government communication on terror was completed and 

complemented by action. Participants’ perceptions are discussed within two areas: 

personalized communication and the fulfillment of promises.  

Impersonalized Government Communication on Terror 

Contrary to expectations that government communication on terror ought to 

have been personalized, participants noted the impersonal nature of government 

officials as they communicated. Participants expressed their understanding of 

personalized communication from the position that the government failed to do so. 

Personalized communication on terror meant that the government had details of its 

citizens and, as a result, would have pacified the attack. In the circumstances that 

terror victims found themselves in, it was imperative for the government to implement 
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what it had promised. To the participants, being present in the circumstances that 

terror victims went through sufficed to be the highest level of communication.  

Morris Wekesa lost a daughter in the Garissa University College attack. The 

government opted to communicate with a family friend who helped admit his 

daughter to the university. Whereas she helped the family go through this process, this 

help did not graduate the family friend to the status of next of kin. Clearly, the 

admission forms indicated who the parents were and his daughter’s home village. For 

the government to have conversations with this lady amounted to talking to a stranger 

who would not take the place of a parent. Morris wondered… 

How does it make one feel that the government was conversing with a stranger 

about the demise of my daughter, yet government had our contacts? I was so offended 

by the government.  

Morris took offence because the government did not personally reach out to 

him when the daughter died. He further faulted the government for keeping crucial 

information from terror victims and argued that when the government promised to 

investigate the attack, he expected personalized feedback to terror victims. Morris had 

not received any such communication and expressed that the government has never 

told us what efforts were made to arrest the attackers. Sometimes I think about it and 

conclude that possibly nothing happened.  

Angela Mutinda confirmed that terror victims had not received any 

communication from the government up to now.  

On his part, Samson Lenawe argued that… 

I don’t know how the investigations by government were concluded. I hear 

that there was a trial and some convictions. Was that all? We have not been told 

anything and as victims of the attack, we still wait for communication from the 

government.  Details of investigations needed to be communicated to the victims so 

that they can find closure.  

Samson further expounded on how he secured a letter to be readmitted at Moi 

University. He told me that when letters were dispatched by Moi University through 
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its constituent college in Garissa, only a handful of students received theirs. Samson 

got wind of this happening from a friend and decided to use the friend to get a re-

admission letter. Samson said, I told my friend to forward my name to the person who 

sent the message and after some few days, I received a message from the Garissa 

University staff, about the admission.  

While her treatment took longer than all the other terror victims, Rael Wanjau 

saw a government official neglect her and even refuse to brief her father 

appropriately. Indeed, the father, John Mwangi, confirmed that the days he spent at 

KNH with his daughter were his lowest. First, the hospital got her daughter’s name 

wrong, and this increased his anxiety about his daughter’s safety. The sad part was his 

narration of how doctors and nurses in the government facility treated him. His 

concerns about his daughter were not shared by the nurses and the doctors. At one 

point, he even threatened to discharge his daughter after he realized that she was 

paralyzed and had bullet projectiles lodged in her body. She needed urgent care.  

All participants who were hospitalized after the attack did not see any 

government official visit to check on them. Instead, they saw messages of goodwill 

aired in the media. David Omwami noted the government’s pledge to mourn with 

terror victims and observed that this pledge was taken seriously by terror victims. To 

the victims, this would have been an appropriate time to receive the message from the 

government in a personalized manner. Arising from this pledge, Amos Kwena 

confirmed that for every victim who lost a loved one, the government did a lot. In all 

those funerals, there was a government message of condolence, at least, for the 

funerals I attended. The county commissioners would read the president’s message of 

condolence and I would read the message of condolence from the university and that 
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was a very good show by the government that it appreciates the fact that people have 

suffered.  

The other argument explicated from data was that terror victims had hoped 

that government officials would walk with them, especially those that had lost loved 

ones. David Omwami noted that in some of the interment services he attended, there 

was no government official to condole with the families. He argued that…  

For some families, the only support they received from government was the 

message of condolence that was conveyed generally to all victims. Yes, there was 

financial support to cater for burial expenses and that was all.  

David yearned for the personal presence of the government in addition to the 

support he received from friends and relatives. There is a fulfillment, a sense of 

protection that accompanies the government’s show of power and presence. The 

arm’s length approach taken by the government in dealing with terror victims made it 

difficult for them to find closure. Rachael Mwangi agreed with David, noting that the 

government was missing in action at the time when families really needed their 

support. In one instance, Rachael narrated how a local chief went ahead to address 

mourners on the general security of the area, forgetting the reason that assembled the 

crowd he was addressing. The posture taken by government officials made it difficult 

for the participants to see the government as one personally involved in the terror 

victims’ tragedy.  

The failure to visit the injured and the bereaved and communicating with the 

wrong audience all showed an absent government at the time terror victims needed it. 

The government’s communication on terror was so general as opposed to focusing on 

terror victims. This depicted an impersonal government. Since victims did not see the 

government communicate on terror, they did not feel its (government) presence. 
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Young (2007) noted that leaders have been criticized for concentrating on cameras to 

look good while avoiding direct or personalized communication with citizens.  

Chief Defaulter of Promises 

Participants’ accounts showed five promises that the government did not 

fulfill. Participants noted that the government had promised to settle medical bills, pay 

for the education of the surviving students, meet burial expenses for the deceased, 

offer support for terror victims, and pursue the attackers and conclude investigations. 

Regarding this, varied opinions were captured from the participants in this study. 

Largely, participants saw the government as a chief defaulter of promises. They 

formed perceptions towards government communication based on previous 

experiences. David Mutiso captured this when he observed as follows:  

Before the attack, I was not really concerned whether government followed 

through on its promises. I naively thought that promises were all fulfilled. After the 

attack, what I came to know is that the government promises one thing, but nothing is 

done. This made me feel betrayed. My perception about the government has really 

changed. Today, I take everything the government says with a pinch of salt. 

Government must change the way it does things to win my approval. I can confirm to 

you that the many people I interact with have a similar view of the government.  

On her part, Angela Mutinda argued that.. 

I do not understand how the government allowed the President to chiefly 

communicate most of these promises. It is embarrassing to associate the President 

with failed promises. Government should not promise for the sake of doing so.  

Rachael Mwangi was not as polite. She termed the government messages on 

terror as rich in promises but zero in action. 

On meeting the medical expenses of those hospitalized, data generated showed 

an overwhelming consensus that government did not perform as expected. Samson 

Lenawe termed communication on settling of medical expenses as a big joke. He 

wondered why the police stopped him from accessing medical attention shortly after 
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escaping from Garissa. How would the directive of the government be implemented 

when the sick could not access medical facilities?  

Rachael Mwangi noted that government did not cater for the expenses of terror 

victims who sought medical attention in private facilities. In her words;  

The promise to pay medical expenses was construed to mean those who were 

attended to in public medical facilities. Those treated in private facilities had to meet 

their own costs. I know of families still trying to meet these costs.  

On his part, David Omwami affirmed that the government paid his medical 

expenses, especially when he was admitted in a public medical facility. He, however, 

had to meet his own medical expenses at a private facility in Nandi County. He 

expressed the following:  

I wonder why the government found it difficult to advise that all victims should 

attend public medical facilities. Since the promise was not specific, I can argue that 

government did not honor its promise.  

On meeting the school fees of the students who survived the attack and had to 

be transferred to Moi University, participants had varying perceptions. A visibly 

disappointed David Omwami said he was initially excited when the government 

decided that affected students needed to join Moi University. He said…  

I thought the government was so compassionate when it communicated that 

each student would get a financial boost of Ksh 20,000. You will not believe this. No 

one ever got that money. Government went back on its word.  

Rachael Mwangi saw some of her colleagues at Moi University drop out of 

university because they lacked school fees. She pondered how the government would 

leave needy students out of the support it had promised. It is one thing to promise yet 

to act is a completely different thing.  

The education of affected students was not a rosy affair. Samson Lenawe told 

me of how students felt discriminated against while they joined Moi University. 

Samson felt ‘stigmatized’ for being a victim of the terror attack. He noted as follows:  
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I expected that we would be integrated into the Moi University family. Instead, 

the government seemed so focused to make us look different. We had separate classes 

from our colleagues. I wonder if the exams were the same. We were strangers in a 

Kenyan University. We had unique registration numbers. In short, we had a tag, 

‘survivors of the attack’. It is by God’s grace that we completed our studies.  

Amos Kwena confirmed that the government had intentions to be part of the 

families that mourned with those who were bereaved. In fact, the government gave a 

token of Ksh100,000 to every family that lost a loved one. All participants, apart from 

Morris Wekesa, confirmed that the families they interacted with and who lost loved 

ones had received the payment. Although Morris noted that the money was given to a 

stranger, he nonetheless secured the support of the Bungoma County government. 

Like Morris, John was also supported by the county government when his wife passed 

on. Participants, however, did note that the support was not enough, especially for 

those who had lost their kin. Rael Wanjau wondered how government could equate 

the life of a citizen to Ksh100, 000? Families went through trouble to see their kin 

buried. We would not have gotten to that stage if the government protected us. 

The government communication on terror indicated its (government) support 

to terror victims. Participants in this study indicated that the attack on the university 

was confirmation that government communication on terror had not focused on the 

protection of the lives of terror victims. Significantly, participants spoke of actions 

that did not position the government as a protector of citizens. Participants in this 

study noted that the government did not respond to the red flags raised in Garissa. 

Some participants could not comprehend how the police and the military did not 

speedily respond to the attack, yet the police station and the military barracks were a 

stone’s throw away. In fact, organized rescue came 14 hours later, by which time 

Angela Mutinda observed that many students and staff had died. Participants’ views 

were that the government’s reluctance to act worked against its promise to protect 
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terror victims. Similarly, participants expressed that the support promised had not 

been seen. Morris was not sure that the Ksh100,000 given by the government was all 

the compensation they expected.  

Other participants conceptualized support in the sense that communication 

needed to be prompt. John Mwangi was worried about the fate of his daughter, and 

whereas the government communicated at about midnight, he had suffered enough 

distress. John’s excitement was short-lived as the following morning, he could not get 

through the hospital on the same number that contacted him. He observed that 

government officials were lax. The staff at the hospital did not give the service 

government had promised. There was no forthright communication as he was later to 

learn that his daughter’s condition was irreversible the day he wanted to seek a second 

opinion. 

The final promise that the government reneged on, according to participants, 

was that of pursuing attackers and concluding the investigation. Participants expected 

the government to get back to the terror victims on this matter. From document 

review, the participants’ expectation was built from the president’s address, when the 

president promised the following:  

I want you to know that our security forces are pursuing leads on the 

remaining accomplices. We shall employ all means at our disposal to bring the 

perpetrators to justice. We are also in active pursuit of the mastermind of the 

attack and have placed a reward for the information, leading to his capture 

(“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015, para. 7).  

Participants took issue with the government’s silence on the progress of 

investigations. While it was clear that some suspects were arraigned in court and the 
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conviction of Rashid Charles Mberesero, Hassan Aden Hassan, and Mohamed Abdi 

Abikar was public knowledge, Morris Wekesa was candid. Morris averred…  

Who will seat somewhere to follow court proceedings? The government 

needed to talk to the victims and let us know what is happening. So, take this 

argument: Has the conviction of these people stopped terror attacks?  

John Luseli had a similar thought, arguing that: We have not received any 

information on the investigations.  

David Omwami confirmed that no one in the government had ever informed 

him on what transpired when the government pursued the attackers. He expressed 

this… 

Remember, we were to use all means possible. You cannot tell me all efforts 

were put in the investigation and nothing came forth.  

Participants were irked by the government’s resolve not to communicate on 

the investigations as this could have meant that nothing happened.  

There was an invariable connection between what the government said and 

what it did. Linking communication and action is a desirous thing within government 

communication on terror as it gives terror victims an opportunity to see what the 

government is doing. As indicated by Theaker (2012), the government deals with a 

highly fragmented and hard to reach audience. This calls for a properly worked out 

model to ensure the efficiency of government communication on terror. Figure 6.1 

captures the discussion on the sub-themes. 
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Figure 6.1: Government Communication on Terror and Action 

Source: Author (2021) 

As seen in the discussion above, a number of arguments act as pillars to the 

fact that communication is complicated and completed. The arguments are glued 

together by the ubuntu philosophy. In the African context, the injured and the 

bereaved are given personalized support. Participants pointed out that while the 

government’s message spoke to the spirit of brotherhood, participants were 

disappointed that brotherhood was not seen in action. Further, the explicated data 

suggests a communication continuum that knits together government communication 

on terror and action. To the participants, if it is said, it must be done. If it is not 

communicated, then probably it did not happen. To the participants, the government 

needed to speak in the language of the terror victims.  

Both personalized communication and committing to promises speak to 

personalized action. Government communication on terror is at its optimum when it is 

considered in a continuum where communication punctuates messages on policies, 

precepts and procedures, interventions, relationships, and actions. Government must 

communicate the actions it has taken to avert and handle threats of terror. 

Communicative action is at the peak of the continuum, as shown in Figure 6.2.  

Government communication 
and action  

Impersonalized 
communication  

Chief defaulter of 

 promises 
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Figure 6.2: Continuum on Government Communication on Terror 

Source: Author (2021) 

In Table 6.1, the sub-themes on government communication on terror and 

action are demonstrated. 

Table 6.1: Sub-themes on Government Communication on Terror and Action 

Perception(s)  Motivation  Finding  Academic 
support  

Communication 
was completed 
and 
complemented by 
action.  

Personalized 
communication.  
Fulfilled promises. 
Link communication 
to action.  

Impersonalized 
communication.  
Government was silent on 
investigations.  
Government officials 
defaulted on promises.  
Government was not 
present.  
Laxity witnessed among 
government officials. 
Government had good 
intentions but acted 
partially. 
The attack was proof that 
government did not do its 
duty.  
Action was highest in a 
continuum of 
communicative duties. 

Whatever the 
government 
does has a 
communicativ
e component 
(Young, 
2007). 

Source: Author (2021) 

Communicate 
action  

Communicate  

Intervene  Relate 

Communicate  
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6.3 Government Communication on Terror a Perfected Art of Doublespeak 

At a general level, government communication on terror carried unclear 

messages. Amphiboly seemed to characterize government, and the equivocal 

messages on terror that were dispatched seemed open to many interpretations (Copi et 

al., 2016). Subliminal messages showed the art of doublespeak. The government said 

the exact opposite of what it meant. From the data generated from interviews, 

participants noted the amphibious nature of government communication, as it was a 

perfected art of doublespeak with messages on the terror attack crafted to hide the real 

meaning. In this perception, three arguments were adduced from the explicated data: 

mixed statement of capacity; open interpretation of medical support; and meaning of 

numbers. 

Mixed Statement of Capacity 

Government postured itself as an organization capable of handling its affairs. 

In the same vein, it (government) spoke as though it was on top of the terror 

operations. Participants’ accounts were explicated in two arguments that created a 

perception contrary to what the government had postured itself as. The arguments 

were consolidated in the form of the interventions from the foreign governments and 

communication arising from a goofed rescue operation at the Garissa University 

College.  

On the interventions from foreign governments, participants noted that the 

government had made so many promises and, as argued, nothing was coming from it. 

Participants were shocked to see foreign governments intervening in areas the Kenyan 

government seemed to fail. These areas included education and specialized medical 

support. A good number of participants, including Rael Wanjau, Rachael Mwangi, 
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David Mutiso, David Omwami, and Samson Lenawe, mentioned that they secured 

scholarships from foreign governments.  

Morris Wekesa read disorganization in the fact that the government had to be 

helped to manage its own affairs. He compared the government and NGOs and 

wondered why churches and humanitarian organizations looked more organized in 

their operations compared to the Kenyan government. Without denying that the 

government's communication on terror indicated the government’s support for the 

terror victims, Morris saw the incapability in what the government said. He wondered 

how churches and the NGOs looked organized in their support, yet the same 

organization was not visible in the way the government communicated on the attack. 

Morris concluded that the government was not organized.  

Government rescue operations also depicted a contrary perspective that 

elucidated a feeling of an incapable government. Rael Wanjau argued that the 

government’s coordination during the attack spoke of its inability. From the onset, 

Rael expected the government to prevent the occurrence of terror attacks instead of 

rescuing survivors post an attack. Arising from the rescue mission, Rael read 

confusion in the government's messages as it explained the cause of the attack. Rael 

opined that the attack was as a result of retaliation of the incursion of KDF in 

Somalia. She said…  

I heard people saying that the Al-Shabaab attacked because KDF was in 

Somalia and that the soldiers were taking their women.  

Similar sentiments were captured by Rachael Mwangi and David Omwami. 

The message from the government was that the attackers had, for a long time, built a 

caliphate based on the emancipation of the residents of the northern part as a result of 

the government’s hegemonic attitude. According to the views of Rael, Rachael, and 

David, the government opted to be unclear by creating a scarecrow and debunking it. 
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Samson Lenewa argued that the resounding silence from the government seemed to 

picture a government that ran out of options because of poor coordination.  
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Equivocal Messages on Medical Support 

The government had communicated that it would meet the medical expenses 

of those who were injured in the terror attack. Participant’ stories showed actions that 

were contrary to this commitment, demonstrating how amphibolous the statement 

‘meet medical expenses’ was. This was confirmed by Amos Kwena, who narrated the 

intentions of the government shortly after the attack. Amos gave an account of what 

he was privileged to understand from what the government was organizing. In his 

estimation, Amos observed … 

I would give the government a thumbs up for the work they did. It was 

wonderful work. For me, the government did its best first. When the students were 

evacuated, they were quickly taken to the hospital. Also, what I didn’t tell you was the 

visits that I used to have to hospitals. I remember I was shuffling between Kenyatta 

National Hospital, the Nairobi Hospital, the Spinal Injury Hospital and Forces 

Memorial Hospital, just several hospitals where students were taken. It was not an 

easy arrangement.  

Joseph Luseli wondered how the government would communicate the support 

to terror victims, yet there was no legal framework to guide such support. Amos 

Kwena made a similar observation, asking the legislative arm of government to help 

future victims by codifying some support expectations. Rael Wanjau’s account helped 

expound on this point. She indicated that… 

Only thing government did was to pay for the hospital bill at Kenyatta 

National Hospital.  

Digging deeper into what had transpired while at the hospital, Rael re-counted 

how her treatment was not commensurate to the promise made by the government. 

Rael was unhappily surprised by the inconsiderate medical staff, who did not live to 

their professional conduct. According to her, the government officials exhibited 

arrogance and ignorance of the government’s resolve to settle medical bills for terror 

victims. No one bothered to follow up on Rael after her discharge from the hospital. 
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She wondered why the government did not intervene or support her since the initial 

stages were so difficult. The attack left me wholly dependent on someone.  

Her father became the support she needed as the government did not operate 

as expected. Rael’s account was confirmed by her father, John Mwangi. His account 

begged the question, the message that government would pay medical fees meant that 

medical fees would be waived? For John, a waiver would attract rigorous billing, 

vetting, and internal clearance processes before it is issued. When John wanted to 

seek a second opinion, the hospital allowed him to take his daughter along but under 

the watchful eye of the hospital staff. John felt like a defaulter, yet the government 

was settling the bills. John said… 

I wrote a letter to the management and I was given the go ahead under tight 

security.  

It defeats the purpose that John was to be guarded, yet he was not a defaulter 

in the first place. Why would a patient, whose bill was to be settled by the 

government, go through such a traumatizing experience?  

On whether medical support to all the terror victims hospitalized was meant 

for those admitted in public or private facilities, participants opined that the 

government communication on terror seemed to insinuate that support would be given 

to those admitted or treated in public facilities. None of the participants who were 

attended to in private facilities received medical support from the government. David 

Omwami had been shot seven times. He was attended to at KNH and later received 

medical attention in a private facility in his county. David’s family had to pay the 

medical bills. It is unfortunate that medical care, an attempt to restore life, was 

fragmented at the level of interpretation when the message remained silent on the 

matter. This helped give government communication on terror, a perception that a 

word could carry a hidden meaning in any message that the government gives. David 
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Mutiso wondered why the government was becoming economical with the truth 

regarding medical expenses. According to David:  

Government paid for those who were taken to Kenyatta National Hospital. 

Their bills were partially paid but for us who went to private hospitals, the 

government never chipped in. The government was not concerned about the people 

who were treated in private facilities. Instead, the French, German and Italian 

governments came in handy. I was disappointed that the government did not 

communicate the correct messages and opted to withhold information. Further, 

government communication lacked depth. The communication was shallow and often 

left one with more questions that needed answers.  

Meaning of Numbers 

Government communication on terror had hyperbolic messages touching on 

numbers. Participants spoke about the number of attackers, the number of those who 

died in the attack, and the number of those who survived the attack. The government 

communicated that the university was attacked by four terrorists and confirmed that 

all the four attackers had been killed. As terror victims consumed this message, the 

government’s four became five as Rashid Charles Mberesero was arrested in the 

ampus hostels. It turned out that possibly, there were more attackers than what the 

government reported. Indeed, participants saw more than four attackers. Rachael 

Mwangi was convinced that the attackers were more than four. From the vantage of 

her room, Rachael was able to see more than four attackers at the spot where most 

students were killed, yet more attackers came to the hostels to fish out students who 

were hiding there. David Mutiso saw more attackers but introduced another concern. 

