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Introduction

In 2007, Channel Nine’s Sunday reporter Ross Coulthart was sniffing out information about mortality and morbidity rates in hospitals. He was hoping to emulate US journalistic scoops using freedom of information laws that allowed him to obtain databases as well as documents. Coulthart was particularly keen to find statistics he knew all hospitals kept, which recorded the death and disease rates for certain key surgeries, such as cardiothoracic surgery. His idea was to cross-match death rates for different types of surgery to see which hospitals had the highest mortality rate. The blocks put in his way by the medical bureaucracy made this effort somewhat fruitless but, as often happens, the attempt to obtain databases led to a more interesting series of stories.

Coulthart had already done earlier medical negligence stories like the one about a drug-addled anaesthetist who’d killed one of his patients. The contacts and knowledge he picked up along the way helped him with contacts inside the health system. These contacts began tipping him off on untold scandals that pointed to systemic failures by external oversight bodies, hospital committees and colleagues.

Time after time, nurses and fellow doctors would tell Coulthart about doctors who were medically incompetent and who all too often were allowed to continue to practice without any independent scrutiny of their failures.

During this time, he started going to medical conferences and heard whispers from health professionals about a doctor in Bega. By following the published records of where doctors were employed, it was possible to find individuals inside other hospitals where the doctor in question had worked. They knew of incidents that had often not been reported to the proper oversight bodies, and when they had, they had been dealt with in isolation, without any systemic evaluation of failure patterns. Nurses, doctors and bureaucrats described shocking cases that appeared to have gone nowhere. A doctor’s son himself, Coulthart knew straight away that the Bega story had legs. Fourteen months after the first research, in February 2008, Channel Nine’s Sunday program broke the story about gynaecologist Graeme Reeves, later dubbed the Butcher of Bega.

Coulthart and producer Nick Farrow did a few things that are rare in the media today. They invested time and thought and had the money to do so. They used news sense. They listened. They genuinely cared. They drove out to interview people with a cake in hand, had cups of tea with them and comforted them while they cried. They asked matter-of-fact questions about harrowing tales that the victims had been trying to tell other media outlets, only to receive knockback after knockback for more than a year.

One of them was Carolyn, who’d been anaesthetised to have a five-cent size lesion on her labia removed and woke up to find all her external genitalia, including her clitoris, excised.

Coulthart sometimes had trouble gaining the victims’ trust, because those earlier media approaches left the whistleblowers feeling rudely treated or dismissed out-of-hand. They didn’t want to be disillusioned yet again. Some interviewees said no, only to change their minds and call back six months later.

After Sunday’s story broke, it was a lead item in most of the mainstream media for a week and Reeves went into hiding. Medical Error Action Group activist Lorraine Long, received more than 500 emails from patients spanning seven hospitals, who’d also suffered botched operations and mutilations at Reeves’s hands, even though he’d already been disgraced in 2004. Long’s own database on patient complaints about doctors had previously been a research boon to the investigating journalists. She helped co-ordinate the women’s evidence for a police inquiry, which is still before the courts at the time of writing. Coulthart and Farrow won the Gold Walkley – Australia’s top journalistic gong – for their Bega story. But by that time, in an irony not lost on many in the audience at the awards night, the Sunday program had folded. It was yet another casualty in a long list of media closures and redundancies.

In our accelerating, technology-driven lives, the media industry is in a deep state of uncertainty and soul-searching. Will blogging replace journalism? Will newspapers and high-end commercial broadcasting die? Will we become so interactive there will no longer be a need for the filter of a journalist’s nose? Will the only journalism left be funded by governments, like Australia’s ABC, Britain’s BBC, and redoubtable public broadcasters in Iran, China, Russia and North Korea?

In today’s Western newsroom, the average reporter might now have to churn out five to ten stories a day, if you include multimedia work for online content. In the past, feature writers would do one to three stories a week; general news reporters one to three a day, depending on the volume of information. It’s a paradox for media outsiders who struggle to get unsolicited stories in, and are often fearful of rejection by mainstream media.

Unless you’re lucky in timing or already have good media contacts, it’s often harder now, despite the technological revolution, to get solid, user-generated stories into the media than it has been in the past. The Butcher of Bega whistleblowers are a classic example of this. And it’s not because there’s any less interest or any less access: quite the opposite.