He believed that those who died were more than 147. His conviction arose from a 

logical estimation as he explained as follows: 

What I wanted to know was the actual number of those killed because the 

government said it was 147 students but, in my mind, I was counting those that were 

at the campus and comparing it with the total population. I felt that those who died 

were more than what the government announced.  
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Government messages on terror were not unequivocal, and the perception was 

that one would take everything as a rumor until the government denies something. 

When numbers were flashed by the government, participants saw them speaking to 

care, concern, and compensation. Their understanding was that numbers had 

outcomes. In the attack, 147 families lost their loved ones, and over 600 students had 

to seek alternative educational options. Government communication on terror did not 

link numbers with outcomes. The government seemed to indicate that everything was 

alright and that terror victims needed to continue with life as usual. While this 

communication had implications on personalized communication, it also spoke of the 

reality of doublespeak. For instance, document review in this study revealed that the 

government had communicated that it would walk with terror victims. The president 

had promised that the government would mourn with the mourners (“Statement by 

H.E. Uhuru,” 2015). The president’s message, participants noted, had the intention to 

support, but this was to change as the government went silent. Participants expected 

much support from the government.   

Morris Wekesa, Rachael Mwangi, and Rael Wanjau presented that they 

expected compensation only for the government to go silent. What did the 

government mean by support? Was it the form of a paid-up funeral, transportation, 

accommodation, and medical expenses, as participant Amos Kwena had indicated? 

Participants pointed to the fact that victims of other tragedies had received 

compensation. Rael Wanjau summed up the confusion when she stated the following: 

As the government pronounced itself on the state of the nation soon after the 

attack, it said that everything had gone back to normal. That was the most shocking 

statement from government. Families had just lost loved ones; many other survivors 

were injured. Many people had suffered physical, psychological and social harm. 

Look at me, I am now paralyzed. How do you then declare that things are back to 

normal? We surely were in a new dispensation. To me, this message from the 

government was the surest pointer that government was inconsistent in what it did. 

The President had shared with Kenyans his government’s thoughts. They were to walk 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

161 
 

with us, mourn with us, then alas! Everything goes back to normal! I think the 

government never genuinely shared in the plight of the victims. How can you say one 

thing then do something different? I think you can’t say that they paid more attention 

to the ones who lost their loved ones because losing a person, even if they would have 

given them a million or more, doesn’t compare to a lost life.  

Samson Lenewa also expressed his observation of contradictions in 

government messages on terror. There had always been the assumption that the 

government ought to protect its citizens. In fact, days before the attack, the president 

had assured the nation that Kenya was free from any terrorist attack, then this 

happened. A frustrated Samson told me the following: 

The government painted a picture that everything was okay when, in fact, we 

were on the brink of collapse. The President had assured us of our safety, then we 

were attacked less than a week after that assurance. I want to say there was 

ineffective communication in government. I honestly wondered what kind of 

government we had in Kenya. Why was this government saying the reverse of what it 

wanted to happen? I always give this attack a serious thought and somehow, come to 

the conclusion that since only a handful of Kenyans lost their lives, we probably had 

no consequences for this government. No one seems to care.  

These participants’ accounts suggested that government communication on 

terror took a hyperbolic communication model. The government never meant what it 

said and never said what it meant. In its communication, it took the position ‘where 

your stand depends with where you sit,’ implying that government messages on terror 

were contextually far removed from terror victims. Government messages had limited 

input from terror victims.  

Fairbanks et al. (2007) belabored the place of transparency and truth in 

government communication on terror. Government actions communicate government 

intentions, while government messages indicate government actions. Tench and 

Yeomans (2014) advocated proper communication where governments establish and 

maintain mutually beneficial relationships with citizens. Effective government 

communication on terror encourages clear messages, and ambiguity is not a mark of 

effective government communication on terror. George Orwell claimed that 
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doublespeak was a mixture of vagueness and sheer incompetence in political writing 

(Orwell, 1946). For Orwell, a critical thinker should read deceit in euphemisms and 

jargon used in political or government communication. Table 6.2 gives a summary of 

communication as perfected doublespeak. 

Table 6.2: Summary of Communication as Perfected Double Speak 

Perception(s) Motivation Finding Academic 
support 

Communication 
was a perfected 
art of double 
speak. 

Clear and simple 
messages.  
Transparency. 

Government had 
amphibolous messages. 
Government communication 
on terror showed mixed 
capacity.  
Medical support meant 
support to those in public 
facilities.  
Not clear if government 
paid, waived or subsidized 
medical expenses. 
Poor rescue operations.  
Silence made things worse.  
Numbers did not add up.  
Government hid under the 
lack of a legal framework. 
Government did not link 
number to consequences. 
Support was not 
compensation 

Transparency 
supported in 
literature by 
Fairbanks et al. 
(2007) and Tench 
and Yeomans 
(2014) 

Source: Author (2021) 

6.4 Government Communication on Terror was Calculated to Look Good 

Participants in this study perceived that government communication on terror 

was a venture calculated to look good. This perception was explicated within three 

sub-themes, namely frequency of communication on terror, source credibility, and 

government communication on terror was calculated to look good.  

Promptness 

Terror attacks create anxiety and fear, which means that the terror victims 

need prompt communication on terror. All participants in this study observed that 
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government communication on terror was not prompt. Specificity was also lacking in 

the messages that the participants received from the government.  

Amos Kwena noted that the government needed to address these two things: 

prompt communication on terror and provision of necessary details on the attack. For 

Amos; 

People depend on government communication when they are in trouble. You 

know, government communication and messaging ought to be prompt. The more you 

delay, the more you fan speculation. Communication is exact, it is prompt and is 

specific.  

Speculation is, thus, a result of government delaying in conveying urgently 

required messages on terror. Another participant, Angela Mutinda, thought that 

prompt government communication on terror aids terror victims in making decisions.  

On specificity, Rael Wanjau pointed out that since there was no accountability 

framework at government institutions to ensure that they have up to scratch details 

about citizens, it was impossible to communicate aptly after the attack. While 

agreeing that prompt communication drastically reduces anxiety, Rael also wanted 

government messages to be specific. She opined as follows: 

Government should give precise information. Maybe it would be easy to say 

this when these students have been injured. Within a short time, they would have 

given the names of those alive and if you don’t find your child’s name on the list, you 

start preparing yourself psychologically. 

In ensuring that terror victims receive secure relevant information on the 

attack, participants pointed out the need for the government to provide accurate 

details on numbers. Participants thought that the following questions were not 

answered well when the government communicated on terror: How many terrorists 

attacked the institution? How many were killed or arrested? How many escaped? How 

many victims died, were injured, or held hostage? How many people have been 

accounted for? These questions were not adequately answered and thus spurred 
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speculation and rumors. David Omwami mentioned that in addition to being timely, 

such communication should embody accurate details on the numbers of those dead, 

injured, and unaccounted for.  

Promptness and details in government communication on terror also require 

simplicity. Some participants felt that the government communicated to the urban 

educated population and ignored those in the outskirts. Several times, participants 

narrated how they depended on their kin in Nairobi to get government messages. It 

would follow that the messages from the government on terror assumed a 

homogeneous audience, yet a complex audience of terror victims awaited the 

messages. Simplicity meant a lot to Morris Wekesa, who advanced that 

communication would be simplified but if not, the meaning of the messages would be 

distorted, leaving terror victims with no information.  

Morris later argued as follows:  

We only depended on the broadcast from media houses. Therefore, we 

contacted the relatives in Nairobi because we could not access the limited 

information.  

While agreeing with the perception that communication on terror needed to be 

prompt so that it flows quickly to the different audiences, Joseph Luseli also observed 

that government communication on terror did not give a clear picture of what was 

transpiring. Joseph added…  

I pitied those in the villages away from Nairobi since the messages that the 

government sent out were not simple.  

Although marshaling information on terror requires a multifaceted approach, 

the time taken to consolidate a position and relay this cannot be compared to the 

anxiety that terror victims had. Victims depended on government communication on 

terror to make several decisions; hence timeliness in communication was a reasonable 

expectation for many terror victims.  
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Source Credibility 

The person who speaks for the government helps determine its (government) 

credibility. Credibility refers to the image and reputation of the government. 

Participants in the study opined that the government’s message on terror was killed by 

the messengers. Participants noted that the government was represented by so many 

people and the way the message on terror was conveyed dented its (government) 

image. During the tragic terror attack on Garissa University College, participants 

expected the person speaking for the government to represent the nation with honor.  

Rachael Mwangi narrated an instance where she attended an interment 

ceremony and when the local chief was invited to speak, he went ahead to treat the 

burial as an ordinary event and treated the attendance as part of his duty. Indeed, 

without even condoling with the family, the chief went ahead to talk about insecurity 

in that area. While the local chief spoke, the terror victims expected the chief to have 

represented the government and had thus anticipated a message from the government 

on terror. 

Amos Wekesa and John Mwangi both spoke well of how the county 

governments communicated on terror. In their view, the county spokespersons spoke 

well. They were all praises for the county governors who took charge of issues within 

their counties. Amos and John wanted those who spoke for the national government to 

emulate the way their governors performed. Yet, not every county government 

returned such an endorsement. David Omwami’s case was different. His county 

governor had marshaled students affected by the attack, and promised to support them 

from the county’s kitty. On the material day, he was shocked when the governor 

refused to give them the financial support of Ksh 20,000 since the national 

government had made a similar promise. He instead gave the students toiletries to 
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support them as they joined Moi University. David says all the affected students left 

the governor’s office without his alternative offer.  

National government spokespersons were called out on areas that they did not 

perform as expected. Angela Mutinda felt that it was wrong to parade the president as 

a spokesperson and relay messages on terror and promises that would not be fulfilled. 

The president is the head of the state and government and allowing him to be 

associated with failure tainted the government's credibility. Angela was speaking of 

the promises the president made soon after the attack. Documents reviewed in this 

study included the government’s communication policy that designates the president 

as chief government spokesperson (GoK, 2015). The president’s message is 

communication on the ultimate government position on the attack committed by the 

government on whatever action(s) the president committed the government to do. 

David Mutiso opined that the way spokespersons handled their roles revealed the 

untrustworthiness and arrogance of the government. Similar sentiments were shared 

by Samson Lenawe, who was not very pleased by the pronouncement of the interior 

CS. Samson expressed the following sentiments::  

I was extremely offended by the sentiments of the then CS Interior, the late 

Hon. Nkaissery. He asked students to fight terrorists and not to allow them to 

slaughter us like cockroaches. I think he was expecting us to fight back but how would 

we fight back someone with a gun, yet we have nothing.  

How would the government abrogate its responsibility and ask citizens to 

defend themselves? The CS seemed to have used the false analogy, and this fallacious 

citation irked Samson. The failure by government spokespersons to articulate the 

government’s messages on terror created an unease silence which allowed for 

speculation on what the government was doing. Speculation gave rise to rumors. It 

would follow that in government communication on terror, a spokesperson is a game 

changer. Spokespersons help the government to manage communication on terror 
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aptly and helps clarify issues and stop the rumor mills on social media. One 

participant, Amos Kwena, believed that the government should arrest bloggers, both 

literary, as well as arresting their thoughts, by giving accurate information and 

managing communication on terror. Amos noted as follows:  

I would therefore say that communication should be done promptly but above 

all, by the right person not just anyone giving information. It should be very specific 

who communicates. They should be tough on these people spreading fake information 

and the so-called bloggers. 

Studies have considered the quintessential role of spokespersons. Lyu et al. 

(2013) carried out an assessment of the citizens’ perceptions towards spokespersons’ 

performances during the outbreak of Scars in Taiwan. Respondents in the study noted 

some of the behaviors that spokespersons should avoid, including concealing the truth 

and misreporting facts. Further, the study revealed that spokespersons are fond of two 

mistakes: blaming the media for the spokespersons’ mistakes and speaking without 

the blessings of the organization's head. Covello (1993) noted that constructive 

communication helps audiences determine whether a spokesperson is trustworthy and 

believable. Terror victims wished to see empathy, care, competence, expertise, 

honesty, openness, commitment, and dedication in government spokesmen. 

Bettinghaus and Cody (1994) defined a communicator as an ideal man speaking well. 

Good communication is hinged on the speaker’s persuasion since “the source of the 

message influences receivers” (Bettinghaus & Cody, 1994, p. 124). The credibility of 

government spokespersons on terror messages was constructed socially. As more 

terror victims buy in the persuasive messages, the more they discuss and create a 

clearer message on terror. The study by Lyu et al. (2013) spoke in many ways as the 

findings of this study.  

While some of this study's participants believed that the government 

communicated well, the majority of the participants felt that the messengers lacked 
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the much-needed credibility. Participants wanted spokespersons who were 

trustworthy and experts in communication on terror. A trustworthy speaker is one 

whom receivers perceive as “kind, congenial, friendly, warm, agreeable, pleasant, 

gentle, unselfish, just, forgiving, fair, hospitable, ethical, honest, sincere and 

principled” (Bettinghaus & Cody, 1994, p. 133). Instead of seeing these qualities, 

participants noted inappropriate behavior among the communicators. Some speakers 

appeared uninformed, flattersome, conservative with the truth, bullish, and overly 

angered. Government communicators are, thus, not dilettantes, but persons committed 

to the theoretical and practical underpinning of their role.  

Calculated Communication 

Government communication on terror was calculated to look good. In this sub-

theme, participants perceived the government as one that sought to look good before 

the cameras, but in hindsight, nothing that was said before the cameras was to be 

implemented. According to participants, the photogenic approach taken by the 

government was meant to impress terror victims and display the efforts that the 

government was putting in to handle the situation.  

The government‘s window dressing attitude was also meant to restore the seat 

of government. The terror attack was meant to embarrass the government in showing 

victims that their government could not protect their lives and property (Schmid, 

2013a). Government communication on terror was meant to repair this situation and 

restore the seat of government. Participants noted attempts in government 

communication on terror to show that the government was in charge. Angela Mutinda 

noted that despite the events leading to the terror attack, the government tried to talk 

out terror victims from what had transpired. The government had insisted that the 

attack was an ambush to indicate that it was an isolated incident. Angela argued that 
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terror victims were not credulous. Apparently, everyone who was at the Garissa 

University College knew that the government had ignored the red flags on the attack 

and was trying to look good. Angela was pleasantly surprised that the interior CS 

communicated a change in government position, confirming that there was 

intelligence on the attack that government did not act on. Angela pointed out the 

following:  

According to me, the government wanted to defend itself. Students had raised 

concerns on learning that the university was one of the institutions being targeted by 

terrorists. We raised our concerns with the university, and I remember, the county 

police bosses attended the session. We secured an increase of police officers from two 

to four. Little was done, but this is not what we expected of the government. For the 

Interior Cabinet Secretary to come and say this was an ambush that was laughable. 

You cannot turn around and claim that the government did not have information 

about the attack. I kept asking myself what parameters the government was using to 

argue that there was no intelligence to avert the attack. How come everyone knew 

that we were possibly going to be attacked around Easter apart from the government? 

I was surprised that the government changed its position. 

Rael Wanjau’s perception was that the government aimed at spinning the 

message so that everything would look good. She noted that the government was 

more concerned about looking good at the expense of what terror victims were going 

through. Government communication on terror was hypocritical and was meant to 

cover up. On his part, David Mutiso opined that the government should not 

communicate for self-gain. A bitter David had the following to say:  

I do not understand why our government could put its interests first. Can you 

imagine that government was more preoccupied with cleaning its record at the 

expense of the lives that suffered and even lost in the attack? To me, this was more of 

a publicity stunt.  

The participants' views indicate that the Kenyan government was still in the 

infancy stages of an ideal communicator. Excellent communication is devoid of 

untruthful messages meant to blackmail citizens (Grunig & Grunig, 2008). Table 6.3 

recaps on sub-themes on hyperbolic government communication.  
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Table 6.3: Sub-themes for Window Dressing in Government Communication on 

Terror 

Comparative 
quality 

Communication qualities 

Promptness Source credibility 
Calculated 

communication 
Backup from 
scholarship.  

Anxiety and the 
curiosity to see 
what the 
government was 
doing (Rothe & 
Muzzatti, 2004). 

The messenger 
illuminates what the 
organization (Bettinghaus 
& Cody, 1994). The 
source influences 
receivers.  

Communication is the 
lifeblood of any 
organization. 
Communication 
establishes and 
maintains mutually 
beneficial relationships 
(Cornelissen, 2014).  

Participant 
expectations.   

Government 
communication 
would be prompt. 

Communicators would be 
neutral purveyors of 
messages.  
Communicators would 
enhance image and 
reputation of 
organizations.  

Truthful 
communication would 
consider terror victims 
thoughts.   

Participants’ 
experiences.  

Communication 
was delayed. 
Lacked depth.  
Not specific as 
details were not 
easy to come by. 

Messengers killed the 
message.  
Some county 
governments performed 
well. 
Communication was 
laced with untruths. 
Government officials 
were arrogant.  
Speculation and rumors 
thrived. 
Chief spokesperson of 
the government did not 
perform any different. 
Communicators were not 
trustworthy and lacked 
the necessary expertise. 

Government spin was 
evident.  
Government yearned to 
restore the seat of 
government. 
Government was 
defended at all costs, 
including lying.  
Government 
communication was 
hypocritical. 
Focused on looking 
good at the expense of 
what terror victims 
experienced  

Source: Author (2021) 

6.5 Government Communication on Terror Manifested Power Play  

The government’s communication during the attack of Garissa University 

College was an expression of power play among government officials and between 

government and terror victims. Power play among government officials was depicted 

in the distantiation between the top administrators and the rank and file within the 

government. Power play between the government and the citizens was manifested in 

two ways: participants felt that government communication on terror and action 
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demeaned terror victims, and as a result, terror victims lost their trust in the 

government.  

Distantiation Affected Government Communication on Terror 

Government is bureaucratically structured, where those at the top of the 

structure are cultured and operate differently from the rank and file. The difference 

between the two sets of cadres is operational, emotional, and mental. Angela Mutinda 

brought it out well when she talked of how the Garissa County police bosses did not 

find it necessary to brief the Interior CS on the intelligence they had on the attack. 

Angela told me that there was talk that the terrorists had bribed security officers so 

that they could not intervene in time. There was a shown distance between top 

officials and the lower ranks regarding their thinking and how they operated.  

The distance between cadres in government created communication problems. 

Participants revealed that as top administrators communicated on terror, their 

messages did not trickle down as expected. Either the message was distorted, or the 

rank and file ignored the government’s directives. Participants’ accounts showed that 

the government ended up speaking in different voices since most terror victims dealt 

with the rank and file, who seemed to hold a skewed view of what was happening.  

Morris Wekesa understood the NGAO as an effective, efficient, and reliable 

government machinery unit. The government was better positioned to use the 

outstretched unit to handle terror victims. Morris noted that the militarized 

administrators have a clear red tape model that runs from the president to the local 

chiefs. While mourning his daughter and having to deal with government officials, 

Morris realized gaps in the highly bureaucratic agency. He observed that a clear line 

existed between the president and the lowest in the hierarchy and wondered why his 
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local chief lacked information on what the government was doing, yet the NGAO are 

the heartbeat of government operations. Morris accounted: 

The area chief is my neighbor. I had always considered myself lucky in that, I 

would be the first to receive government messages once they are channeled to the 

administrator. My expectations were frustrated as it turned out that even the chief did 

not have the information I required. Since the attack, I noted the possibility that the 

government had ceased using the administrators to reach citizens. How would the 

government abandon a channel of communication that served it with dedication? Why 

would government sabotage the work of this agency?  

David Omwami was spot on in his argument that;  

I think there is a gap and a lack of supervision, hence, the gap in 

communication. When the president says something, he ought to follow it up to ensure 

it has been done.  

His view indicated that there was poor coordination as the government 

officials did not seem to read from the president’s script. For David, the government 

structure entertained a long chain of command that muzzled communication on terror. 

This could explain why action could not percolate and complete government 

communication on terror.  

David Mutiso and Samson Lenawe narrated how terror victims received some 

donations from the former president’s family. Although this donation was meant to 

support terror victims, nothing was done. When terror victims pursued the university 

administration for a share of this money, they were told that the amount was used to 

cater for their counseling services, yet an NGO had been enlisted to provide this 

service without any charge. David and Samson noted that the money was given to a 

university administrator who kept it on behalf of the terror victims. Being an official 

of a public university, why would this government official speak a different language 

from the rest of the government? Worse still, how did this incident go unchecked? 

John Mwangi’s account of how medical staff treated him when his daughter was 

admitted at the Kenya National Hospital tells of a government with a highly 
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distantiated workforce. How would government officials defy the directives of the 

head of government? Were the presidential directives never communicated through 

the government hierarchy?  

Distantiation was also manifest in the relationships between the national and 

county governments. To elucidate the complexity in government structures, Samson 

Lenawe noted that the two levels did not have collaborative communication on terror. 

They seemed to be in competition with each other and that the county governments 

had borrowed the distantiation character from the national government. David 

Omwami had a similar thought when he indicated that the county government had 

promised to support the terror attack victims with money of the same amount as 

promised by the national government. David observed that there was a large chasm 

between the national and county governments on communication on terror. On his 

part, David Mutiso concluded that the long chain of command delayed information 

and the blame can be squarely put on the government structure.  

In short, distantiation in government made it difficult for communication to 

percolate to the hoi polloi.  

A chain of command provided the route for communication on terror (Massie, 

1987; Sagimo, 2002). Government communication on the Garissa University College 

terror attack was muzzled by the bureaucratic structures that formed the 

personification of the chain of command. Effective coordination implies that there is 

communication. Coordination and communication is the engine behind organizational 

operations.  

Welch and Pandey (2007) noted that bureaucracies, as theorized by Max 

Weber, depict a highly ordered, rule-bound, and hierarchically structured system 

designed to implement political policies and programs in a neutral manner. The 
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authors noted that even with anticipated failures, bureaucratic measures are meant to 

trigger efficient operations, managerial initiatives, innovations, and communication. 

This study’s findings disagree with the attributes that bureaucratic measures spur 

efficiencies. Participant stories told of an ineffective government operation prior to, 

during, and after the Garissa University College attack. On the other hand, Feeney and 

DeHart-Davis (2009) explored government affairs, assessing whether government 

reinvention in the form of less bureaucratic formats would spark creativity, risk-

taking, and productivity. Their study established that strict red tape kills the desirous 

acumen among government officials to manage risks. Put differently, Feeney and 

DeHart-Davis (2009) indicated that red tape muzzles government communication. 

This study’s finding was not so different. Red tape kills communication and suggests 

the need to carry out a communication health check on the organization.  

Diminution of Citizens 

Participants in this study narrated situations that explicated the perception that 

government communication showed the government’s disregard for citizens. Their 

accounts suggested that government communication demeaned terror victims, and this 

made most of the participants feel that their worth was lessened. At a very general 

level, every participant was concerned about their safety and security. According to 

Joseph Luseli,  

Security was a major concern for all citizens. I expected that the government 

would regularly communicate on our security.  

Government communication during terror is aimed at allowing citizens to 

make decisions on their safety and security (Matusitz, 2012).  

Crucial as communication on security and safety was, participants talked of 

intermittent communication that they equated to a communication humiliation. Rael 
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Wanjau pointed out that the pain she suffered has created a perception in her that 

government never bothered about terror victims. She said…  

We were at risk since the military went to Somalia. Being in a border town, we 

anticipated government to regularly communicate the security situation. Instead, we 

were left to figure it for ourselves and see the results.  

While David Omwami agreed that the incursion caused the attack, he 

wondered how events in a different country could be shielded by innocent citizens. It 

did not add up for him that the government allowed the citizens to suffer on its behalf 

after deciding to enter Somalia. Which government would decide on something that 

would negatively affect the citizens then make no effort to rescue the same citizens?  

The argument that communication was slow in coming was further developed 

to link the poor coordination during the rescue operation to conclude that the 

government had demeaned citizens. The government had lax officials who ignored 

red flags, causing the death of many lives. In fact, Samson Lenawe averred that…  

The government did not protect us in Garissa. The government was not just 

mean on communication, it also demeaned its citizens. Had the misfortune affected 

the high and mighty, you would have seen the government’s mettle.  

Samson’s account seemed to dichotomize government services based on social 

stratification. The highly placed individuals have their safety and security, for 

example, government officials, something that you struggle to see among the lowly 

placed individuals.  

Participants felt that terror victims were treated like nobodies. Rael Wanjau 

claimed that the fact that the government was in a hurry to revert to a ‘normal’ mode 

showed that it was not keen on the terror victims’ healing. Morris Wekesa, David 

Omwami, and Rachael Mwangi expressed that they expected the government to 

constantly keep in touch with the terror victims and handle matters such as progress 

on investigations, compensation, and update on restoring the seat of government. 
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These informational desires were never met, making the participants feel that the 

government possibly did not consider them worthy of receiving such updates.  

Samson Lenawe wondered why no government official bothered to visit the 

students who had transitioned to Moi University from Garissa University College 

after the attack. Samson observed as follows: 

It was like we were on our own. I really took issue with the government on 

this. The government threw us under the bus.  

Samson’s perception seemed to resonate with what other participants made 

sense of the government’s silence after the attack. Most probably, the government felt 

that the citizens did not deserve to be updated on the progress of investigations, but 

the same participants took issue with the fact that the president promised them that the 

government would piece the investigations together.  

Other accounts showing that the government messages demeaned terror 

victims include the observation by Samson Lenewa regarding the interior CS’s 

unfortunate misuse of analogy. In equating terror victims to cockroaches, he spoke of 

the way the government thought of citizens. If they are cockroaches, then the 

government dehumanized terror victims. John Mwangi’s narration was equally 

confounding. He was reduced to a nobody by the public healthcare givers. The 

caregivers would not communicate on his daughter’s condition, and it was when he 

sought a second opinion that he was told the daughter’s true condition: that she was 

paralyzed. His decision to seek a second opinion further gave the government officials 

an opportunity to demean him. The president had promised that the government 

would settle the victims ‘medical bills, yet John was treated as a defaulter, a 

dangerous one for that matter, that he had to be escorted by hospital orderlies. In the 

end, John wondered:  
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Do I need money and power for people to recognize me? Do rich people ever 

get affected by tragedies? Imagine when Rael was finally discharged, no one wanted 

to take me through the challenges that lay ahead. I had a paralyzed child and I 

needed help, but I guess such is not considered of desperate people.  

Participants’ accounts of being treated as nobodies were linked to the 

distantiation in the government. Government officials spoke to extrapolate what was a 

government position or acted in defiance, speaking of a gap in government that affects 

the delivery of services by government officials. Pushing this argument further, 

participants linked the failed promises that terror victims were fewer in number and 

hence negligible. David Omwami read the support from foreign governments as 

testament that those governments came to support the neglected. From the support 

received from foreign governments, David expressed as follows: 

I was so surprised that someone from abroad would extent such a favor to me, 

yet my own government never bothered. I ended up affirming that foreign 

governments cared about victims of the attack more than the Government of Kenya.  

Similar views were shared by David Mutiso and Samson Lenawe when he 

argued that… 

The support we received from foreign governments has led us consider them 

as family. Foreign governments were more supportive that our country Kenya. Can 

you imagine that?  

On his part, Samson Lenawe said,  

I was surprised because how someone who does not know me can came and 

helped me, yet the very person close to me could not.  

The remarks by David Omwami, David Mutiso, and Samson Lenawe showed 

their perception of how the unsanctioned support from foreign governments was 

demeaning. Either the foreign governments made their intentions known to the 

Foreign Affairs Ministry, and this was ignored, or the foreign governments came in to 

support the demeaned. In contrast, the Kenyan government could not do anything 

about it. One other finding was that communication carries behavioral traits that terror 

victims could perceive in a manner that affects relations. Government communication 
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on terror ought to establish and maintain mutually beneficial relations in an ethical 

and considerate manner (Canel & Sanders, 2015; Cornelissen, 2014). As argued by 

Young (2007), governments have been blamed for concentrating on cameras to look 

good while avoiding issues affecting terror victims.  

Distrust in Government 

Because the distantiation in government ranks affected communication 

resulting in a perception that government communication demeaned terror victims, 

participants developed a narrative that explained why it was difficult to trust what the 

government communicated. The distance between the top leaders in government, in 

relation to the rank and file, caused a communication mess that kept terror victims 

withdrawn from the government. Participants noted that the distantiation distorted the 

relationship between the government and terror victims. Communication was thus 

deciphered as one meant to demean terror victims. The resultant behavior was one of 

mistrust. Participants indicated that they did not trust the government when it spoke.  

Two arguments were explicated on how distrust in government weaved 

through participant stories. The first argument was for participants who had resigned 

to fate. They had opted to stay with the government that had demeaned terror victims. 

Resigning to fate did not mean that participants now trust the government. To the 

contrary, they look for every opportunity to correct the government and move on. 

Rachael Mwangi told me as follows: 

I have no option. I’m a Kenyan citizen and even if I reject the Government of 

Kenya, I’m still a citizen by birth and no matter where I go, it will always be indicated 

as such. I realized even if your family fails you, you cannot denounce them in public. 

All I can do as citizen is to try and advise the government and point out where we 

have gone wrong as a country.  

The second argument was elucidated in participants' sentiments that 

completely showed their displeasure in the government’s way of doing things. The 
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argument was built around participants’ recollections of what the government was 

before the attack and what it means to them after. The way the government handled 

operations and communicated during the attack served as the fulcrum.  

I asked Angela Mutinda whether she trusted the government and she said, I 

used to trust the government before the university was attacked. My experiences with 

the government during this period shifted my trust.  

David Omwami had serious contestation with the government. He 

passionately shared the following: 

I came to realize that what I had earlier thought about the government was not 

what the government was all about.  I had very good thoughts about the government 

until life happened. First, the government never bothered about victims of the attack. 

Government did not protect us and when we were attacked, the president did not visit 

the survivors. Seemingly, no government official really bothered about the victims. I 

realized that the government was interested in chest thumping yet did nothing. I 

hardly trust the government for they are hypocrites given the failed promises.  

Morris Wekesa and Rachael Mwangi wondered what had happened to the 

efficiency of the yesteryears’ NGAO. If the government could not give its officers the 

much-needed information on terror, how could citizens trust it (government)? The 

action of some participants showed that the government was the first point of contact, 

and this spoke volumes on the trust that citizens had in their government. For 

instance, Morris Wekesa had to rely on sons of the village based in Nairobi to know 

that his daughter had died.  

Amos Kwena narrated how a student called him, informing him about the 

attack. When John Mwangi was told that the university was under attack, he tried 

calling his daughter. Why would terror victims not prefer calling the government 

security agencies on a matter that demanded police intervention, yet the police station 

was yonder? Amos Kwena proposed the need for the government to win the trust of 

the citizenry by establishing a communication framework that works well. For 
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instance, Amos did not comprehend how, on calling an acquaintance in the police, the 

officer did not know that the university had been attacked. Rachael Mwangi preferred 

the support of her colleagues to that of the government. She shared as follows:  

Before we came out of the hostels, I first called one of my friends and the 

previous night we had just discussed, what if the Al-Shabaab attacked? What will we 

do, and he told me about a hidden route next to the men’s hostel and another one near 

the lady’s hostel? True to it, we were attacked the following morning. I tried reaching 

out to my friend, but he did not answer. Quickly, I decided to follow my friends 

because I was lagging. Of course, later we reconnected. I thought the government was 

supposed to protect us. The government knew the situation in Garissa, but they were 

never there for us. How can I trust the government when it says anything to me? 

On his part, David Mutiso said the government… 

Took everything normal and, therefore, took our lives for granted. Maybe 

because the college that we were in was classified as a third-class and most of the 

students were coming from poor backgrounds, hence, less support from the 

government. I find it difficult to believe that the government would have my interests.  

Samson Lenawe observed that terror victims were concerned about their 

colleagues who were still trapped in the campus, a matter that did not attract the 

interior CS’s radar. Samson argued that the government communication on terror 

would have made sense if it addressed the concerns of the terror victims. Since the 

communication from the government did not talk to the student’s concerns, at the 

time, he doubted any message from the government.  

It was interesting to note that for a good number of participants, after seeing 

the government struggle to rescue hostages, they put their hope in God and not the 

government. David Mutiso and Rachael Mwangi were thankful that God protected 

them when the government failed. The theocratic thinking that governments exist to 

execute the will of God has found popular usage in democracy. If God has given this 

responsibility to the government, why would the government poorly execute this 

function?  
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The government seems to have given participants the means to conclude that 

trusting the government was a tall order. The actions and messages from the 

government enabled situations of mistrust among the participants. Government 

communication on terror was an avenue for power relationships. The relations within 

government and how government related with terror victims depicted a power show 

as a void that crippled the flow of information. Table 6.4 recaps the sub-themes 

discussed in the larger theme on government communication was power play.  

Table 6.4: Sub-themes on Government Communication on Terror Manifested Power 

Play 

Perception(s)  Motivation  Finding   Academic 
support  

Government 
communication 
was display of 
power play. 

Coordinated 
communication.  
Trust and open 
communication.  
Respect for 
citizens.  

Bureaucracy stifled 
communication.  
Government officials spoke 
and acted at cross-purpose.  
Rank and file acted in 
ignorance of the government 
position.  
National and county 
governments communication 
was distant. 
Demeaning citizens was 
distantiation manifested. 
Intermittent communication.   
Felt treated as nobodies. 
Distrusted government 
communication.  
Displeasure in what the 
government was doing. 
Poor coordinated rescue. 

Governments 
need to operate 
the need to look 
god before 
cameras (Young, 
2007). 

Source: Author (2021) 

6.6 Summary 

This chapter has presented the study findings, making use of the thick 

descriptions to adduce themes that remained outstanding among the participants. Four 

emergent themes were identified, namely government communication on terror is 

complemented by government action, government communication on terror was 

perfected art of double speak, government communication on terror was calculated to 
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look good, and government communication on terror manifested power play. These 

themes presented the perceptions that terror victims had towards government 

communication.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

TYPOLOGIES OF GOVERNMENT MESSAGES ON TERROR 

7.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents interpretations of the findings in response to the research 

question that set out to establish the typologies of messages communicated by the 

government during the Garissa University College terror attack. Typologies classify 

apparently related phenomena. I engaged in a “purposive, planned selection, 

abstraction, combination and (sometimes) accentuation of a set criteria” (McKinney 

as cited in Marsden, 2013, p.33) to typify messages communicated by the 

government. The message carried in each communication helped classify the type of 

message communicated at the time. The study findings revealed several typologies 

embedded in the different messages, both from the government and to the 

government, by other heads of governments and states. 

Against the assumption that the government only sent out messages of 

condolence, participants’ stories helped me map out other messages, including 

messages of comfort, consolation and concern, messages of empathy, solidarity 

messages, informational messages, nationalistic/presidential messages, warning 

messages, and religious-laden messages. Although some message typologies 

overlapped, I based the typification on the different interpretations that participants 

gave to the messages. Additionally, I reviewed documents such as speeches from 

government officials, press releases, and government documents. The review helped 

me to either put into perspective or substantiate a given message typology. I also 

considered messages communicated by foreign governments and international 

agencies.  
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7.2 Types of Messages 

7.2.1 Eulogistic or Condolences Messages 

Participants noted that the government sent out messages of condolences. 

Soon after receiving the news about the attack, eulogistic or condolence messages 

took a better part of initial government communication on terror. John Luseli 

wondered how the government sent out condolence messages before getting a final 

tally of those who died. As the message was being relayed, more students were dying. 

However, as I look back, a terror attack carries the expectancy of death and so it is 

fitting for the government to send condolence messages. 

On his part, Morris Wekesa noted that it is a good thing that government 

remembered its citizens at the hour of need. Morris told me…  

It was painful what families went through. Some of the families had lost scions 

of their villages and towns. If my daughter was alive today, she would be an 

influencer in the society.  

Eulogistic messages from the government served as a reminder that the 

government was in touch with the reality the families were going through. On his part, 

David Mutiso observed that government did well to send a message of concern to 

those who lost their loved ones.  

The accounts of John, Morris, and David indicated that messages of condolence 

were issued as a step to help relieve the pain that the terror victims were going 

through in losing their loved ones. Messages of condolence communicated the reality 

of death. Therefore, the government sent out condolence messages to empathize with 

the families. The messages also sought to juxtapose the reality of death and the 

anticipated hope of life after death.  

Many participants referred to the president’s message when they typified 

condolence messages. David Omwami noted that the president gave a general 
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message on the deaths of terror victims. To David, the message from the President 

gave a country perspective on what had happened and in wishing well all the families 

that lost loved ones, the Head of State spoke the government’s position.  

While David would have preferred individualized (rather than generalized) 

messages, the president’s message seemed to take a general perspective, considering 

that it included other messages of condolence from other governments. In addressing 

the nation, the president gave the ‘condolence-in-chief’ message. This was Samson 

Lenawe’s argument when he unpacked the president’s message and noted that the 

message gave hope to terror victims as it carried messages from world leaders who 

were mourning with terror victims. Samson was spot on as the president’s message 

brought together messages from heads of state from the East African Community 

(EAC) and IGAD, the African continent, and other global leaders such as His 

Holiness Pope Francis and the United Nations’ Secretary-General (“Statement by 

H.E. Uhuru,” 2015).  

From the president’s address to the nation on April 2, 2015, the commander-

in-chief termed the attack as a moment of “great sorrow for Kenya” (“Statement by 

H.E. Uhuru,” 2015, para. 3). In that address, he asked Kenyans to pray for the souls of 

those who had died. He asked the nation to mourn with the families for three days, but 

as an indignant Rael Wanjau noted, we appreciate the gesture to honor those who 

died, but that period was not sufficient. Soon, everything was forgotten. Garissa 

victims are no longer on the government’s radar.  

Messages of condolence offered a propositional connection between the 

sender and the bereaved families. It was an opportunity for the government to 

communicatively relate with terror victims for periods beyond three days of 

mourning.  
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Correspondingly, condolence messages were also sent by different 

government ministries, agencies, and departments, as did several heads of missions in 

Kenya. The heads of diplomatic missions reiterated their heartfelt condolences during 

their meeting with Kenya’s foreign CS. David Omwami noted that diplomats 

expressed their sympathies and condolences to the Kenyan government following the 

attack at the Garissa University College.  

The support received from foreign governments could be attributed to their 

resolve that sanctity of life is a cardinal duty of governments. Having citizens die in 

the hands of terrorists is a matter that calls upon any government to respond.  

The Kenya government’s response was well captured by Amos Kwena. He 

held that the government dispatched the right messages and had crafted personalized 

condolence messages to all families that lost loved ones during the attack. He said as 

follows: 

Although it was painful to organize the interment of 147 people, I must 

indicate that the government had a plan to read out a message of condolence from the 

President and one from the university. Messages of condolence is what families hold 

onto once the mourning period is over. This plan seemed to work for all the interment 

ceremonies I attended. First, the personalized message of condolence from the 

President would be read out, then I would read the one from the university. To me, 

this was a very good show, for the government appreciated the fact that people had 

suffered. 

Although Amos painted an elaborate government plan, only Rachael Mwangi 

confirmed seeing the plan work. Rachael affirmed that in one ceremony she attended, 

a government representative read the president’s message to one family. In the same 

function, the university representative apologized for what had happened.  

Other participants noted isolated instances where the government’s plan was 

not followed. Angela Mutinda and David Omwami, for instance, attended interment 

ceremonies where no condolence messages from the government were read to the 

families. David gave an example where no message from the government was given 
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to the family, and he ended up speaking on behalf of the university as he was the only 

representative.  

Apart from governmental agencies, Joseph Luseli identified the many 

messages that were sent by Kenyans and non-Kenyans. He noted that messages of 

condolence were rallied on social media sites such as Twitter under the hashtag 

#Garissa University attack. While the hashtag carried other emotive discussions, 

considerable messages expressed deepest condolences to the families. Citizens of 

many countries expressed sympathies with Kenya on the suffering that terror victims 

went through at the Garissa University College. Joseph remembered the Croatian 

University students who observed a moment of silence, demonstrating the different 

positions that their Kenyan colleagues had died in. 

The typification of the condolence messages overlaps with the hope drawn 

from religious beliefs and the cultural connotations of death. When one loses a loved 

one, consolation is part of the package that mourners come with. John Mwangi 

observed that upon the death of his wife, the county governor came in to say pole 

(Swahili for condolences and well wishes). Mbiti (2015) argued that the African 

cultural practices during death are a communicative reality of life after death. Taken 

as such, messages of condolence were an encouragement to the bereaved that death is 

a temporary separation, a see you soon message, as John Luseli indicated. It is 

possible that the president took the Christian message as it captured the religious as 

well as cultural hope of life after death.  

7.2.2 Solidarity Messages 

The GoK conveyed messages of solidarity from other governments, foreign 

missions, and from UN AFPs. The messages were meant to show togetherness with 

the Kenyan community following the heinous attack in Garissa. One of the 
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participants, Morris Wekesa, wondered what would happen to Kenya now that its 

future leaders were being killed by the terror group. From the document review in this 

study, a similar typology was painted in the sentiments expressed in the communiqué 

from UNESCO, which was against the attack on education, including an attack on a 

learning institution. In a statement, UNESCO Director-General, Irina Bokova, stated 

the following:  

This vicious attack against an institution of higher learning is a deliberate 

attack against the future of a country, against the ambition of students to gain 

the qualifications to pursue a career and contribute to their nation. It is the 

quest for knowledge, the freedom to think critically and to question the 

world—the hallmarks of a university—that is under threat. I call for the 

perpetrators of this crime to be brought to justice and extend my heartfelt 

condolences to the Government of Kenya, and to the students, faculty and 

families who have been affected by this tragedy. UNESCO stands firmly with 

the Government of Kenya to protect education and to ensure that youth can 

benefit from access to quality learning opportunities at all levels (UNESCO, 

2015, para. 2). 