It’s simply because the media’s time to listen has gone, along with job cuts. Coulthart says: ‘There’s no substitute for the time you need to find and tell a bloody good yarn. A lot of it is pretty basic stuff. But a lot of journalists don’t know how to tell a good story from a bad one anymore.’ A lot of people who approach the press also want to be instant stars or receive a fat cheque. If that’s your aim, it’s unlikely you’ll succeed in mainstream media unless you’re already viral in the new media.

This guide is for people inexperienced in media who think they have a genuine human interest or social justice issue, even a piece of writing which is original and might be a bit of fun. It’s designed to give concrete, practical advice. How does a newsroom work and whom do you approach? How do you write clearly? How do you know what’s newsworthy and what isn’t? What’s the difference between approaching a newspaper or a broadcast outlet? How do you write a press release? How do you initiate a press conference? How do you write and deliver a speech? How do you handle the media if an accidental event makes you the centre of attention? Can the new media work for you?

While large organisations have professional public-relations advisers and governments have spin-doctors, you might have little on your side beyond a compelling story and a gut instinct about whether it’s newsworthy or not. This is where the media can come in and amplify your voice. But approaching the media can feel daunting. Don’t let it be.

We have the luxury of free speech and media access in Australia, even if it is sometimes logistically difficult. Globally, it’s still a rare privilege. Many people still feel their message is insignificant in the wider scheme of things, but that’s not true. Nearly everyone has an interesting story to tell, provided it’s told well; you just have to pick your moment. The media can give you a link to your community that you hadn’t encountered before. Dealing with the media can be positive.

You might rightly see some media outlets or individual journalists as overly cynical or resistant to new ideas, but that’s not broadly the case. There’s more to the media than the usual footage you see of rampant press hordes sticking microphones up people’s noses. That’s an unpleasant part of the job, and most journalists get out of that sort of scenario as soon as they reach any seniority. No-one likes doing it, but sometimes there’s no avoiding it. Human interest stories are invariably treated with goodwill and sympathy by the media. Most media outlets will actively pursue stories about social injustice.

They can be strong advocates for awareness about issues like organ donation or breast cancer screening, to name just two examples. If you’re involved in such fields, the media can collaborate on fresh angles to keep the issue in the public eye.

The practical tips listed below are both from an insider’s and an outsider’s point of view, as I’ve been on both sides of the divide. After twenty years as a print journalist, I unexpectedly saw the other side of the notebook, and discovered how voracious and fierce the media can be. My sister, Cornelia Rau, had been discovered in Baxter Detention Centre in early 2005 after ten months of wrongful detention. The only reason this is in any way relevant is because this book couldn’t have been written without my family’s involvement in a brief but disconcerting media whirlwind in the aftermath of her being found. It’s not a time any of us care to revisit, but it opened our eyes to how the media worked. Having made my own mistakes, I’m hoping the reader can benefit from my often embarrassed hindsight.

For a start, television can be an unforgiving medium if you’re too hesitant, dishevelled or unclear in your speech. But it’s still the most powerful vehicle to get a message across. If you’re accidentally involved, as we were, the only thing you can do is do not worry too much about appearances or small mistakes. As long as the gist of your theme gets across, the minor problems don’t matter.

In our case, various media started to call less than a day after police notified us where Cornelia was. Suddenly, our placid February summer did a somersault. There were on-the-run media appearances which I often botched, having drawn the short straw as family spokesperson. There wasn’t much choice about whether to respond or not, given the saturation coverage. We had to ride the wave and declined about three-quarters of the media requests. It was a steep learning curve, but it could have been a lot worse. I had a supportive network and my husband was a fellow journalist.

Despite only brief exposure, I still found the experience unsettling. A working knowledge of the media did help us decide how to respond in the months after the story broke and we were able to shield Cornelia and my parents from too much intrusion.

In my case, I experienced what it was like to give reluctant and stuttering broadcast performances, to have frustrating technology failures, bungled attempts at press releases or press conferences, trying to get timing right – all the strategic detail you don’t often encounter in the simpler process of writing newspaper articles.

At one point, my husband and I got our wires crossed and he accidentally called a press conference. At another, our team nearly timed something on the same day as Schapelle Corby’s verdict. A colleague warned us just in time to reschedule.

Often I wanted to kick myself after bumbling through broadcast interviews. People who are natural broadcast performers make it look deceptively easy: it isn’t. In investigating Cornelia’s case, I met activists, lawyers, doctors and fellow journalists covering refugee issues. All of them had tales to tell about their frustration in getting material into the mainstream media. Some activists felt that the media were rude and that they didn’t understand their point of view. Their perceptions were partly right. But what I saw was more a failure of understanding between the two groups. The journalists didn’t understand the sheer amount of hard slog and burnout it took to be an activist. And the activists didn’t know how frenetic and distracting a newsroom could be.

Since then, the media landscape has shifted again. The past four years have seen the rise of the blogosphere, of YouTube as a commonplace media website, Facebook as a media research tool and Twitter as the latest networking site. There are many more, including Flickr, Photobucket and no doubt others by the time this book is in print. Some topics will always remain current whenever we talk about media, whatever the technology or latest fad. News is knowledge, and knowledge informs our views and our participation in society. Telling a good story in an interesting way has always been the most vital ingredient in any news down the ages. If you distrust the media, spare a thought for Russian journalist Anna Politkovskaya, who was shot dead in the elevator of her apartment building in Moscow in October 2006 after writing one too many articles critical of the Putin regime.

Unadulterated free speech will always remain one of our great success stories – and one of the pitfalls when it comes to intrusions on privacy. You, as a media consumer or aspiring participant, can have influence, whether it’s to generate a story or to provide feedback – be it negative or positive – to a media outlet.

So don’t discount the strength of your voice, and don’t squander it. Your opinion and ideas are more valued than you think. Explore the media, try newsrooms, be fearless, and get your ideas out there. The worst that can happen is that someone says ‘no’. Just think to yourself: ‘So what? It’s their problem.’ Don’t worry – shrug it off and try again.
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The basics

Do you have a story?

‘Do I have a story?’ is the first question you should ask before approaching any media. Would it interest you as a dispassionate reader or viewer? Instinct should tell you whether or not your story is worth a run. Much of the ‘nose for news’ is just commonsense.

If you’re motivated enough to approach the media at all, you’ll probably have some idea about what the media wants. You’ll have thought about which audiences might respond best to your idea, and where in the media you might want to place it.

You’ll have to pitch your idea to the people on a news desk just as any advertising firm would pitch theirs to a client. Human interest, injustice, an eyewitness account, a legal anomaly, sporting triumphs, an undiscovered musical genius or scientific breakthrough … whatever you’re trying to get across has to resonate.

If you contact the media with a non-story, you’re wasting everyone’s time, including your own. And not doing yourself any favours should you later stumble across a genuinely newsworthy story. Newsrooms shun repeat offenders or extreme pests. But, as Sydney’s Daily Telegraph editor Garry Linnell says, there’s a difference between ‘being a pest and being persistent’. It can be a fine line simply because it’s often so hard to get in touch with the right people in a newsroom. Sometimes it might be worthwhile making that extra phone call if you’re sure your idea has legs. One editor’s news is another editor’s yawn and a lucky meeting of minds can mean the difference between publication or rejection.

Clarify your issues

Be absolutely clear about what you want to say and what you want to achieve by publication. Is your theme injustice, announcing a community gathering, coverage for a speech or a press conference, party pictures for the social pages? Make sure you’ve thought this through before approaching the media. Do you want to raise awareness about a certain topic or are you pressing for reform? Are you trying to sell a good idea for a freelance article? Do you simply want to have your say about something in the news? Are you an expert, which is more likely to get you a run, or do you have fresh observations as an outsider? This is less likely to get a run, but still possible depending on the quality of writing and arguments.

It doesn’t matter if you’re biased toward a certain viewpoint, as long as you acknowledge it. In recent debates about Islam and Christianity, abortion and anti-abortion law, feminism and raunch culture, a bill of rights and views against it, climate change, race relations, health care reform, opinion pages in the papers have carried views from all sides. They balance out in the end and lead to a livelier public debate.

What’s your key point?

Clarify what you want to say in writing. Jot ideas down in a notebook. If you’re thinking via a computer keyboard, get a printout so you can better analyse your points. There’s something about hard copy which focuses the quality of the argument. Some people prefer voice recording, which is fine too, but only if it eventually finds its way to paper. Otherwise it’s hard to rethink and revise.