I also compared the review of the UNESCO message with the Kenya 

president’s message in which the government criticized the terrorists for attacking 

students who were at their young ages (“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015). These two 

messages spoke to the pain associated with the attack as the reason for their solidarity 

with Kenya. The future generation stood threatened by the effects of a terror attack.  

Other participants spoke to the formation of this typology. John Luseli also 

noted that Deputy President, William Ruto, had twitted, asking for unity and urging 

Kenyans not to point fingers and apportion blame. To Joseph, the message from the 
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deputy president was meant to rally Kenyans to stand in solidarity with the terror 

victims. An avid social media enthusiast, Joseph counted other notable personalities 

who stood with Kenya. He remembered that through his Twitter handle, the president 

of Uganda, Yoweri Museveni, strongly condemned the terror attack on Garissa 

University College, terming it an attack on the region. Invariably, Museveni made 

reference to the tight association in the region, where problems and challenges in one 

partner state within the EAC amounted to challenges and problems in other partner 

states. Joseph Luseli also noted that the US Embassy in Kenya ran a solidarity 

campaign under the hashtag “A Rose for a Soul.” This hashtag rallied messages from 

different nationalities who stood in solidarity with Kenyans and condemned the 

incident. Government communication on terror also tagged along messages received 

from other governments. President Uhuru's address read as below: 

In this regard, we wish to thank our brothers and sisters from the EAC and 

IGAD, the African continent, as well as global leaders, including the Secretary 

General of the United Nations, the President of the United States of America 

and His Holiness Pope Francis, amongst others. This solidarity underlines the 

oneness of humanity and consensus that terrorism is a global threat requiring 

robust international partnerships (“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015, para. 6). 

Similarly, a review of the EAC secretariat presser indicated that the 

community stood by Kenya in that difficult situation (EAC, 2015). Foreign Mission 

officials in Kenya also met the CS for foreign affairs and expressed their sympathies 

and solidarity. David Omwami noted that diplomats expressed their sympathies and 

condolences to the Kenyan government following the attack at Garissa University 

College.  
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This was meant to convey a message of condolence and share the pain that 

Kenya was going through. Apparently, messages of solidarity and condolence were 

jointly communicated.  

Messages of solidarity also came from citizens. Angela Mutinda noted as 

follows:  

We were overwhelmed by the support we received from Kenyans and ordinary 

citizens of other countries. I must appreciate that those who responded to our call did 

not come to discharge their duties. They stood with us.  

Angela was not alone. Amos Kwena saw the generosity of government 

officials and citizens as a message that they stood with terror victims. He told me that 

in addition to the efforts by the government, the citizens rallied support for the 

affected. They turned up in large numbers to ensure that families were consoled and 

reminded them that they were not going through this experience alone.  

On his part, John Mwangi spoke of how the community gathered to be with 

his family as they waited for the news about his daughter. When it was established 

that the daughter was alive but admitted in hospital, the neighboring families stood 

with the wife. This support was to continue, including the three tough months they 

had until John’s wife died.  

The larger area of solidarity has received attention from scholarship. The 

postulations of different studies helped contextualize what was transpiring in the 

circumstances that terror victims found themselves in. Collins (2004), for instance, 

carried out a study to explore the anciently studied sociological perspective that 

conflict produces solidarity. Collins advanced the concepts of time and stratification 

that influence what we do to create solidarity. He concluded that when cohesion is 

threatened, people consolidate to create solidarity. Such consolidation is temporal as it 

starts with a push and reaches its peak two-three months after the threat. In other 
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words, the time component of solidarity is essential in that messages and actions that 

speak to solidarity will fade off with time (Collins, 2004). The suppositions of Collins 

can be projected to mean that in the event of a terror attack, the initial days of shock 

would destabilize terror victims and create a new normal.  

Messages and actions promoting solidarity would trickle in and reach a 

plateau in the first three months, then begin to wane at five months. By the sixth 

month, messages of solidarity disappear. Samson Lenawe and David Omwami 

pointed out that the support they expected from their colleagues at Moi University, 

Eldoret, was not forthcoming. In their words, they felt “stigmatized for being part of 

the Garissa University College attack,” which can capture the conjecture advanced by 

Collins since the Garissa University terror victims resumed status in Eldoret four 

months after the attack. At this time, the clamor for solidarity had waned, and the 

terror victims’ colleagues expected an accelerated program, perhaps a normal one, 

that was so alien to the terror victims.  

The second concept advanced by Collins (1994) is that of stratification. One’s 

standing in society determines whether he or she would practice solidarity through 

communication or through action. Whereas the study established that the governments 

and citizens alike dispatched messages of solidarity, citizens, holding minorities (or 

the lowest) positions in society, prefer practicing solidarity through action. This 

would explain the desire to have the government visit terror victims just as members 

of the community visited the sick and graced the interment services.  

As citizens visited and were present in the lives of terror victims, they 

communed and walked each other to the recovery path. The high in society will prefer 

verbal solidarity. For those in the high strata, a message on Twitter or an Email is 

enough to show solidarity. This then puts into perspective that terror victims kept 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

193 
 

feeling that the government needed to support them by visiting. On the other hand, the 

government was convinced that the condolence-in-chief message from the president 

and the support given to terror victims spoke volumes on how the government was in 

solidarity with terror victims. Further, the fact that terror victims expected continued 

communication on the terror attack could be tagged to the fact that as time went by, 

the quest for solidarity waned.  

Away from the arguments advanced by Collins (1994), the study findings 

showed participants who found a better explanation in the African context. Seeking 

tangible support from the government could have been a factor of the African societal 

customs. The ubuntu spirit indicates that we co-exist in the soul of others. In a sense, 

“I am because we are, and because we are, therefore I am” (Mbiti, 2015, p. 142) is an 

existential reality that rallies us to cohesion in times of trouble. Mbiti’s theorization 

indicates that the community is more important than an individual and that an 

individual is defined by the environing community. In projecting aspects of solidarity, 

the African would argue “the more we are, the bigger I am” (Mbiti, 2015, p. 140). In 

line with this proposition, the study findings showed that terror victims yearned for 

the support of community members to help strengthen the victims of the attack. The 

findings differ with the glorified eccentricity in modern society where the place of 

community is muzzled and solidarity practiced at arm’s length. To this end, messages 

of solidarity were a factor of the stratification, period of despair, and the prevailing 

African societal values.  

7.2.3 Warning and Informational Messages 

The study established two kinds of warning messages from government 

communication on terror. The first type included messages dispatched to warn 

citizens about an impending danger. This was done shortly before the Garissa 
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University College attack following sporadic acts of terror in the country. At the time, 

the government had warned that citizens needed to be vigilant and report any 

suspicious cases. This general warning signaled the infiltration of terror cells into 

Kenya and a possibility of enemies everywhere, which had caused a moral panic 

(Rothe & Muzzatti, 2004). Some participants pointed to the reality of such warning 

messages, albeit from the consequences of such messages. Rael Wanjau argued that 

the incursion of KDF into Somalia contributed to the attack in Garissa. She stated that 

the history of intermittent terror attacks in 2013 and 2014 arose in response to the 

fact that Kenya decided to fight terrorism from Somalia. The 2015 attack was the 

culmination of the response against Kenya’s invasion of Somalia.  

While Rael’s case was notional, Rachael Mwangi narrated how the attackers 

made an express claim that the attack was a result of the warning salvo sent to Al-

Shabaab by the government of Kenya. Rachael stated the following:  

The attackers tricked the ladies into their deaths and once they had assembled 

outside the hostels, the attackers promised to take all the students to Kenya’s 

President Uhuru Kenyatta. The speech changed when one of the attackers asked the 

students what they were doing in Garissa. He then told the students that whatever 

they were about to witness was courtesy of the warnings that the government had 

given about terrorists. The attackers then mocked the students to call the government 

to come for their rescue. Immediately, shots were heard from all corners. It is sad that 

some students were beheaded.  

The sentiments by Rael and Rachael pointed to the reality that the government 

had warned about the dicey situation that Kenyans were facing. The attack on Garissa 

University College was, thus, retaliation on the government’s efforts to fight terrorism 

in the region. While appreciating that the government had sent warnings through the 

different police formations, Samson Lenawe noted that shortly before the attack, the 

president had assured the country that all was well. Samson referred to the State of the 

Nation address by the president in parliament a week before the attack. Samson 

remembers that the president, in the address, gave an account of operations and legal 
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frameworks that had helped curb terrorism. According to Samson, this confirmation 

that the government was detecting, disrupting, and thwarting attacks led to a relaxed 

atmosphere, and at that time, terrorists struck. Samson’s dilemma was also captured 

by David Omwami when he said: Yes, we received the warnings, but nobody 

prepared us for what we experienced. It is one thing to warn citizens and another to 

be seen to protect them. I can conclude that the government warnings did not help us.  

Interestingly, Rachael Mwangi noted other messages meant to help citizens 

around Garissa to avoid some areas that were being dispatched by the Kenya Police 

Service through their Twitter account. For Rachael, those students who accessed such 

messages may not have benefited as much as those who were in the environs of the 

university.  

The remarks by the participants on warnings meant to help citizens make 

decisions on safety and security indicated a worrisome situation. Since citizens do not 

have the power to fight attackers, government communication needs to seek a 

collaborative citizenry in the fight against terror. As it would appear, terror victims 

were gripped by moral panic, and having an attack on a learning institution can only 

be summed up by David Omwami’s words that government warning messages had 

not prepared terror victims for what they experienced.  

The second type of warning messages took the form of messages directed to 

the terrorists and their sympathizers. Participants noted that the president’s address 

carried clear messages meant to warn attackers. Morris Wekesa noted that the 

president sent a stern warning to the attackers, asking the security installations to 

intercept any perpetrators as a government response to the attack. Morris also 

remembered that the president placed a bounty on the attackers’ heads and hoped that 

the attackers would be arrested in no time. The need to see an end to this matter 
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created curiosity in Morris’ mind as he wanted to hear how the investigations were 

ongoing and whether the matter was to come to an end. Morris’ words were reflective 

of the words of the president. The president noted the following: 

To the families and friends of the survivors, and indeed all Kenyans, I want 

you to know that our security forces are pursuing leads on the remaining 

accomplices. We shall employ all means at our disposal to bring the 

perpetrators to justice. We are also in active pursuit of the mastermind of the 

attack and have placed a reward for the information leading to his capture 

(“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015, para. 7). 

Like Morris, other participants such as Joseph Luseli, Samson Lenawe, and 

Rachael Mwangi noted that the government was yet to follow through and deal with 

the attackers. Joseph said that he was happy that the terrorists were warned. Some 

action needed to follow the warning. Samson Lenawe was rather candid saying that 

the government has machinery that should have first intercepted the attackers, but 

since this did not work, we wanted to know what the government was doing to 

implement the warning it gave the attackers.  

The government recognized that the attackers had wounded Kenya, families, 

friends, and communities, which is why it warned that it would respond in the 

severest way to any threat targeted at Kenya. There was no way to verify how serious 

the warning was since the government never came clean to inform the terror victims 

what had transpired and what actions it had accomplished in bringing the culprits to 

book.  

The warning messages typology can be traced in other studies. Sutton et al. 

(2015) defined warning messages as those routinely issued by government officials as 

part of risk communication. Sutton argued that the “messages are intended to instruct 
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the population or group at risk on necessary protective actions to make themselves 

safe” (p. 3). Different government departments had sent out messages to alert terror 

victims. The Kenya Police Service had communicated prior to, during, and after the 

attack, sending warnings in the form of security alerts. Citizens were asked to be on 

the lookout for any behavior that seemed to threaten security.  

Participants noted that government agencies sent messages that gave 

information to terror victims. Informational messages give information and 

instructions on what the government expected terror victims to take note of. Although 

informational messages came through many channels, most terse messages were sent 

via Twitter. David Mutiso noted that the National Disaster Operation Centre (NDOC) 

sent messages informing the rest of the citizens on what was transpiring in Garissa. 

The messages updated citizens on an hourly basis as events unfolded at the Garissa 

University College. Similarly, John Luseli remembered that the NDOC’s first 

message was to inform Kenyans that several gunmen had launched an attack at the 

Garissa University College. The agency reported heavy gunfire. The subsequent 

updates focused on the number of causalities.   

The Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions (ODDP) kept Kenyans 

informed about the prosecution of the suspected Garissa University College attack 

collaborators. There was seemingly a low uptake of the messaging done by ODDP as 

none of the participants mentioned this. In fact, Morris Wekesa was not aware that the 

attackers had been convicted and sentenced. Media too played in the space to inform 

the public on what was happening. Intermittently, the media would relay 

informational messages from the government. The print media talked about the events 

through reportage, feature stories, and opinion articles on the attack. Electronic media 
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too played a role in informing the public on the goings-on in Garissa University 

College and what the government was planning to do.  

Fairbanks et al. (2007) noted that seeking information on safety and security 

arises from the duty of the government to protect its people. Gregory (2012) read an 

informational quest in populations as she made sense of the Phillis report, which 

essentially felt that citizens required information in addition to being partners at the 

policymaking table (Phillis, 2004). Warning and informational messages take the 

form of terse messaging. Terse messages are brief by nature and aim at passing 

pertinent messages.  

Social media networking sites provide the forum for terse messaging since 

terse messages are restricted by the medium used and have nothing to do with 

toughness as the word may insinuate (Sutton et al., 2015). For example, tweets allow 

messages of up to 280 characters (raised from 140 in 2017), while short messaging 

services (SMS) allow messages of 160 characters. The Kenya Police Service and the 

Ministry of Interior officials utilized this forum. The Interior Ministry’s spokesperson 

went to twitter to declare that the attackers were commanded by a Kenyan law 

graduate, a son of a former chief. While this was to aid in investigations and help in 

piecing together the faces behind the attack, terse messaging did not allow for the 

much-needed details.  

Terse messages from the police were mostly to give informational directions 

to citizens on what to do and what not to do. Sutton et al. (2015), while exploring the 

April 5, 2013 detonation of an Improvised Explosive Device (IED) at the Boston 

Marathon, established that terse messaging was used by the US National Incident 

Management System. The use of terse message had the capacity of amplification 

because other officials retransmitted the messages. The same is captured in this study 
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as the government terse messages were retweeted and shared through the different 

social media platforms.  

Warning and informational messages can be communicated through various 

tools: Twitter, Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEAs), and SMS (Kuligowski & 

Doermann, 2018). This study did not pick from participants that the government made 

us of WEAs. WEAs entertain a model where government automatically enrolls 

audiences and uses a system to push messages to the intended audiences. With a good 

number of mobile users in Kenya, the victims of the Garissa University College terror 

attack would have benefited from messages pushed their way. The use of terse 

warning and informational messages through the phones would gain public attention 

as the messages would help them make decisions on safety and security.  

7.2.4 Presidential/Statesmanlike Messages 

A terror attack is meant to convey the message that the government is 

incapable of protecting its own citizens. Schmid (2013c) indicated that terrorism is a 

form of political communication that intends to inform the citizens of the inability of 

governments to protect them. Government officials need to be aware of this reality as 

they communicate prior to, during, and after a terror attack. A message from the 

President needs to address a confluence of citizens’ frustrations, pain, confusion, and 

anger.  

In this study, participants noted the weight of the president’s message as the 

head of government. Angela Mutinda indicated that she picked the president’s call for 

the whole nation to rally together in that difficult time. Her comments showed the 

quest by the President to ensure that the entire nation was speaking from the same 

script. A review of the president’s address revealed the call to nationhood by rallying 

citizens through words such as “my fellow Kenyans…my compatriots” (“Statement 
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by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015), effectively calling the nation to nationhood. This could 

explain why David Mutiso and David Omwami termed the president’s message as 

general because part of it was meant to pick on the nationalistic values and implore 

upon terror victims to recognize the citizen-government relationship as the president 

sought to restore the seat of the government. Some of the values that the president 

made reference to included: indivisibility (oneness), sovereignty, democracy, sanctity 

of life, constitutionalism, peace, freedom, openness, resilience, and stability 

(“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015). The presidential perspective was that terrorists 

were against natural freedoms and against the ideals of Kenya, implying that all who 

stood by the ideals of democracy needed to shun the terrorist narrative that the 

government could not protect its citizens.  

Although the president committed to increasing the number of security forces 

in the country to assure citizens of their protection, Joseph Luseli was not particularly 

happy with this move. He did not understand why the government had not sanctioned 

such a move before the attack. Joseph said as below: 

I honestly wonder how government works. All along, citizens have been in 

need of protection, but you wait until they are killed for you to order the recruitment 

of 10,000 officers.  

Joseph expected that the government should have recruited officers as and 

when it was deemed necessary.  

The explicated data also shows the convergence of nationalistic values and 

national symbols in the president’s message. He made reference to the constitution, 

the flag, and the national philosophies that undergird the nation. The sentiments by 

Samson Lenawe help capture this convergence:  

The President asked Kenyans to stick to the ideals of a democracy particularly 

freedom and equality. From my understanding, the misuse or disregard of these ideals 

had catastrophic consequences for the country. In his address to the nation, the 

President cited the fact that these ideals are protected in the Constitution and assured 
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the nation that everyone has been and will be treated equally. In my opinion, the 

President wanted to debunk the theory that some people had been treated unequally 

which had been cited as the reason for the attack in Garissa. The President also asked 

Kenyans to rally together under the harambee spirit. As you know, the harambee 

philosophy has been the glue that keeps Kenyans together. The President also made 

reference to the National Flag. He ordered that the National Flag flies at half-mast 

for three days in honor of our departed colleagues. Normally, a half-mast flag is 

reserved for the most important people in the society. I can say that in death, my 

colleagues were given such an honor.  

For Samson, the president was calling the nation back to nationalism to rally 

people together. Presidential or statesmanlike messages were expected to touch on the 

essence of a nation. David Omwami remembered that while the attackers based their 

actions on the fact that the local community had been excluded from development 

plans, the President’s message focused on unity and debunked the alienation story 

indicating that there was no distinction between the Muslims and non-Muslims.  

To avert the politics of marginalization, the president told the nation to 

remember that “we were one” (“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015). Further, he built 

his address on the ideals of equality.  

Angela Mutinda’s sentiments helped link terrorism and other vices such as 

corruption. Such vices were a threat to the co-existence of the country. The president, 

too termed corruption as an ‘existential threat to the Republic’ (“Statement by H.E. 

Uhuru,” 2015), indicating that in fighting terrorism, corruption needed to be 

eradicated. Angela wished that the security agencies in Kenya avoided laxity in their 

operations and not accept bribes. Probed further on why she indicated that corruption 

is related to terrorism, Angela alleged a scheme where terrorists bribed security 

officers to delay their intervention when the university was attacked. Angela averred 

the follows:   

I can state that there was very poor communication among the security 

agencies. Word went around that the police boss had been given some money so that 

he could not release officers in time to intervene when we were attacked. How can a 

security officer, trained and employed to offer security and ensure law and order, 
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allow such a crime to happen? How did the attackers smuggle guns into the country? 

The story given is that the Kenya-Somalia border is porous, but I can bet you some of 

the guns and ammunition pass through official border points. Either our officers are 

lax, or they are compromised. If our officers were keen, some of these attacks would 

be a thing of the past.  

Statesmanlike messages are, thus, meant to restore the seat of government for 

the greater good of the nation. Studies have been conducted on messages from heads 

of government in the event of an attack. Schubert et al. (2002) hypothesized that 

statesmanlike messages are meant to increase the ratings of a President or a 

government. Their study was contextualized on the speech given by the then US 

President George W. Bush, soon after the 9/11 attack. President Bush had termed the 

Al-Qaeda attack as an axis of evil, meant to rob Americans of their freedom. Studies 

sought to consolidate the place of such messages in the public’s opinion. In a well-

planned methodology, Schubert et al. divided respondents into three groups: Those 

who were interviewed before the speech, those interviewed immediately after the 

speech, and those interviewed 41 hours after the speech. Schubert et al. (2002) 

concluded that George W. Bush's job approvals rose by about 30-40% after his 

speech. His speech was responsible for the rally effect. Canel (2012) averred what this 

study established that statesmanlike messages are meant to rally people behind ideal 

values such as “democracy, solidarity, serenity and unity” (p. 217).  

Presidential messages give directions on what the government wishes to 

implement during a terror attack. From the study, it was clear that presidential 

messages are highly considered by the citizens. Citizens watch keenly what aspects of 

the president’s commitments are actualized. Significantly, the study established many 

subliminal messages in the President’s address.  
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7.2.5 Religious Laden Messages 

Though not crafted with the theological finesse of apologetics, systematic 

theology, exegesis, eschatology, hermeneutics, or homiletics, participants noted 

religious topoi in the message from the government. Being the second worse attack in 

Kenyan history after the 1998 US Embassy bombing, the desperation among the 

magnitude of the attack required well-crafted consolation messages. Samson Lenawe 

noted that religious messages were included in government messages and particularly 

the address by the president on the day of the attack. For Samson, the president’s 

message was built on the Christian foundation, possibly because the government was 

fully aware that those who lost their lives were Christians. In fact, the first set of 

students who were shot dead were in a prayer room having their morning devotion.  

Angela Mutinda also focused on the president’s message, arguing that it 

carried a Christendom message since it was Easter time. She noted that the President 

made several instances of the Easter message in his address. 