When you’ve clarified your ideas, restructure your notes in dot-point form and establish a logical flow. It’s a process which helps you think as you go and often leads to extra insights and back-up arguments. Put the most compelling facts at the top of the list. Don’t bury your most vital information – in media terms, the ‘lead’ – in obscurity towards the end. Corroborating detail has its place further down, but the crux of your story should come first.

While writing your list, ask yourself why you think the media will be interested in your topic. Will your idea be able to compete with other news that’s around? Have you done your research or could you do more? On the other hand, sometimes you can become so swamped in detail you lose sight of the original idea. If you’re floundering a bit, take a break for an hour or a day to refresh your thoughts.

Newsworthiness

No-one argues about whether a big story is newsworthy or not. We instinctively know it is. Death, destruction, crime on a grand scale: all need no debate among news editors and attract instant prominence. The closer to home – the bigger the coverage. Sub-editors on newspapers used to have a ratio for this, and the numbers differed for every outlet. A rough estimate, after talking to a few colleagues, might be one person dead in Australia equates to fifty in Britain and 500 in a developing country.

This is an understandable community response. We are less involved with stories which don’t affect our families or neighbours. But we all love fluffy cat stories (especially if we know the cat). This is the middle-rung of newsworthiness: something quirky or something heartwarming. We don’t want death and disaster all the time. It has to be something unusual, extraordinary in its way. A reverse order to the scheme of things like David and Goliath or the old cliché of man bites dog.

What is harder to justify is why media outlets allow chequebook journalism. Money not only encourages people to tell their stories, it also encourages some to make them up. Money and journalism have an uneasy relationship. The credibility of everyone involved is tarnished.

If you think you have a newsworthy story, any hint of payment will detract from it. I was offered plenty of deals to sell out my sister and politely declined each one. It simply isn’t worth it. Chequebook journalism is a form of corruption: it distorts the story. If you want accuracy in a story, don’t trust the money paid to an interviewee, but always follow the money trail.

It’s hard to predict what middle-rung story will be newsworthy one day and not the next. If it has amazing pictures it will get higher prominence. If there’s been publicity about five environmental protests in the past week, chances are the sixth won’t get a very good run. But what about the stories that are also vital, but can’t seem to find any interest?

If you are working in a field where it’s hard to find a fresh angle or a human interest story, you might have to fire up your own imagination with a lateral approach to spark a news desk’s interest. Every journalist and every editor will have a different interpretation of what is newsworthy, because it’s such a subjective process.

Your story on homelessness or lack of health funding might find a receptive audience at one news desk and an indifferent response at another. But there are some universals. A news story has to strike home, whether it’s the baby in the runaway pram miraculously surviving a peak-hour train or an interest-rate rise which might affect your budget. We all read escape stories and all dislike external controls on our money.


THE IMPORTANCE OF TELLING A STORY

PHILLIP ADAMS

ABC broadcaster, author and film producer

Humans are defined by two ancient occupations. We count things and we tell stories. Counting leads to accountancy, balance sheets and economics. Story-telling leads to myths, the Bible, Shakespeare, jokes and journalism. At their best, journalists are as good at telling stories as novelists, and they tend to be more accurate. A well-told story, from print to TV, book to blog, has a better chance of being read than any dull collation of facts.

Once defined as ‘clerks of facts’, journalists who learn to humanise events and issues will always communicate more successfully than their colleagues who prefer to pile up the statistics and the details. This is not entirely a good thing – but it’s a simple truth about the profession. Thus it accounts for the principal change in newspapers over recent decades as they’ve evolved into ‘viewspapers’ with a growing emphasis on punditry.

And the best columnists? They’re the best story-tellers. Sometimes the results are calamitous – as in the triumph of the celebrity ‘story’ over news of substance. Even worse, the constant emphasis on personality in politics can often entirely obscure policy. Nonetheless, a well-told story can illuminate an issue, a crisis, a war, the impact of sanctions, a natural disaster.

It might be a good idea to begin your journalistic efforts with ‘once upon a time’.