A review of the president’s address showed a focus on the Christian and 

Muslim faiths. On the Christian front, the president made three arguments, the last 

one also featured in his focus on the Muslim faith. The three pointers in the 

religiously laden message from the president were eschatology, resurrection, and 

apologia for true faith devoid of cultic and occultic propensities. First, he focused on 

the eschatological hope that offered an explanation of the last things in the 

dispensation of life. In his understanding, the last days would characterize justice 

where the perpetrator would be punished. He assured terror victims that Christ would 

bring to their knees the works of terrorists. While African traditional religion lived the 

reality of life after death, the concept of end time is not as expansively considered as 

in Christian eschatology.  
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The second pointer was the hope of life after death. The resurrection message 

during Easter characterized the hope that those who died in the attack will live again. 

The president said the following: 

During this holy period of Easter, the families and communities of the fallen 

should take solace in recalling that after the evil of the cross on Friday when 

the devil thought he had triumphed, Sunday’s hope arrived. As we remember 

those that fell at Garissa, we recognize that the resurrection of Jesus 

demonstrates that the power of hatred and violence will never prevail. We 

shall prevail (“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015, para. 9). 

The president wanted terror victims to know that death is the last enemy that 

Christ will overcome. In Africa, matters of life and death elicit a discourse on the 

deity. Being Easter time, the president took time to mourn with terror victims by 

urging them not to mourn as people without hope.  

The third pointer was on the apologia that the president offered of true 

religion. The Christian hope looked at Christ’s resurrection as a sure restrain for the 

troubles in the world. Against the laws of natural justice, the terrorists killed many 

people. The president noted that terrorists do not obey the rules of natural justice, and 

such acts did not reflect the tenets of faith and Godliness. The government drew terror 

victims to the first principles of life as they dealt with matters of death. Christian and 

Muslim clerics were expected to uphold true religion and avoid the cultic tendencies 

that thrive on sacrificing innocent lives. Most terror victims were non-Muslims, and 

this could have explained the exclusive focus on the Christian faith in the President’s 

message.  

The religious topoi finding is consistent with what has been observed by 

Hubanks (2010), who argued that the speech can utilize religious topoi to pass a 
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message during times of terror. You never lack an audience when you touch on the 

needs and pains of a people. Religious messages are therapeutic and facilitate a 

“community’s efforts to do the social tasks, such as religious instructions (a sermon), 

that regularly need doing” (Murphy, 2003, p. 4). Studies show that a terror victim’s 

response depends on how well the victim can appropriate the first principles. Uecker 

(2008) wrote on the importance of religious messaging, arguing that “religion serves 

to provide meaning and legitimation, especially during times of threat such as the 9/11 

attacks. Religious explanations may be more or less plausible to or necessary for 

individuals” (p. 478). Participants noted religious messages helped make them 

comfortable and gave them hope to face life.  

7.2.6 Comfort, Consolation, and Concern  

While condolence messages were meant to reach terror victims that lost loved 

ones, messages of care, consolation, and concern were targeted to those who survived. 

The government sent out messages to terror victims, wishing them well and hoping 

that the survivors would surmount the difficult period. In the messages, the 

government relayed its concern for terror victims’ safety and security. Rael Wanjau 

said that when one faces challenges, they can only hope that they will get comfort or 

some sort of care or concern. And should these messages fail to come, those affected 

are left in a very challenging position. Different accounts from participants seemed to 

depict the same message. Rael understood care to encompass some actions. She said 

as follows: 

The attack left me wholly dependent on someone. I was left paralyzed and 

could not support myself adequately. My father had to abandon his breadwinner roles 

to attend to me. I was crushed. I needed comfort, care and consolation. Yes, the 

government gave a verbal assurance, and this could have comforted the population 

that such a horrible thing would not happen again. 
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Rael reminisced the president’s assurance to terror victims that the 

government would walk with the families till their emotional wounds were healed. 

Morris Wekesa noted that during the interment ceremony of his daughter, the family 

received messages of comfort. The governor of Bungoma County prayed that the 

family would find closure and move on with life despite the circumstances. Morris 

confirmed that the county government was so supportive to us. They met the burial 

expenses and made all the necessary arrangements. Further, they pledged to support 

the education of my other children. 

Participants noted that messages of care were well received. Angela Mutinda 

heard the president promise compensation, particularly to the families that lost loved 

ones. There was hope that they would be supported. Morris Wekesa also noted that 

the government had indicated its willingness to support families. Morris was assured 

of this support, given that the government had always sent a message of care and 

support whenever there is a tragedy. In all these cases, government has always 

offered compensation to victims. Our case was not going to be different. On his part, 

David Omwami observed the implied compensation when he argued that many people 

listened to what the President said. All we took home was that the government was to 

support families that lost loved ones. Strangely, no one received compensation.  

It is interesting that participants conceptualized support in the form of 

compensation. The conceptualization of support was at cross-purposes. While 

participants expected compensation in the form of payouts, the government 

understood support as a way of cushioning families from the heavy burden they found 

themselves in. Amos Kwena, perhaps, painted a picture of what the government 

understood support to be. He narrated as follows: 
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…There was the commitment by the government to support these families. The 

government gave out coffins, settled mortuary bills in addition to monetary support of 

Ksh100,000 given to each of those families to partly cater for the burial expenses. The 

government also organized counseling sessions for the students to handle the trauma 

before the students were admitted at Moi University. Finally, the government’s 

decision to re-open the university after the attack had multifaceted reasons, including 

to support the families around the university but most importantly, to prove that the 

government was not weak.  

Government agencies also sent messages of comfort as was relayed by the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, carrying a message from the heads of mission offices in 

Kenya. The delegation sent messages of condolence but also wished survivors quick 

recovery as well as conveyed their sympathies. Document review of the president’s 

communication on the Garissa attack highlighted messages of comfort, consolation, 

and concern. The President noted that it was “with profound sadness at a time of great 

sorrow” (“Statement by H.E. Uhuru,” 2015, para. 3) that he was addressing the 

nation. He observed the following:  

To the students who survived the attack on Garissa University College, I want 

you to understand our nation’s deep regret that such a calamity should befall 

you in your formative years. However difficult, you must remain resolved to 

finish your studies and graduate. Because in doing so, you will demonstrate to 

yourselves and to the world, that terror and evil can never prevail over the 

hard work and resilience that characterizes the Kenyan spirit (“Statement by 

H.E. Uhuru,” 2015, para. 8).  

The president called the marginalization narrative ‘unfortunate’ and 

‘untruthful’ with his message meant to relay the government’s emotions and to wish 
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comfort to the terror victims. Concern or sharing despair is a typology envisaged by 

Olsson et al. (2015). In the study to examine government communication after the 

Norway attack, the researchers observe that government communication is all an art 

of balancing grief, despair, and hope. Whereas one typology of despair and hope can 

speak to care, consolation, and concern, their study did not anticipate any other 

categories of messaging arising from government communication.  

7.2.7 Blame Messages 

All participants blamed the security forces for many reasons, including laxity, 

incommunicado, poor coordination, and lack of human aspects in the discharge of 

their duties. Part of the perception that government officials did not perform well 

came from officials in other government agencies. John Luseli affirmed that 

government officials were not happy with the way security officials handled the siege 

at Garissa University. There was a feeling that security officers were lax in their 

duties.  

John was not the only one who saw the government speaking in different 

voices, as Angela Mutinda also remembered that the police were castigated by the CS 

for not coming forth with information on the attack. The Office of the Ombudsman or 

the Commission on Administrative of Justice investigated concerns raised by victims 

of the Garissa University College terror attack. On May 6, 2016, a year after the 

attack, the office released a presser apportioning blame to the police force. The police 

were blamed for incapacity, leading to the murderous act at the Garissa University 

College attack. A document review of a presser from the Office of the Ombudsman 

captured the following in the findings section:  

The key findings of the investigation were as follows: (1) That prior 

intelligence had been provided to the police and other relevant security 
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agencies on the possible attacks by Al-Shabaab, targeted at several places in 

the North-Eastern region, including Garissa University College, Garissa 

Teacher’s Training College, Naivas Supermarket, local churches, KenGen, 

Garissa Regional Headquarters and other government installations 

(Commission on Administrative Justice, 2016, p. 1).  

The Office of the Ombudsman noted that the police lacked capacity in that the 

“number of personnel, skills, and equipment” (Commission on Administrative Justice, 

2016, p. 2), a view that corresponded with the presidential order to recruit more 

policemen. In addition to the incapacity, the police structure in Garissa was skewed as 

senior police officers reported to a junior commander. For the Ombudsman, 

revamping the police would have prevented what befell Garissa University College. 

The Ombudsman wanted to know the role of NGAO in security coordination. Table 

7.1 captures the message typologies presented above.  
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Table 7.1: Typologies of Messages 

Typology Government agency Media preferred 
Eulogistic messages  Presidency 

Cabinet office  
Public institutions  
Private institutions 
Ministries and Departments 
Heads of Government  
Heads of State 
Mission offices  
UN’s AFPs  

Speeches, visits, 
websites, social media, 
electronic media, print 
media, Note Verbale 
and Pressers  

Solidarity messages Presidency, EAC Summit  
Ministry of Interior, Public & Private 
universities, Kenya Police Service, 
Heads of Government and State,  
Mission offices, UN’s AFPs 

Visits, websites,  
social media, electronic 
media, print media,  
Note Verbale, speeches 
and pressers  

Warning and 
informational 
messages  

Kenya Police Service, Ministry of 
Interior, Garissa University College, 
Ministry of Education, Public 
Hospitals, Disaster Management  

Twitter, electronic 
media, print media, 
SMS. Speeches, visits, 
websites, and pressers 

Statesmanlike 
messages  

The President   Speech which was 
relayed in websites, 
print, electronic and 
social media.  

Religious laden 
messages 

Presidency, Ministry of Interior, 
Religious leaders  

Speech, pressers, 
twitter, electronic and 
print media and 
sermons 

Care, consolation and 
concern messages  

Presidency, Ministry of Interior, Public 
and private universities, Kenya Police 
Service  

Speeches, Television, 
radio, twitter 

Blame messages  Office of the Ombudsman  Presser 
Source: Author (2021) 
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Figure 7.1: Sub-themes Showing Message Typologies 

Source: Author (2021) 

7.3 Summary  

This chapter has typified the different messages communicated by the 

government during the attack at the Garissa University College. Participant interviews 

and the data secured through document review, revealed seven different message 

types that were identified: eulogistic/condolence; solidarity; warning and information; 

statesman/presidential; religious messages; care, comfort, and concern messages; and 

blame messages. These findings helped disabuse the notion that condolence messages 

are the only typification that feature in government communication during a terror 

attack. 

  

Typologies of 
messages  

Care, 
consolation 
and concern 

messages  

Eulogistic 

/Condolence 
messages  

Presidential/ 

Statemanlike 
messages  

Solidarity 
messages  

Religious 
laden messages  

Warining and  
informational 

mesages  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

212 
 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

UNDERSTANDING GOVERNMENT COMMUNICATION ON TERROR 

8.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the interpretations of the findings relating to the research 

question that sought to understand how terror victims understood government from its 

communication on terror. This research question presupposed an exploration of the 

relationship between the government and terror victims. Ideally, the interactivity 

between participants and the government helped weave participants’ experiences. As 

the study dealt with government communication on terror, it was imperative to garner 

some insights on what participants understood government to be. Typically, 

governments are structurally distant from their citizenry. There exists a secondary 

relationship between citizens and the government. To understand the relationships 

between citizens and the government and draw subliminal meanings of the 

relationships, it was necessary to ground participants’ experiences with the 

government. From the experiences, I was interested in drawing how these experiences 

helped participants understand the government from its communication on terror.  

A democratic formation springs from etymological implications of the term 

‘democracy’ where democratic governments draw power from the people. In a 

democracy, the ultimate power rests with the people, for the people are the basis of 

popular sovereignty (Locke, 2014). Few democratic formations take the route where 

the citizens directly exercise power (Plato, 2015). Instead, indirect or representative 

democracy has a popular acceptable given the population in most jurisdictions. Kenya 

falls in the category of countries that take the indirect democracy much as power 

resides with the people (National Council for Law Reporting, 2010).  
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To get a feel and understand the government, citizens get different linkages to 

the government through isolated interactions. Largely, the linkages allow citizens to 

interact with the government either directly or indirectly. Interaction can be through 

political leaders or government officials, interest groups, charitable organizations, 

foreign governments, and the media. Terror victims form a critical portion of the 

population that experienced government officials and operations shortly after the 

Garissa University College attack. What mattered to the terror victims was service 

delivery. Service delivery was one way for the participants to mark government 

action. The interactions between government and citizens thus created opportunities 

to experience and understand the government's communication on terror. Participants 

in the study understood the government through the meanings they created from their 

interactions with the government.  

The experiences that participants had with the government were a factor of 

their needs, values, and opinions about government. Therefore, needs, values, 

opinions, and desires not only shaped how terror victims experience government but 

also informed how they understood government arising from its communication on 

terror. This chapter discusses the experiences that terror victims had with the 

government and what meaning was teased out of their understanding of the 

government through its communication on terror.  

8.2 Experiencing Government Communication on Terror 

Participants' experiences with the government were a factor of many things, 

including personal convictions, family (community) orientations, political 

socialization, and influence from peers. These are the agents of socialization (Robert 

et al., 2005; Strach & Sullivan, 2011). Participant accounts spoke of the influence that 

the different agents of socialization had on the way participants experienced and 
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understood government communication on terror. Political socialization has to do 

with how an individual is inducted into a political system to acquire information on 

political symbols, institutions, and procedures that make one a member of the political 

establishment (Scott, 2009). Participants showed how important the agents of 

socialization were such that participants relied on the orientation they had received to 

evaluate their experiences with the government. Their stories showed a close tie with 

the different agents of socialization but significantly relied on the messages they had 

received, which formed the basis on which they expected the government to act. The 

participants’ experiences with the government were evaluated based on what they 

(participants) had received, and these experiences helped create meaning of what the 

government was like.  

The experiences the participants shared revealed their direct or indirect 

interaction with government officials. Direct indicated in-person interactions with 

officials from the multi-faceted government units, such as police officers, health 

officers, country administrators, CSs, and university staff. For instance, John Mwangi 

interacted with his county governor and women’s representative. David Omwami and 

Samson Lenawe were among the students who received a donation from a senator and 

son to the former president. Indirectly, participants discussed how they interacted with 

the government through media or through other agencies that acted as alternatives of 

what the government was to undertake. To this end, participants spoke of their 

reading of government messages that were received from traditional and social and/or 

new media as well as participants’ interaction with foreign governments, NGOs, 

churches, and other interest groups. 
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Direct Interaction 

Participants in the study interacted with the government directly. Morris 

Wekesa was constantly in touch with the local chief, who happened to be his 

neighbor. Morris believed that the alacrity he knew of the now-defunct provincial 

administration had moved to the new outfit, that is, NGAO. In interacting with the 

administrator, he knew that such officials were a repository of government 

information. The command chain in NGAO ran from the president to the village 

elders. His orientation, thus, taught him that NGAO was the best handmaiden 

machinery the government could rely on to meet the expectations of the citizens. His 

interactions with the administrator, however, proved otherwise. For starters, the 

administrator did not have much to offer and did not know what the government 

policy was on the attack.  

With unclear information on the fate of his daughter, Morris realized that the 

administrator would not help much. Frustrated by the lack of information on terror, 

Morris relied on the sons of the village, who were based in Nairobi, to obtain accurate 

information. It is through the family and community network that Morris established 

that his daughter died in the attack. What annoyed Morris was that all this while, the 

government was communicating with a stranger, assuming that the stranger was the 

only surviving relative of the deceased. Because the administrator did not have 

sufficient information, Morris did not entirely secure information on compensation. 

He seemed to have heard the president pledge support to the families of the deceased, 

and having seen victims of other tragedies get compensated, he was eager to hear 

what the government was to do, but no communication on terror was not forthcoming.  

Amos Kwena was notified of the attack by a student who called him. A media 

house hosted him on their show, which enabled government officials to spot him and 
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enlist him as a coordinator when the disaster management team flew bodies from 

Garissa to Nairobi. Amos was to coordinate the identification process as he was the 

university staff available in Nairobi. In executing his role at the identification process 

at the Chiromo Mortuary, Amos interacted with terror victims and government 

officials. Two CSs and Vice-Chancellors attended the initial days of the identification 

process. Amos explained his experience in this manner: 

Although government action was not synchronized, the government came in to 

assist the victims. Government officials helped provide food to feed the families that 

came to the mortuary. Other officials brought clothes for the parents to have a 

change. The Ministry of Health supported those who needed medical attention. 

John Mwangi’s experience with the government was two-fold. He interacted 

with medical staff of the largest government referral hospital, KNH, and later 

interacted with county administrators. His interaction with the KNH staff was 

traumatizing. Although John was initially grateful that a nurse from the hospital called 

to inform him that his daughter was admitted at the hospital, something that gave him 

peace, his troubles started when he called the same number back for directions. He 

wanted to know which ward his daughter was admitted in, but the calls went 

unanswered. Thankfully, his brother was there to offer a helping hand.  

John had the belief that once the president commits his government, 

government officials needed to run with the president’s thoughts. The president had 

given directives to the effect that medical expenses for the terror victims would be 

met by the government. Trusting his government, John expected excellent service. He 

was shocked that information from the medical team was concealed. Two instances 

marked his experience. First, the medical team kept quiet on the actual condition of 

his daughter. No one seemed keen to attend to his daughter, and he had to cause a 

commotion for her to be taken to the private wing of the hospital. It is at the private 
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wing that John realized that his daughter was paralyzed and had bullet particles 

lodged in her body.  

The second experience captured from the interview with John was the day he 

sought the services of a private hospital for a second opinion on his daughter’s 

condition. The hospital was reluctant and with much insistence, he was given medical 

staff to accompany him, together with hospital orderlies. John wondered: Why would 

you give me hospital orderlies to escort me? I thought the government was to meet 

medical expenses. Did the hospital consider me a defaulter? Interviews with Rael 

Wanjau confirmed the protests of her father who had not had good experiences with 

hospital staff. She noted that government staff at the hospital gave below-par service. 

She believes that had she not been transferred to the private wing, she would be dead 

by now.  

John’s second interaction was with county officials. He had told me he did not 

want to interact with national government officials much since he did not want to 

believe in a lie. But as fate would have it, John lost his wife due to depression after 

seeing her daughter’s condition following the terror attack. At that time, John told me 

he received the support of the community and county government. He narrated in this 

manner:  

When my wife passed away, it was the lowest moment in my life. I really 

appreciate the support of family and the community for standing with us since the 

attack.  Additionally, the country came in for us. During the burial of my wife, county 

officials came in their numbers. The governor led the county team in defraying the 

burial expenses. The governor committed to cater for Rael’s medical treatment in 

India. True to his word, the governor gave us Ksh500,000 for Rael’s treatment. The 

county Women’s Representative was so helpful in securing support to the public 

university that Rael attends so that the sister could be admitted there too. This has 

helped handle my anxiety.  

John and Rael’s narrations show the solid support they received from family 

and the community. The duo’s interaction with the government revealed a 
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socialization they had of trusting the government and thereby being taken aback by 

what they experienced.  

Indirect Interaction 

Indirect interaction arose from the participants’ interaction with the 

government through different channels, both traditional forms of media and social 

and/or new media. Social media provided an avenue for interaction between the 

government and terror victims. Participants in the study spoke of social media being 

abuzz with many messages on the Garissa University College attack. Joseph Luseli, 

for instance, confirmed that social media was abuzz with information on the Garissa 

attack. He noted that the communication on social media was at variance, as what he 

expected to read was not what the government had provided. Joseph felt that the 

government was announcing numbers that were not verified. This included the 

number of attackers as well as the numbers of those who had died. In his words, 

Joseph complained that social media was clogged with quantitative information that 

availed victims no time to interrogate and harness. He further complained that the 

government was issuing instructions from Nairobi, yet they had no knowledge of 

what was transpiring on the ground. Joseph expressed the following:  

There were some messages on Facebook and Twitter. I saw hashtags on 

Garissa University College like ‘we stand with you Garissa victims.’ I accessed the 

internet and saw that Garissa University College had been attacked. Just before the 

7pm news, I saw the then Interior Cabinet Secretary addressing the media and 

confirming that the siege was over.  

Joseph contestation was that news on social media was unprocessed and less 

rigorous compared to traditional media. Traditional media such as radio, television, 

and newspapers offered a better experience of interaction between terror victims and 

the government. David Mutiso experienced the government through radio which he 

claimed was widely accessible to most people. Here, the government presented itself 
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in a real manner. Through the radio, David secured real-time information and the 

many FM stations offered him a plausible route to verify what he had received from 

other stations. He expected an accommodating government that would do anything for 

its citizens and thus held the following view that government: 

Should be there for citizens at the time of need. I expected government to 

provide security especially in colleges and universities. Unfortunately, this was not 

the case.  

David’s orientation and personal conviction prepared him for a government 

that would protect citizens and, more so, the vulnerable ones. His orientation came to 

naught as the experience he had with the government did not confirm his 

socialization.  

Morris Wekesa initially experienced government communication on terror 

through television and later through radio. Radio gave him much information, part of 

which was drawn from the government. Living in a tightly-knit society, Morris 

acknowledged the close interactions he had with family and the community. He 

expected that the government would use radio since any message relayed would get to 

everyone in the community. For him, a neighbor could alert him once a position is 

relayed by the government. Morris felt that not much communication on terror came 

through as he anticipated. At one point, he defaulted to his community to secure 

information about the death of his daughter. Morris relied on the sons of the village in 

Nairobi to contact their peers in Garissa to verify the fate of their sister. Like his 

direct experience, the indirect experience with the government was limiting, 

considering what he had hoped for.  

To reach as many people as possible, participants opined that the government 

should have interacted with people at all levels. The government deals with a highly 

fragmented population, calling for an interactive yet diverse communication strategy. 
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David Omwami indicated that using all available forms of communication enables the 

government to interact with people. This finding resonates with some studies. Wilcox 

et al. (2014), for instance, posited that publicists should not ignore traditional media 

such as radio, television, and newspapers. Wilcox et al., advanced that government 

publicists should not write off traditional media and gave three reasons for his 

argument. The reasons are: First, much as the world has taken to new and social 

media, a good number of their audiences still watch television, listen to the radio, and 

read newspapers. Secondly, traditional forms of media provide fodder for analysis and 

interpretations where audiences can reflect, distill, and analyze news stories. Thirdly, 

there is a component of credibility associated with traditional media. This study can 

relate with the sentiments of Wilcox et al. Before we read, listen or hear a story, that 

very story has been taken through the editing and consideration of its newsworthiness. 

This conferral role of the media lacks in the news generated via social and new media. 

Indeed, as observed by Wilcox et al. (2014), there is an inverse relationship between 

the use of the internet and the trust associated with the news carried therein.  

The second level of indirect experience was what participants experienced 

with different agencies that came to their rescue on account of what they expected the 

government to undertake. The agencies included foreign governments, churches, 

parachurch organizations, NGOs, churches, and other interest groups. The counsel 

and support that these organizations gave to the different sections of the terror victims 

are discussed in the meaning the participants attached to the government following 

their experiences.  

8.3 Making Sense of Government  

The place of family, community, and peers in having participants evaluate 

their experiences with the government pointed to how participants made meaning of 
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government in a joint manner. Social construction of reality depended on how 

participants were socialized into the community and into the political system (Berger 

& Luckmann, 1991). As people interact, they experience and make meaning of their 

interactions. Interactions are initiated by social change, including that which is 

occasioned by pressure groups, terrorists, or government (McNair, 2011). From the 

interactions with the government, participants realized that government 

communication on terror revealed a misnomer between what they held about the 

government, based on political socialization, and what sense they made of their 

interaction with the government. I deduced a meaning that government was small and 

big in equal measure. From their interaction with the government, participants 

wondered why the grandiose picture portrayed of government had components that 

depicted the government as a weakling. Several conversations with participants 

revealed the synchronous nature of government as being small and big at the same 

time.  

Participants’ experience of the government revealed its (government) different 

shades. There was a difference between what the government was willing to do versus 

what it had the ability to do. If the government was willing to do something, then it 

must have had the ability to do it. In the same manner, if the government had the 

ability to do something, it must have had the willingness to accomplish it. Willingness 

and the ability to act were necessary and sufficient conditions for government 

operations. The participants’ stories were explicated into several sub-themes that are 

discussed below.  

Inability to Protect Citizens 

The fundamental role of the modern state is to protect citizens from internal 

and external aggression. This explains why the intervention of the government is 
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expected and required whenever things go wrong among the citizenry. Participants 

agreed that the government is bigger than the individual; hence citizens respect it 

(government). The protection accorded by the government to citizens necessitates the 

obligation that citizens must respect the government (Locke, 2014).  

Typically, participants had in mind a sophisticated government with 

mechanisms that enable it take charge of the entire country. With this kind of 

thinking, participants expected all manner of interventions from the government, only 

to realize that there was a missing puzzle. Their interactions with the government 

revealed a different picture, as they could not understand how four attackers 

destabilized the activities of the entire government machinery for 14 hours when they 

had expected the government to protect them. Rachael Mwangi expressed the 

following: I thought the government was supposed to protect us and we shouldn’t be 

affected by such incidents because they [government] knew Garissa is an area with a 

lot of insecurity.  

Rachael presented a picture of a victim who had always taken for granted that 

the government needed to protect its citizens from any aggression. When I asked 

Rachael what kind of picture he had of the government before the attack, she was 

quick to inform me as follows: I thought of government as the best institute because it 

was there to protect us. On this account, I joined the university in Garissa knowing 

fully well that the government would protect me. What happened in April of 2015 

made me doubt the capability and willingness of my government to protect citizens.  

Rachael had been socialized to expect protection from the government. The 

perspective she grew up knowing was that the government was grander, bigger, and 

more organized than an individual. The failure of the government to meet her 

expectations made her wish that she was a citizen of another country. She still hoped 
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that the government would protect her, eventually resigned to the realization that her 

government could goof.  

Other participants also found the president’s indication that the attack was 

meant to create a caliphate in Garissa unfortunate. To these participants, big 

government thinking presupposed an effective machinery that can monitor, collect 

intelligence, and make anticipated interventions. This seems to have been ignored in 

Garissa. Drawing from their interaction with the government in Garissa, participants’ 

stories painted a picture indicating that Garissa had a history of unresolved security 

tensions. Some participants wondered why the government had not handled religious 

convictions that had calibrated an ideological caliphate within the area. If the 

government had done nothing to stop the creation and establishment of the caliphate, 

notwithstanding its murderous potential, why was it so particular about the caliphate 

after the attack?  

Participants shared stories of the tensions they faced in Garissa. Joseph Luseli 

narrated how students would bump into dead bodies in town. Rachael Mwangi talked 

of the antagonism in the market, especially based on religious orientations. Locals 

judged students based on their dressing as Rachael told me: Yeah, in Garissa town. I 

remember one day we were going to town and when the locals saw us, they hurled 

insults at us, clearly displaying their disgust by the way we were dressed.  

On her part, Rael Wanjau gave me the following a detailed perspective on how 

Garissa town would be for a non-local: 

Outside the campus, students had already learnt to be friendly with the 

community because it seemed that there was some religious discrimination. Non-

locals were considered as Africans with low moral regard. The relationship between 

locals and non-locals was antagonistic. Occasionally, we could hear of deaths in 

town. A majority of those who died were watchmen. Scared of being part of the 

statistics, we devised a strategy of walking to the market or town in groups so that we 

could protect each other.  
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David Omwami and David Mutiso argued that the university had been 

regularly surveyed by attackers. Once they had the information they desired, the 

attackers had the guts to send an advance message, indicating that they would soon 

attack the university. In panic, students shared their concerns with the university 

administration and the Garissa County security team. There was not much follow-up 

apart from an increase in the number of police officers guarding the university - from 

two to four officers. Samson Lenawe made an assessment of what kind of security the 

university college had secured when he observed as follows:  

With the panic among the student population, we expected the government to 

ensure our protection. I thought the government would have constructed a police post 

within the university, possibly at the gate. The university needed to be secure. Instead 

of a police post, there was a Mosque that welcomed worshippers from all corners of 

the town. Basically, the security around the campus was not that tight. 

Notwithstanding the assurances from the security agencies about how safe the 

university college was, participants could not reconcile the assurance from the 

security team and the casual approach of the police and security personnel attached to 

the university. Rachael Mwangi captured this dilemma with the following narration: 

One would get a sense of trouble. In my assessment and that of my friends, the 

causal approach to screening at the gate by security personnel left us wondering what 

would happen should Al-Shabaab strike. At the university college, we had three 

notorious problems: A casual approach to security, insecure gates and a poorly 

reinforced fence.  

On his part, Joseph Luseli noted the heavy military presence. He was puzzled 

at how the military displayed a huge show soon after the attack, yet that kind of 

security was never availed when the students raised their concerns. To him, the role of 

the government is to prevent crises not to solve crises because once you are solving, it 

is already too late.  

The accounts from participants showed a perception that government officers 

in Garissa did not take the concerns raised by the students seriously. How the 
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government handled issues showed a worrying trend, totally different from what 

participants had all along known of it (government). Government officials denied the 

claims of insecurity several times. Participants seemed to denote two conditions, 

willingness and capacity to act. Action was contingent on the fulfillment of the two 

conditions. The government needed to be willing in addition to being capable of 

undertaking an action. Participants believed that the government could contain the 

insecurity but seemed unwilling.  

Rachael Mwangi helped explicate these two conditions, showing that the 

interior CS had to suspend the security team in Garissa after it turned out that the team 

had misled him. Apparently, the security team had informed him that there was no 

intelligence to suggest there was going to be an attack. This was incorrect as students 

had raised their concerns with the same team. Based on their briefing, the CS 

informed the public that the attack was an ambush. Days later, he withdrew that 

position and suspended the security team. From the interviews, one got the feeling 

that participants had influenced one another, speaking to the place of family and peers 

in making assessments of the government.  

Foreign Governments and Other Responders 

Typically, governments will have a ministry that coordinates foreign relations. 

Citizens interact with foreign governments through such a ministry. In this study, 

participants discussed situations where citizens directly interacted with foreign 

governments to the exclusion or silence of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This direct 

intervention of foreign governments put to question the sovereignty of Kenya and 

simultaneously depicted Kenya as one unable to handle its internal affairs. It was 

perceived that the Kenyan government could not fully handle specialized medical care 

and education for the terror victims. Participants wanted to see the endorsement of the 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

226 
 

GoK that foreign governments, churches, and NGOs were working in support of what 

the government intended to do. Participants wanted to hear the assurance that all 

actors were in solidarity with them over what had happened.  

John Mwangi narrated how terror victims were being enlisted for educational 

and medical support at KNH. Apparently, the Italian government had agents charged 

with the duty of recruiting terror victims. John noted that the process was flawed and 

wondered whether the Kenyan government knew about the recruitment. For instance, 

John talked of how his daughter’s admission name was wrongly captured, perhaps to 

help some other beneficiary of the support from the Italian government. John believed 

that the misspelling of his daughter’s name was a well-calculated move to take 

advantage of the critical condition of his daughter. As the daughter’s colleagues went 

back to college, Rael had to undergo specialized treatment, at which time John noted 

that those who were to go to Italy had gone. Foreign governments’ medical and 

educational support to the terror victims was well pronounced. Amos Kwena 

confirmed that the German DAAD gave us some scholarships.  

One of the beneficiaries of DAAD scholarship was Rael Wanjau. She was 

fully sponsored until she was transferred from Moi University because of her medical 

condition. Her move to the other public university was under the self-sponsored 

program, and so she lost part of the scholarship. At that moment, the Fellowship of 

Christian Unions (FOCUS) supported Rael pay the school fees deficit. David 

Omwami was equally supported by the French government. He was excited that 

foreign governments came in their large numbers to support the medical and 

educational needs of terror victims. David observed that the French government came 

and asked whether we had been supported. In the process, some students received 

scholarships from foreign countries like Germany, France and Italy. I felt that the 
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government was not concerned with me if foreign governments were more concerned 

about the welfare of citizens of other countries. 

The support accorded by foreign governments and other non-governmental 

agencies was construed differently. Samson Lenewa expressed sorrow that his 

government had quietly depended on another government for help. The fact the 

government did not interact with terror victims to inform them of the happenings 

spoke of a government that lacked the capacity to protect its citizens. He argued that 

apart from the counseling sessions which were done by Red Cross, I did not receive 

anything from the government. Yes, I got a scholarship, but this support was not from 

the Government of Kenya. The French government gave me a scholarship. I was so 

surprised that someone from abroad would extend such a favor to me, yet my own 

government never bothered.  

Other participants cited the help they received from foreign governments, 

NGOs, churches, and parachurch organizations. In the interaction with these agencies, 

participants felt that the government had not undertaken its role. Rachael Mwangi 

received counseling from Red Cross, although she thought that was supposed to be a 

function of the government. Rael Wanjau’s fees was co-paid by FOCUS and the 

German government. She appreciated the support from the two agencies and 

wondered why the Kenyan government did not concern itself with the matter. On his 

part, Morris Wekesa wondered what protocols the churches and NGOs used as it 

turned out that they were performing better than the government. He seemed to carry 

the thought of other victims as he expressed this view: 

We wonder, the churches and non-governmental organizations that visit 

people, what protocol do they follow?  

David Mutiso argued that government interactions enabled him to compare 

what the government was to do and what it did. He told me: as follows:  
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In conclusion, I must mention the support I received from foreign governments 

and NGOs. I received a full scholarship from DAAD and, possibly, DAAD will 

sponsor my postgraduate studies. Many of my colleagues received support either from 

the governments of Germany, France or Italy. Additional support came from FOCUS. 

We thank God that these governments ensured we received and completed our 

studies. While the Kenyan government’s promise to support our educational pursuit 

remains mere words, we thank God that someone somewhere heard our cries. I felt 

awful that my own government could not support its citizens. As to whether the 

government organized this support for us, I wonder why they chose to be silent. To 

me, the foreign governments turned out to be a brother so close than my government.  

The sentiments by the participants seemed to indicate that the wrong picture, if 

any, assumed of the government is related to the government’s non-communicative 

nature that creates perceptions towards the government.  

Insecure Areas Not Part of Kenya 

Participants gave an understanding that the government sent mixed signals 

when it neglected areas that were deemed insecure. It appeared that insecure parts 

were not considered to be part of Kenya. Participants felt that the government 

operated on a structure that disregarded insecure areas. The history of insecurity in 

Garissa was a logical premise to the attack in April of 2015. Participants argued that 

from their interaction with the government, they found the statement that the Garissa 

University College attack was an ambush bordering an unprepared government. The 

government was never prepared to counter the attack. Days later, the interior CS 

corrected that version, arguing that there was intelligence to suggest an attack was in 

the offing.  

Although the attackers looked uncoordinated, the fact that just a handful of 

them kept several security teams at bay as they wreaked havoc for 14 hours spoke of 

how some sections with a history of insecurity had been neglected. Participants noted 

that the government had not prepared anyone about what they experienced. 

Neglecting Garissa allowed the attackers to execute their mission with such finesse. 
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Participants in the study were annoyed that the government did not seem to have any 

information about the pending attack when students had raised their concerns with the 

security teams. Since the state is larger than the individual, how come the individual 

had more information than the government? While the government initially affirmed 

that they did not have any intelligence on the attack, it later emerged that the security 

team in Garissa had the information and preferred not to share the same with the 

national government. Days after the attack, the government retracted its statement and 

indicated that the local security team had information that would have helped stop the 

attack. Another participant, Joseph Luseli, opined that the insecurity situation in 

Garissa created a perception that Garissa was not part of Kenya. He observed that… 

As I moved from Garissa to Nairobi, I came across heavy police presence at 

the border between Garissa and Tana River counties. It was as though the rest of 

Kenya was being cordoned off from Garissa. It was tense traveling the 195 

kilometers. I only felt safe when I got to Mwingi. At that point, I knew I was in Kenya.  

Rachael Mwangi opined that while in Garissa, she quickly realized this is not 

Kenya and maybe, we were in Somalia. Arising from this realization, Rachael yearned 

to go back to her country Kenya. On his part, David Omwami observed that the 

government so painstakingly avoids insecure areas arguing…   

Our appeal to be heard by the government fell on deaf ears. Our college was 

under surveillance for many days and if Garissa was in Kenya, the security team 

would have taken our issues seriously. I can remember on one of the days we were 

relaxing outside our hostels, a Toyota Probox car dropped some papers in the college 

compound. Being curious, we went to check what was written on the papers only to 

realize that we were being warned not to celebrate Easter in Garissa and that we 

should go back to Kenya.  

Participants observed the lack of government protection as a clear 

confirmation that Garissa would not quickly pass for any town in Kenya. In other 

towns, any case of insecurity is given due attention.  

Poor Coordination 
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Finally, participants’ stories delineated poor coordination as a clear example 

that the government was small. Ordinarily, participants expected a well-coordinated 

government. According to Massie (1987), management literature postulates a close 

relationship between coordination and communication. Moss (2011) has brought this 

discussion into corporate communication, arguing that while communication is not 

listed among the traditional functions of a manager, it is nonetheless embedded in the 

coordination functions.  

Participants’ stories showed how the government coordinated the rescue of 

hostages and handled affairs after the attack pointed to a government that was poor in 

communication and one with a lethargic workforce. Participants in the study equated 

poor coordination with the failure on the part of the government’s role of protecting 

citizens. Amos Kwena narrated how he called a police officer in Garissa, and the 

officer seemed to have no clue about the attack, yet Amos expected that help would 

come from the police. The officer had to consult his colleagues before coming back to 

Amos with a confirmation.  

In Garissa, the government had a gigantic role of rescuing hostages. While the 

government was fighting a group of attackers that security forces could not 

immediately establish how many they were, they had a brief that over 800 students 

were trapped in the building. Time was of the essence and Amos felt that with a little 

more coordination, the operation would have been well executed. Amos averred as 

follows:  

In security matters, there is need to synchronize issues. At the university, we 

had our own records. We had two lists, one that had names of those students who 

were rescued in the operation and the other had those who perished. Contrary to 

speculation that the numbers shared with the government were wrong, I can tell you 

the numbers matched with the records we had. The university college had 850 

students and out of the 147 who died, 143 were students. What I can attest is that 

government officers were so lethargic. Government officials needed to be pushed all 

over to do their jobs. On this, the government let down its citizens.  
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For Amos, good coordination would have increased the visibility of the 

government among terror victims. Participants in the study associated a big 

government with good coordination. Anything that went amiss in the coordination of 

activities defeats the purpose of a big government.  

David Mutiso had expected the government to be on site before the attackers 

invaded his room. This was never to be as the attackers were in the men’s hostel hours 

before the siege ended. It would follow that timely intervention was a mark of a 

coordinated government. David told me that in the past, he had expected to see a 

government that is often there for its citizens, particularly when they are in a 

vulnerable state such as those in educational institutions. He put his faith in the fact 

that both the police division and the military base were not far from the college. He 

was, thus, shocked to see that it took longer than he had anticipated because officers 

were waiting for orders from above. This means that the government abandoned its 

citizens to fight for their lives.  

Angela Mutinda painted a picture of disjointed government coordination and 

perceived the government to be at its weakest during the coordination of the rescue 

operations. She was frustrated when the military contingent threatened to bring down 

the entire institution claiming that they could not differentiate students from terrorists. 

As the military waited for orders, the attackers were systematically shooting and 

beheading students. In a detailed account, Angela narrated how attackers tricked 

students into their death. According to Angela, by 10.00 am, many students had lost 

their lives. For Angela, timely intervention was all that terror victims needed. She 

wondered why the Recce Squad did not come in the morning since it took them one 

hour to end the siege that other agencies had taken 14 hours strategizing.  
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Findings showed an intermix of individuals who relied on their personal 

convictions to understand government messages, while others were influenced by the 

thoughts of their families, neighbors, and the various institutions they related with. 

The findings revealed that the reception of government communication was based on 

previous thoughts about government, previous interactions with government 

institutions, projections of the media about the government, and what terror victims 

had been socialized to uphold.  

For instance, when the terror victims expected compensation, it was on the 

account that they had seen other victims of other tragedies. The way the government 

handled the other victims made them assume that the government had put in place 

legislation or policies to capture the different misfortunes that befall its citizens. One 

of the things terror victims wanted government communication on terror to address 

was their compensation. Similarly, there was a feeling that the silence in government 

communication on terror and inaction were meant to demean terror victims. Initially, 

the government had ignored the red flags, including the hunch that the students had 

about the attack. On the day of the attack, the government chose not to communicate 

from Garissa and had the time to dispatch the interior CS while leaving behind the 

elite Recce Squad that would later end the terror onslaught.  

Further, the government had given many promises as regards the tragedies that 

terror victims had faced. Medical bills for terror victims were to be settled by the 

government. The president had indicated that the government and the nation were 

mourning together with terror victims. He also promised that the government would 

educate the students who survived the attack. All these were messages that 

participants adduced from government communication. When all these promises 
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failed, terror victims felt betrayed, mistreated and this failure spoke of a government 

so poor in coordination.  

In conclusion, the four sub-themes adduced in the study show the perceptions 

the participants made of their experiences with the government. Participants perceived 

the government as one that send mixed signals, being capable and being incapable in 

the same circumstance. This perception was a factor of the individual convictions and 

influences from peers, the education system, media, families, and communities. 

Socialization ensures the desired political culture percolates to all members. Political 

culture includes norms, values, and symbols that legitimize a political power. The 

way people are oriented into the political culture will help shape the attitudes. In this 

study, there was a uniform understanding of what the government ought to do. Each 

participant held that the government needed to protect the citizens. Anything 

happening contrary to the belief that people have of the government paints a bad 

picture of the government. Indeed, Scott (2009) argued that “scandals, revelations, 

failures and political disasters can quickly undermine citizen’s faith in the whole 

system” (p. 571). Therefore, government communication, coordination, and 

operations were instrumental in the perception terror victims had of government. 

Figure 8.1 depicts the discussion above. 
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Figure 8.1: Sub-themes on Experiencing and Understanding Government 

Source: Author (2021) 

8.4 Summary  

The Garissa University College terror attack exposed the government’s 

underbelly. Participants’ narrations revealed persons whose interaction with the 

government left them with physical and psychological harm. Participants’ notion of 

the government shifted twice. First, against their thought that government protects 

citizens, yet terrorists attacked them. The second shift was in the way the government 

handled affairs after the attack. To the participants, it was not just their lives that were 

under siege, as the government’s image was also under siege. The attackers’ 

overconfidence and meticulous plan, contrasted with the poor coordination of the 

rescue, portrayed the government in a miniature manner. In the next chapter, I discuss 

the summary, conclusion, and recommendations for this study.  

  

Government is big and at the same time small 

Inability to protect 
citizens 

Foreign governments 
and other responders 

Insecure areas not part 
of Kenya  

Poor coordination 
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CHAPTER NINE 

DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

9.1 Introduction 

This study explored how terror victims perceive government communication 

on terror. Significantly, the study explored terror victims’ perceptions towards 

government communication on terror. The study drew meanings from the tonalities of 

what the participants shared during the interviews. As a phenomenological study, I 

sought to make meaning of the lived experience through the research questions 

proposed in chapter one 

To achieve this, I contextualized my study on Garissa University College 

terror attack victims. With so many studies focusing on the socio-cultural, religious, 

and political connotations of terrorism, only a handful of studies argue the link 

between terrorism and communication. Of the studies that link terrorism to 

communication, the authors problematize terrorism as political communication. The 

way the government communicates during times of terror has been described or 

prescribed in many studies. Even where studies have discussed government 

communication in a prescriptive manner, few studies attempt a complete look at the 

transmission model. There is a dearth of studies that consider terror victims’ 

perceptions towards government messages on terror. This study augmented existing 

literature on government communication and created a reservoir of perceptions of 

terror victims towards government communication on terror. This chapter looks at the 

discussions and conclusions and makes recommendations.  
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9.2 Discussions of Key Findings 

This study set out to answer four research questions: What expectations did 

terror victims have of government communication on terror? How did terror victims 

understand government communication on terror? What did terror victims perceive as 

message typologies in government communication? What individual and shared terror 

victims’ perceptions were constructed towards government communication? 

Participants responded to the questions from the interview guide (see Appendix C). 

From the explicated data, several findings were derived, as discussed here below:  

9.2.1 Expectations of Terror Victims 

The first research question sought to establish what expectations terror victims 

had of government communication. Participants revealed varied communication 

needs. They linked their needs to the expectations of how the government was to 

communicate. Seven expectations were drawn: personalized communication, 

structures that support continuous communication, agility in communication, 

transparency and promptness, well-coordinated messaging, speaking in one voice, and 

communicating power and authority. These expectations were key in examining this 

study’s problem since it was on them (expectations) that the perceptions towards 

government communication were based. 

The expectations drawn from the data were consistent with what other studies 

have shown. Theoretically, Theaker (2012) and Canel and Sanders (2015) prepared 

government communicators to structure their messages based on audience needs. In 

this case, the terror victims. In fact, Argenti (2013) and Cornelissen (2014) posited 

that audience segmentation is based on audience needs, concerns, and interests. On 

their part, Fairbanks et al. (2007) argued that democratic formations help nurture 

governments to communicate on terror with terror victims. Naturally, citizens have 
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expectations on government communication, given that democracy thrives on account 

of power residing in the people.  

Gregory (2011) indicated that government communication is citizens-driven; 

hence government communication should be centered on the people. Participants 

expected personalized government communication, which would have ensured that 

the government is involved in the affairs of the citizens, especially those who had 

suffered loss. Further, the findings showed a yearning for an agile communicative 

effort in government by tapping into the different communication avenues that terror 

victims sought for information. Government communication was expected to be 

multifaceted and engaging. Participants expected a structure that supported 

continuous communication. The finding spoke to the decline in the dependency on 

newspapers as only one participant sought government communication from the 

newspaper. This is not far removed from the observations made by Nyabuga and 

Booker (2013) and Oriare et al. (2010), who all agreed that the relevance of print 

newspapers is fading.  

Transparency and prompt communication are cardinal expectations in a 

democratic formation (Tench & Yeoman, 2014). This study established a relation 

between transparency, promptness, and simplicity on one hand and communication 

ethics on the other hand. Participants noted some desirous qualities among 

communicators such as truth-telling, sources credibility, respect for the terror victims, 

equity, and responsibility - qualities mapped to communication ethics (Bowen, 2009).  

A well-coordinated government is one that communicates well. Young (2007) 

indicated that communication is but a dimension of the things that government does. 

Government operations and coordination demonstrate how a government 

communicates. Good coordination and operation show that government is a well-
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structured organization. The explicated results linked coordination to communication. 

Logically, a poorly coordinated organization can be seen in the manner of its 

communication. Moss (2011) saw operations in government as the clearest evidence 

of how government communicates. Communication was thus linked to action. 

Relatedly, this study’s findings showed that the government was expected to speak in 

one voice.  

9.2.2 Experiencing and Understanding Government  

Findings arising from the second research question showed that the victims’ 

political socialization influenced how they built their expectations of government 

communication and the basis of how they perceived the government (Scott, 2009). 

Several institutions were essential in shaping the individual’s perception. The 

institutions included family, school, peers, religion, mass media, and government 

influence (Robert et al., 2005). Reality was, thus, socially constructed. The finding 

showed that the government had a synchronous nature of being small and big in the 

same sense of the word. The existence of these two absolute opposites defied the 

contradiction as was expounded in clear arguments presented in participants’ stories. 

According to Locke (2014), the government is expected to protect the lives 

and property of citizens, yet in the case of the Garissa University College terror 

attack, the government did live to this expectation, leading to the attack. Further, the 

clandestine support from the foreign governments spoke of a government that could 

neither support citizens its citizens nor stop interference from foreign governments. 

The way the government handled some insecure areas presented a picture that these 

areas were not part of Kenya. The government neglected the concerns of citizens. The 

poor coordination observed during the rescue operations deconstructed the thinking 
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that the government has always been strong. Participants’ stories showed cases where 

the government was weak in its actions.  

9.2.3 Typologies of Government Messages 

On the third research question, the study findings revealed different types of 

messages that the government communicated. Literature on message typologies 

revealed the possibility of a government to communicate messages of hope, 

consolation, or concern (Olsson et al., 2015), statesmanlike (Schubert et al., 2002), 

and warning messages (Sutton et al., 2015). These types of messages were identified 

from the analysed data.  

Statesmanlike or presidential messages utilized the attack to seek to restore the 

seat of government. The messages called upon citizens to adhere to the foundations of 

the state, such as constitutionalism, justice, human rights, the national flag and other 

emblems, and democratic ideals. The presidential message included stern war-like 

warnings to the attackers. Eulogistic or condolence messages were used to express 

sympathies to those who lost their loved ones. Solidarity messages were sent by 

friends of Kenya and relayed to the terror victims by the government. Such messages 

came from UN AFPs, neighboring countries, regional economic blocks, and foreign 

missions in Nairobi. At a theoretical level, Collins (1994) hypothesized solidarity as 

an immediate response to any threat. Humanity will come together when human 

cohesion is threatened. Humans stand in solidarity with each other. Those in less 

powerful sectors of society prefer personalized solidarity, while those from the 

powerful sectors prefer messages. Solidarity comes in strongly during the early 

months of difficulty, then reduces six months later.  

Religious-laden messages spoke to both the African culture that is depicted as 

notoriously religious and the religiosity associated with life and death matters (Mbiti, 
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2015). The loss of 147 lives was best explained in religious terms: absence in body 

meant presence in spirit. The president's message focused on Easter's Christian 

message, whereby the hope of resurrection was given as the reasonable explanation 

for the fate of the terror victims. However, the message also focused on other 

religions, for example, the Muslims. He urged them to take an apologia for the faith, 

devoid. He also warned against radicalization. Exclusivity of either religion was not 

discussed, just as the message avoided the mention of religious intolerance in Garissa 

shortly before the attack. Religious messages had a therapeutic function. On the other 

hand, informational and warning messages came in the form of instructions given by 

the government agencies. Further, the government gave messages to inform terror 

victims on the progress of the things expected of them. Fairbanks et al. (2007) 

anticipated the quest for information. The last typology was that of shifting blame. 

Government agencies traded accusations with some agencies whereby they 

apportioned blame to their colleagues in other agencies.  

9.2.4 Individual and Shared Perceptions 

The fourth research question sought to establish the individual and shared 

perceptions. The explicated data revealed four perceptions. First, government 

communication is completed and complemented by actions. Young (2007) indicated 

that communication is a dimension of government action. The terror victims 

perceived a government that did not live to this reality. Data showed a communication 

from the government that was impersonalized and whereby government promises 

were never fulfilled. Secondly, government communication was depicted as a 

perfected art of doublespeak. Messages from the government were a display of mixed 

statements. The government’s nature was depicted as synchronously small and big at 

the same time, and government messages were amphibolous. Thirdly, government 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

241 
 

communication was calculated to look good. Even though its communication lacked 

promptness, simplicity, and transparency, the government made all efforts to look 

good, hence the communication was photogenic. Government messengers lacked 

credibility, what Covello (1993) and Bettinghaus and Cody (1994) had seen in 

spokespersons: empathy, care, competence, expertise, honesty, and openness. 

Fourthly, government communication manifested power play. The 

bureaucratic nature in government created a vacuum among government officials, a 

distantiation that caused a communication fall-out. Terror victims could not trust the 

government since the messages coming from the state demeaned them.  

9.3 Appraisal of Theory 

The study findings resonated with the co-orientation theory construct: that a 

message on terror dispatched to terror victims can be accepted or rejected. Terror 

victims’ perceptions formed an important part of relaying feedback to the source, if 

the feedback is collected and collated. Perceptions depended on the beliefs and 

orientations that terror victims had towards government communication on terror 

(Broom & Dozier, 1990). Further, the study findings helped evaluate government 

communication, just as in the different communicative endeavors such as 

interpersonal communication, organizational communication (Ajieh & Uzokwe, 

2014), and corporate communication (Grunig & Hunt, 1984).  

The co-orientation theory needs more tweaking from the findings of this study. 

First, perceptions are hinged on the expectations the terror victims had towards 

government communication on terror. Perceptions are products of our individual or 

shared inclinations. Our orientation by peers, family, education, religion, and 

government weaves together to show the different perceptions that we embody. It 

may well be that the perceptions we carry towards the messages that we receive are 
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not so much to do with the content of the message but the orientations we have in 

society and the attitudes we have developed over the years.  

Secondly, the reception of messages on terror is a function of the prevailing 

socio-cultural inclinations among terror victims. The African culture, the Christian 

message, our opinions on life and death, all these inclinations drive our response and 

reception of messages. African culture has been observed to be overly religious 

(Mbiti, 2015). The Christian message meets the African culture of life and death, and 

this thinking helped consolidate perceptions about the terror attack. The co-orientation 

theory does not consider the underlying issues affecting terror victims. These 

inclinations shape the terror victims’ expectations of government communication on 

terror.  

Thirdly, a variance in perception between an organization and its audiences 

may not be at the dispatch and message reception levels. Terror victims watched to 

see if actions would follow government communication on terror. Walking the talk 

ought to be a salient construct of the co-orientation theory. Communication moves 

from congruence to accuracy when audiences can see that action complements and 

completes communication. Action is thus an avenue for evaluating messages from an 

organization and eventually solidifying a perception towards the organization and its 

communication on terror.  

Fourthly, an organization’s spokesperson is a lethal tool in the organization’s 

possession. A properly oriented spokesperson yields the much-needed credibility. 

Audiences need to seriously consider what an organization’s spokesperson says but 

hold the organization responsible for whatever has been shared by the spokesperson. 

The spokesperson commits the organization, and as such, measuring perceptions 

without due considerations to what the spokesperson shares is to miss the point. The 
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spokesperson's credibility helps to not only answer the terror victims’ expectations but 

also consolidate perceptions.  

Fifth, an organization attains accuracy by aligning its communication to 

audience expectations. One way to appropriate this expectation is to develop a culture 

of segmenting audiences based on their needs, interests, and concerns, then mapping 

of expectations and collecting feedback after a communication process. Subsequent 

communication needs to consider the collated feedback.  

9.4 Conclusion  

Kenya has been attacked several times by terrorists, with serious attacks 

leaving a devastated population. I was interested in what kind of perceptions terror 

victims had towards government communication on terror. In the history of terror 

attacks in Kenya, the government has often made pronouncements and communicated 

on terror, yet, to the best of my knowledge, no study has been commissioned to 

establish what the victims thought about such communication. A review of relevant 

literature revealed that no studies had previously attempted to explore the link 

between government communication on terror and terror victims’ perceptions of such 

communication. In the attempt to fill this academic lacuna, I assessed terror victims’ 

perceptions towards government communication on terror. Terror victims involved 

those who survived the attack, their families, and the families of those who lost their 

loved ones. Participants were, thus, people who had gone through traumatic 

experiences and had suffered psychological, emotional, and physical harm.  

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of terror victims 

towards government communication on terror. I conducted in-depth interviews with 

10 participants drawn from different regions of Kenya. From the transcribed 

interviews and field notes, the participants aired their views and, in that sense, gave 
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feedback in response to the messages sent by the government during the attack. 

Significantly, this study empowered audiences of government communication on 

terror and completed the transmission model by tapping into communication 

feedback. Being a qualitative study, this study brought to the fore pertinent issues that 

academics in communication studies can further explore. The inferences made in this 

study offer fodder for transferability, and I hoped this would provide a suitable 

research discussion for both positivistic, naturalistic, and pragmatic-oriented studies.   

The methodology adopted helped me tap into the lived experiences of the 

participants, and their stories did not disappoint. The data generated answered the 

study’s research questions. The study findings indicated that how the government 

responds to a terror attack determines the public’s perception of it (government). A lot 

of meaning is attached to what the government does and says. Audiences are oriented 

differently but accommodate some joint perspectives because of their political 

socialization. Political socialization helps the audiences create meanings and form 

perceptions towards the government and its communication model. My investigation 

revealed rich data on the perceptions that terror victims have of government 

communication. Through this study, I secured great insight into how terror victims 

perceived government communication on terror. From the interviews, I noted a need 

for government communicators on terror to establish and incorporate feedback from 

the terror victims. This created a chasm that fed into perceptions that terror victims 

had towards government communication on terror.  

The study findings established that terror victims had expectations for 

government communication. Participants were orientated to believe that the 

government was well-organized, and this orientation justified their expectations of 

government communication. The Garissa University College terror attack exposed the 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

245 
 

government’s underbelly. Participants’ narrations revealed how terror victims 

interacted with government communication on terror, either directly or indirectly, and 

this interaction helped participants make sense of the government. The big picture that 

participants had of government was distorted by the messages that the government 

communicated on terror. In short, government communication on terror revealed that 

the government was small and big in the same sense and at the same time. Exploring 

the different messages dispatched by the government on terror revealed a rich 

message topology. The accounts of participants revealed the different types in 

addition to the presumed condolence messages. The message categories were also tied 

to participants’ concerns. The themes adduced in this study spoke to the different 

perceptions that participants had towards government communication. Some of the 

themes adduced included government communication is complemented by 

government action, government communication as a perfected art of doublespeak, 

government communication as one calculated to look good, government 

communication manifested power play, and the government is small and big in equal 

measure.  

Overall, participants felt that the government did not achieve excellent 

communication during the attack. The relationship between the various agencies in 

government and the publics was at its lowest ebb. There was no co-orientation, as the 

participants did not receive what they expected. What the government thought it was 

doing was perceived differently by the participants.  

9.5 Recommendations 

The study findings showed the government’s struggle to communicate on the 

terror attack. Based on the findings, I put forth the following recommendations: 
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Government communication on terror needs to be personalized so that terror 

victims can feel the presence of the government in their struggles. The government 

needs to be present in the lives of the terror victims as they get treatment, bury their 

loved ones, and continue with life post the attack. 

The formation of a fully-fledged unit or department to handle government 

communication on terror. Such a unit would need to be be staffed with qualified, 

certified, and committed personnel and headed by the government spokesperson who 

would be reporting to the president. The unit should be grounded in a legal framework 

that would allow for limited political interference. Some of the unit’s roles would be 

monitoring feedback by connecting, collecting, and collating feedback from terror 

victims through synthesis and analysis; managing all government communication on 

terror to synchronize the government’s voice; and managing the government’s image 

and reputation during a terror attack.  

The need for the government to adopt a comprehensive government 

communication on terror (GCT) framework, as generated from the study findings (see 

Appendix K). The framework puts in place the measures that government 

communication on terror can follow to ensure that terror victims are heard and are 

communicated to by the government to ease their anxious moments in the event of a 

terror attack. 

Considering that terror victims expected compensation from the government, 

the government communication on terror should make legally binding 

pronouncements on compensation. Such a recommendation would speak to Joseph 

Luseli and Amos Kwena's concerns when they observed that the lack of a legal 

framework cluttered government communication on terror. To this end, a 

compensation bill needs to be introduced in parliament, which once passed and 
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promulgated, the GCT can have a legal framework to guide government 

communication on terror.   

Government communication needs to take advantage of the internet and utilize 

e-government and social media to inspire trust, quality, and contact. Government 

communication on terror should be communicated through the e-government and 

social media forums. The communication should not be only about transmitting 

information but also about making a relational impact through two-way 

communication. David Omwami indicated the need for government to use all 

available forms of communication to interact with citizens. Governments must 

communicate to govern, and on matters terrorism and the magnitude and quality of 

communication on terror would determine how terror victims relate with the 

government (Young & Pieterson, 2015). 

9.6 Recommendations for Further Research  

This study was meant to tap into the participants’ experience of government 

communication with a view to phenomenologically tease out perceptions that victims 

of terror have towards government communication. As a qualitative study, the 

methods and methodology had some limitations. In sampling, I used snowballing. To 

delimit the constraints brought about by the lack of randomness, I selected persons 

who not only experienced government communication on terror but who also could 

articulate their experiences (Hycner, 1985). While the study could not generalize 

statistically, the study's findings were phenomenologically informative of human 

perception towards government communication on terror. The findings of the study 

are restrictive to the participants and to the victims of the terror attack at Garissa 

University College.  
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Thus, there is every need to explore the findings adduced in this study in a 

cross-cutting manner to examine the extent to which these findings would apply in 

most cases. 

Subsequently, there is a need for further studies to test the conjectures 

presented in this study's findings through quantitative methodologies.  

Further, studies could explore perceptions of government officials towards 

government communication on terror and, where possible, do a comparative analysis 

between the perceptions of government officials and those of terror victims.  

With the increased focus on government communication on terror, it is 

necessary for academics to focus on concepts, constructs, theories, and design 

methodological cartographies to enable the understanding and problematization of 

government communication on terror as a field of study. In developing a field of 

study, academics need to focus on the efforts already put in place in harnessing a 

multidisciplinary approach with the understanding of government communication 

studies. Government communication on terror needs to be a critical field of study 

within the government communication discipline.  

9.7 Contributions to New Knowledge 

The first contribution relates to the GCT framework (see Appendix K). The 

framework is a detailed addition to the communication conceptualization of 

government communication on terror as projected by the government in its 

communication policy (2015). The government has conceptualized its communication 

in a paragraph, and the content is devoid of the critical elements. These are 

perceptions of citizens, the due consideration of the legal and policy framework, 

segmentation of the audiences, principles of communication, considered channels of 
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communication, typologies of the message, spokesperson’s capability, action from 

government, and the evaluation of government message.  

This study’s findings are consolidated into a framework that captures what the 

government policy on communication on terror has not addressed. The framework 

thus addresses the warped view of government communication on terror from the 

perspective of the audiences. The study identified practice, methodological, and 

contextual gaps. In re-contextualizing issues in Africa, the focus on terror victims as 

audiences of government messages helped complete the transmission model. The 

feedback harnessed on government communication on terror helps the communication 

discipline continue solving important communication issues in society.  

The second contribution to knowledge is on the place of action in government 

communication on terror. The study established the need to see the completion of 

what government starts through speech and written communication. While 

communication scholarship spoke of communication aspects in every action that the 

government took, the study findings showed the need to have accompanied action in 

every communicative effort that the government put in when faced with terror. Action 

started from the quest to satiate the ubuntu philosophy. Participants showed the need 

to see personalized support from the government, seeing that the government had 

promised this kind of support. The study established that government communication 

on terror is at its optimum when it is considered in a continuum where communication 

punctuates messages on policies, precepts, procedures, interventions, relationships, 

and actions. The government must communicate the actions it has taken to avert and 

handle threats of terror. From the study findings, action is at the peak of the 

continuum.   
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The third contribution is the appraisal of the theoretical perspective of the co-

orientation theory – contributions that have an African ubuntu component in them. As 

discussed in the appraisal of theory section, the study findings revealed new frontiers 

for the theorists to consider. As co-orientation is considered, theorists need to think of 

the publics’ expectations, with consideration of their (publics) diversity. This calls for 

a proper segmentation of audiences. The socio-cultural inclinations of the publics are 

foundational in the response and perceptions they will have of an organization. These 

two truisms introduce the reality that organizations need to move beyond the dispatch 

of information and concentrate on communication grounded in building lasting 

relationships. Co-orientation would further rely on the credibility of the 

communicator. I thus join the conversation of communication theorists looking at the 

paradigmatic shifts within this theoretical perspective and raise my hand to be counted 

as theoretical grounds are shaken to incorporate the new disturbing terroristic 

phenomena that call upon the government to communicate on terror effectively.  

The last contribution is on the finding on typologies on government 

communication on terror. The corporate communication field has not consolidated the 

different types of messages that organizations dispatch. Given that this study’s 

findings typified the messages that the government sent out to terror victims, future 

discussions in corporate communication need to include a typification of messages 

dispatched by the communicators and delineate what each typology means to the 

organization and its publics.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Definitional Elements of Terrorism  

  Element Schmid & 
Jongman 
(1988)           
Frequency 
(%) 

Weinberg et 
al. (2002) 
survey     
Frequency 
(%) 

1 Violence, force 83.5 71.0 

2 Political 65.0 60.0 
3 Fear, terror emphasized  51.0 22.0 

4 Threat 47.0 41.0 

5 Psychological effects and (anticipated) reactions 41.5 5.5 

6 Victim targeted differentiation 37.5 25.0 

7 Purposive, planned, systematic, organized 
action 

32.0 
11.0 

8 Method of combat, strategy, tactic 30.5 31.5 

9 Extra normality, in breach of accepted rules, 
without humanitarian constraints 

30.0 
0.0 

10 Coercion, extortion, induction of compliance 28.0 5.5 

11 Publicity aspect 21.5 18.0 
12 Arbitrariness, impersonal, random character, 

indiscrimination 
21.0 

0.0 

13 Civilians, non-combatants, neutrals, outsiders as 
victims 

17.5 
22.0 

14 Intimidation 17.0 11.0 

15 Innocence of victims emphasized 15.5 10.0 

16 Group, movement, organized as perpetrator 14.0 29.0 
17 Symbolic aspect demonstration to others 13.5 5.5 

18 Incalculability, unpredictability, unexpectedness 
of occurrence of violence 

9.0 
1.0 

19 Clandestine, covert nature 9.0 7.0 
20 Repetitiveness, serial or campaign character of 

violence 
7.0 

0.0 

21 Criminal 6.0 5.5 
22 Demands made to third parties  4.0 1.0 

(Source: Schmid, 2012: 91) 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

Public perceptions of government communication on terror 
 
Introduction  

This study is in partial fulfilment for the award of Doctor of Philosophy degree. I am 
a PhD candidate at Daystar University. I am conducting this study to enable me 
understand the perceptions of terror victims on government communication. The 
principal researcher will be Robert Aswani. 
 
Background Information:  

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of terror victims with the 
view of deciphering their perceptions of government communication. It is my hope 
that the study will generate reliable empirical data that can be instrumental in 
evaluating the different perceptions that citizens have of government communication. 
My ask of you is to truthfully answer the questions advanced to you to the best of 
your knowledge and based on experiences you have had before.  
 
Research procedure:  

This is a study aimed at drawing from your lived experiences. As such, it will be a 
qualitative study and I intent to use observations, group and individual interviews as 
data collection instruments. Interviews will take a maximum of 60 minutes. I will 
conduct interviews with you at a place acceptable to both of us. Preference will be 
given to quiet places such as office, restaurant or meeting room. The interviews will 
be recorded. To ensure that I capture what you expressed, the transcribed interview 
sheet will be sent to you to review and ensure accuracy. Should there be need for 
further interviews or clarity, I will contact you.  
 
Confidentiality  

The information you give will be treated confidentially. No name identifiers will be 
used in this study. The information so collected will be properly stored and effective 
retrieval methods used to manage the information. Significantly, the information will 
be kept in a locked cabinet. The recordings and transcribed interviews, on soft copy, 
will be kept on my computer (which is password protected). Instead I will allocate 
you code names meant to conceal your identity. Anonymity will be guaranteed in the 
final report. The final report is aimed at helping policymakers be better informed on 
how to manage government communication. To this end, I will capture your 
perceptions as aggregates better expressed in themes. Only my supervisors, and where 
the defense panel is persuaded, will access the data.  
 
Risk and benefits of participating 

In participating in this study, two risks must be highlighted. First, where the 
information you give in this study is misinterpreted, it can cause harm in the sense 
that the government can take it against you. It is not illegal to express your opinion, 
but we still expected government services. It is on this ground that I will give you 
transcribed interview sheets to verify the information captured.  
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Secondly, giving more personal information may give away your identity. Similarly, 
the anecdotes you use may allow others recognize you.  
 
Talking about your experiences and expressing your perceptions about government 
communication on terror has a number of benefits. For starters, talking about your 
experiences with terror and how government communicated has a therapeutic benefit. 
Significantly, your participation will help inform the government on how to handle 
terrorism and how to relate with citizens who are first in any democratic formation.  
 
Voluntary participation  

Having been identified as a possible participant in this study, your participation will 
be voluntary. Should you choose to not participate, you will not be penalized and that 
your relations with the researcher or with Daystar University will not be affected. You 
will have the option to walk out of the study as you bear the right to withdraw from 
the study. Should you choose to remain and participate, I will truly appreciate but it 
will be to the degree that you voluntarily participated.  
 
Contact details 

You may contact me on... This include where you need clarity on questions that I will 
ask you.  
 

A copy of this form will be given to you for your records. 

 
Statement of consent  

I have read the information in this consent form and my concerns and questions have 
been answered satisfactorily. I, therefore, consent to participate in this study. I have 
no problem with the researcher recording the interview as long as the information will 
only be used for purposes of this study.  
 
 
___________________________   _____________________ 
Signature of study participant    Date  

 
 
___________________________   _______________________ 
Signature of researcher     Date  
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Appendix C: Interview Guide 

 
Today’s Date  Place  
Time  Gender  
Participant’s Code Name    
Interviewer’s Name    
 
Thank you for accepting to participate in this study. This study seeks to understand 
the perceptions of terror victims towards government communication on terror. The 
information so gathered will help policymakers and communicators better formulate 
messages on terror. Be assured that the information you give will remain confidential. 
Should you have any question regarding this study, do let me know.  
 
Sincerely,  
Robert Aswani 

 
1. Tell me about yourself and how you were affected by the terror attack on Garissa 

University  
 

2. Describe the Garissa University attack for me  
(What went through your mind as events unfolded? What kind of support did you 
receive from neighbors and the government? What did you desire most from the 
government at the time of the attack?) 
 

3. Looking back after the Garissa University attack and considering that you were a 
victim, what has really changed in your life? 
 

4. What has been your interaction with government before, during and after the 
attack?  
(How do you feel about the interactions with the government?) 
 

5. In your opinion, how did the government respond to the terror attack and how did 
you get to know what the government was doing?  
(What do you make of the messages given to you during the attack? How did you 
make sense of the messages from government?)  

 
6. During the attack, the government sent a number of messages concerning the 

attack. What was the source of this information?  
(What did the message say? Did the government address your concerns?) 
 

7. What is your overall perception of government communication before, during and 
after the terror attack?  
 

8. What informs the perception(s) you have towards government communication?  
 

9. Take me through the process you underwent when selecting, receiving and 
interpreting messages from the government?  
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10. If you had, an opportunity to talk to the government, what would you tell it on 
their messages?  
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Appendix D: Observation Template  

The following guidelines were used to organize observations during the interviews 

with the participants  

 

Orientation to government and 

resultant Expectations  

 

● What mundane things do you 
observe that need to probe further? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Experience and understanding 

government  

 

● What feelings are being expressed?  
● Any nostalgia associated to symbols 

socialized by political institutions?  

 

Message typologies 

 

● Are there feelings to confirm the 
typologies identified? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Individual and Shared perceptions  

 

● What do you observe to categorize a 
perception as individual or shared?  
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Appendix E: Document Review Worksheet 

Review criteria  Document 

# 

Author  Significant 

statement  

Cluster 

theme  

Emergent 

theme  

Does the document 

meet any criterion 

listed below?  

 

☐Quality of 

documents (Source of 

information)  

 

☐Use and implication 

of the document  

 

☐Any improvements 

made over time.  

 

☐Does the document 

strongly feature (weak 

or inadequate) in the 

discussion?  

 

☐Authenticity and 

variability of the 

document 

 

☐Source credibility  
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Appendix F: Journaling Template  

Date Location Time taken Person(s) talked to Observations Reflection 
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Appendix G: Contact Summary Form  

 
Contact Type:   Site/ Area  

Visit   Contact date   

Phone  Date   

With whom Written by   

 
1. What were the main issues or themes that struck you in this contact?  

 
 
 
 

2. Summarize the information you got (or failed to get) on each of the target 
questions you had for this contact 
 

Question    Information  
 
 
 
 

3. Anything else that struck you as salient, interesting, illuminating or important in 
this contact?  

 
 
 
 
 
4. What new (or remaining) target questions do you have in considering the next 

contact with this site? 
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Appendix H: Significant Statements 

 
 Significant statement  Transcript 

No.  

Page No.  Line No.  
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Appendix I: Formulated Meanings 

 
 Significant statements  Formulated meanings  

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   

  

  

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

277 
 

Appendix J: Emergent Themes 

 Formulated meanings Theme clusters Emergent themes 
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Appendix K: Government Communication Framework  

Government communication framework —Communication on terror 
 
1. Introduction 

 
1.1. Noting that government has mechanisms, structures and a ministry charged 

with the coordination of communication matters including government 
communication.  
 

1.2. Noting further that the government has a public communication policy which 
outlines how government communicates in different situations, including 
terrorism. This policy, however, reserves one paragraph on terrorism, 
preferring to define terrorism and assume that crisis communication would 
guide government communication on terror.  

 
1.3. Notwithstanding the many definitions of the word terrorism, this framework 

takes terrorism as any act of violence meant to communicate inefficiency of 
the government by harming unarmed citizens and destroying their property. 
Citizens receive the beating to intimidate government in an attempt to push 
some political agenda.  

 
1.4. Noting further, that a legion of laws characterising a legal framework has 

been promulgated to offer legal guidance including professional conduct, 
roles, obligations and offenses and attendant fines. 

 
1.5. Considering that these efforts have not considered feedback from terror 

victims or given strategies to connect, collect and collate feedback from the 
public, this framework is a projection of this study’s findings.  

 
1.6. This framework is hinged on the scholarly works by Gaber (2007) on the 

problems of government communication; Fairbanks et al (2007) on 
transparency in government communications; and Gregory (2011) on 
developing framework for government communication; and Canel and 
Sanders (2015) on structures and processes of government communication.  

 
2. Legal framework  

2.1. From the findings of the study, there was no proposal to change the current 
legal framework although the quest to have a compensation law for terror 
victims. This is a legislative process which once accented to and promulgated, 
aspects of such a law will form part of the legal framework during times of 
terror attack. The rest of the laws will characterise communication during 
times of terror:  

2.1.1.  The Constitution of Kenya, 2010  
2.1.2.  Access to Information Act, 2016 
2.1.3.  Kenya Information and Communication Act, 1998 
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2.1.4.  Media Council Act, 2013 
2.1.5.  Copyright Act, 2001 
2.1.6.  Oath of Secrecy Act 
2.1.7.  Public Service Act, 2017 
2.1.8.  Public Officers Ethics Act, 2003 
2.1.9.  Criminal Procedure Code 
2.1.10.  Penal Code 
2.1.11.  Security Laws (Amendment) Act, 2014 
2.1.12.  Prevention of Terrorism Act, 2012 
2.1.13.  Proceeds of Crime and Anti-Money Laundering 2012 
2.1.14.  Kenya Citizenship and Immigration Act, 2012 
2.1.15.  OAU/AU Convention on Prevention and Combating of Terrorism 
2.1.16.  1963 Convention on Offences and Certain Other Acts Committed on 

Board Aircraft 
2.1.17. 1970 Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Seizure of Aircraft 
2.1.18. 1971 Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the 

Safety of Civil Aviation 
2.1.19. 1973 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of Crimes against 

Internationally Protected Persons, including Diplomatic Agents 
2.1.20. 1979 International Convention against the Taking of Hostages 
2.1.21. 1980 Convention on the Physical Protection of Nuclear Material 
2.1.22. 1988 Protocol for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts of Violence at 

Airports Serving International Civil Aviation 
2.1.23. 1988 Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the 

Safety of Maritime Navigation 
2.1.24. 1988 Protocol for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts against the Safety 

of Fixed Platforms Located on the Continental Shelf 
2.1.25. 1991 Convention on the Marking of Plastic Explosives for the Purpose 

of Detection 
2.1.26. 1997 International Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist 

Bombings 
2.1.27. 1999 International Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of 

Terrorism 
2.1.28. 2005 International Convention for the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear 

Terrorism 
2.1.29. 2005 Amendment to the Convention on the Physical Protection of 

Nuclear Material 
2.1.30. 2005 Protocol to the Convention for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts 

against the Safety of Maritime Navigation 
2.1.31. 2005 Protocol to the Protocol for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts 

against the Safety of Fixed Platforms Located on the Continental Shelf 
2.1.32. 2010 Convention on the Suppression of Unlawful Acts Relating to 

International Civil Aviation 
2.1.33. 2010 Protocol Supplementary to the Convention for the Suppression of 

Unlawful Seizure of Aircraft 

Daystar University Repository

Library Archives Copy



 

280 
 

2.1.34. 2014 Protocol to the Convention on Offences and Certain other Acts 
Committed on Board Aircraft 

2.2 Policy Documents  
2.1.35. Civil Servants Code of Conduct, 2007  
2.1.36. Public Sector Communications Policy, 2015 
2.1.37. Kenya’s Vision 2030 

  
3. Segmentation of Audiences 
In the event of a terror attack, messages will be directed to the following audiences:  

● Terror victims  
● Site neighbours/community 
● General public 
● Mission offices in Kenya  
● Mission offices abroad  
● Foreign governments 
● Terrorists and their sympathisers  
● Government agencies (MDAs) 
● The Presidency 
● First Responders  
● Humanitarian groups  

 
4. Principles of Communication  

4.1. Participants in this study delineated qualities they thought were central to 
government communication on terror. The qualities include:  
 

4.1.1.    Timely messages  
4.1.2.   Detailed communication  
4.1.3.   Simplified messages  
4.1.4.   Transparency in what government is doing or saying  
4.1.5.   Government communication is about action  
4.1.6.   Government visibility and accessibility 
4.1.7.   Connect, collect and collate feedback from terror victims   
4.1.8.   Synchronise channels of communication for efficiency 
4.1.9.   Country administration to be part of government communication  
4.1.10. Use channels preferred by terror victims  
4.1.11. Speak in one voice  
4.1.12. President to take a lead in communication  
4.1.13. Credibility of government spokespersons 
 

4.2. These qualities form the principles upon which government communication 
on terror. The subsequent sections are mapped to these principles.  

 
5. Listen 

5.1. With the audiences and principles delineated, it is instrumental that the 
government listens to and engages these audiences. There was no support for 
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negotiations with the terror groups and so the terror groups will only receive 
messages from government.  
 

5.2. In listening to audiences, government communicators should: 
5.2.1.   Assess public opinion  
5.2.2.   Listen and understand inquiries  
5.2.3.   Pattern conversations in line with terror victims’ expectations  
5.2.4.   Secure tonalities from among different audiences 
5.2.5.   Listen to stakeholders to stakeholders’ concerns  
5.2.6.   Assess suggested action plans 
5.2.7.   Segment real needs, interest and concerns 

 
6. Channels 

6.1. The efficiency and delivery of messages strongly relies on the channel that 
government will use. Preference of the audience to select channels need to be 
considered. Participants pointed to the possible usage of an omnibus of 
channels including but not limited to:  

6.1.1.  Electronic media, radio and television  
6.1.2.  Short Message Service  
6.1.3.  Government websites  
6.1.4.  Social media (including: Twitter; Facebook; Google +; WhatsApp) 
6.1.5.  Print media  
6.1.6.  Opinion leaders  
6.1.7.  County administrators  

 
6.2. Government communicators need to use the channels available to 

communicate government visibility. For example, subject matter experts 
(SMEs) can use the different channels to give the government perspective on 
the terror attack.  
 

7. Development of messages  
7.1. Government communication on terror needs to be based on the informational 

needs that terror victims have.  
7.2. The study findings revealed message typologies that need to be considered by 

government as government communicates on terror. Terror victims wish to 
hear the following messages  

7.2.1.  Statesmanlike messages  
7.2.2.  Comfort, Care and Consoling messages  
7.2.3.  Religious laden messages 
7.2.4.  Informational messages (including terse messages) 
7.2.5.  Eulogistic/condolence message  

 
7.3. Government communication needs to underscore the relevance of the 

message including simplicity and details of the attack. Terror victims wish to 
hear the numbers of attackers, survivors, hostages, deaths, injured etc. Details 
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on what the government is doing (in line with the pledge made by the 
government)  

7.4. Terror victims need to hear what the government is telling the attackers and 
their sympathisers.  

7.5. Incorporate national, cultural and social symbols that speak to terror victims’ 
informational needs.  

 
8. Accessibility  

8.1. The findings showed a hard to reach government. Governments are assessed 
on their accessibility. In times of terror attack, the quest to see an accessible 
government is heighted. To ensure accessibility, the following pointers will 
be instrumental:  

8.1.1. Sensitise, train and equip citizens on what is expected of them 
whenever an attack occurs. 

8.1.2. Assure citizens through government communication  
8.1.3. Couple the police ‘show of power’ with the interrogation and/or arrest    

of terrorists 
8.1.4.  Work, collaborate and co-locate with the community using the nyumba 

kumi (10 homesteads) initiative 
8.1.5. Operate on an open-door policy at all levels of government  
8.1.6. Act on leads from the public to aspire trust in government 
8.1.7. Protect sources to intelligence information  

  
9. Spokespersons capability  

9.1. Government credibility depends on the message and the messenger. The 
study findings showed that the person speaking for the government 
determines the perceptions that terror victims have towards government 
communication on terror.  

9.2. Terror victims expect to hear government speak in one voice.  
Notwithstanding the many agencies (MDAs), in the eyes of the terror victims, 
there is only one government and government perspective on terror.  
 

9.3. To ensure the capacity and capability of spokespersons is heightened:  
9.3.1. Hire government communicators who are trained and have the desired 

skills.  
9.3.2. Ensure consistency a prototype of desirous communicators through 

honing of skills, ensuring right skills are tapped and institutionalising a 
tutelage programme for incoming government communicators.  

9.3.3. Coordinate all communication on terror within the Ministry of Interior 
(or internal security). The Ministry’s spokesperson should work closely 
with the government communication office to synchronise public 
communication on terror. This should involve other communication 
units including the Presidential Strategic Communication Unit.  

9.3.4. Train and appoint gazetted officers in the communication office that 
can speak to the press and address the different concerns that terror 
victims have.  
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9.3.5. Separate the units that handle inquires and those engage in strategic 
thinking on government communication.  

9.3.6. Have a vibrant internal communication as a way to equip those in far-
flung area.   

9.3.7. Be clear on the solutions to the terroristic problems experienced by 
terror victims. 

9.3.8. Speak the truth focus on the real story and speak plainly.   
 
10. Action  

10.1. Findings showed a missing link between communication and the receipt 
of message. The feedback from terror victims is that government 
communication lacked action. Action complements and completes 
government communication. In times of terror, government ought to:  

10.1.1. Present verifiable and coherent messages  
10.1.2. Speak truthfully, tell the plain truth 
10.1.3. Promise what can be achieved 
10.1.4. Act on the promises made  
10.1.5. Personalise communication, communication is being at the grassroots 

with those affected by the attack.  
10.1.6. Engage the media, attend press conferences, field SMEs to attend to 

terror victims concerns, take the town hall model and visit affected 
areas to meet with the victims of terror.  

10.1.7. Treat terror victims of terror in a similar manner 
 
11. Evaluation  

11.1. Living the successes and failures of yesterday affects efficiencies for 
tomorrow. There is need to consider the inputs, outtakes, outputs and 
outcomes.  

11.2. Every step in this framework should be monitored and evaluated.   
11.3. In evaluating government communication on terror, the government needs 

to:  
11.3.1.   Continues monitor and hone skills of spokespersons especially in 

public speaking skills 
11.3.2. Document successes, challenges and failures of the previous 

government communication on terror (GCT) 
11.3.3. Evaluate GCT especially how spokespersons performed  
11.3.4. Regularly do assessments to collect and collate interest, needs and 

concerns of terror victims  
11.3.5. Monitor tactics employed by government and change areas that need 

revamping 
11.3.6. Measure what is achieved 
11.3.7. Set SMART objectives for GCT 
11.3.8. Take stock of the fluctuating public opinion 
11.3.9. Draw learning points for future communication  
11.3.10. Leverage on other monitoring and evaluation initiatives undertaken in 

government and especially on general communication.  
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