Some media outlets will run a greater proportion of human interest stories; others will run drier material if news editors think their audience might have an interest. An analysis of Federal Reserve Bank practices is unlikely to get a run in the tabloid press, but might be a hit with Financial Review readers.

In 2009, Sydney’s Sun-Herald ran an interview with veteran Australian polar explorer Eric Phillips, who was able to give a vivid, first-hand account of the effects of climate change:


I’ve been skiing to the North Pole for 15 years and I’m noticing changes. The Arctic Ocean is typically made up of mostly multi-year ice, as summer ice melts and refreezes to form two-year-old ice, three-year-old ice and so on.

Last year, for the first time, I skied on first-year ice alone. This couples with scientists’ predictions that the Arctic Ocean will soon be ice-free in summer. It’s happening already and I’ve seen it with my own eyes.



That puts a bit more oomph into the climate change story.

To be newsworthy, bad news, unfortunately, is good news for the media. I still remember a chief-of-staff at one paper pumping his fist in the air when some tragedy struck on a slow news day. I could see the point but wasn’t too impressed with the sentiment. At least he had a front-page lead, with lots of dead bodies, as well as a couple of pages inside.

To be fair, good news sells well too. The twenty-year anniversary of the collapse of the Berlin Wall was an uplifting news event with much human interest and optimism. Both of these stories show that the media is as ghoulish and as sentimental as everyone else.

If you are trying to approach the media with an unsolicited idea, you have only two options: one is to put your story in the most lively way you can; the other is to try a different outlet if someone on the news desk just doesn’t get it.

There’s also a style to writing news which most media students learn in their first year of study. It’s worth repeating because some may not know about it or have forgotten it. It’s the inverted news pyramid shown below.
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Crafting your story around the news pyramid is a bit like making an inverted iceberg: put everything relevant at the top and let the floating mass below carry any extra information. If you’re supplying the main premise for a story, focus on your own information and any other material you can give the journalist to help with verification and research. The main thing is to encapsulate the essence of your premise in the intro, or lead, when structuring your argument. Here’s a hypothetical example of how to begin a news story:


‘Solar power is Australia’s strength and from now on we’ll bring all our solar experts back to the country and fund them’, (what) Prime Minister Kevin Rudd said (who) in Copenhagen (where) yesterday (when).

‘We’ve neglected our own scientists for too long and will now commit to a one-off stimulus package to get them back out here and working in the Australian sunshine.’ (why)

Environmental activist Tim Flannery welcomed the change, but cautioned against complacency (reaction): ‘Let’s see how many high-tech facilities the government is willing to build – will it put its money where its mouth is?’ he said.

Flannery estimated there were about 20 top-notch Australian scientists working in Europe who might be willing to return to their country if they could find jobs. (how) ‘They’re working in European climates with half the sun we have’, he said. ‘Surely it’s a no-brainer.’



You could rewrite this introduction as:


Environmental activist Tim Flannery yesterday criticised the government for not putting its money where its mouth is.

Commenting on Prime Minister Rudd’s controversial decision to spend millions of dollars on solar energy, Mr Flannery said: ‘Let’s see how many high-tech facilities the government is willing to build. Surely it’s a no-brainer.’



Selective quotes and emphasis mean there are many ways to interpret a story.

The above hypothetical is also a caution about how some people might use similar material with less concern for the story and more for preaching to their audiences. The first is more balanced and skewed toward environmental issues; the second is more negative and focuses on criticism.

Clear writing

If you want to get your point across, keep it clear and concrete. The odds are already against you when you approach the media with an unsolicited idea. If you’re vague, evasive or use jargon, your idea won’t get a run. Journalists already spend much of their day untangling the doublespeak authority figures use when trying to duck media questions. They’re hardly going to put their hands up to decipher your message if it’s unclear.

Every working journalist interviewed for this book implored contributors to use lively, clear and succinct language. The advice of ‘never use ten words when you can say it in three’ holds true. The occasional elegantly-placed, multisyllabic word only strengthens your point if it’s placed next to shorter, clearer text. Don’t be afraid to use contractions like ‘don’t’. Use the active voice rather than the passive. For example: ‘We disagree with the government’s proposal’, rather than ‘We disagree with the proposal put forward by the government’. All of this takes practice, especially if you’re used to dealing with bureaucracies which are notorious for stiff and formulaic language. You can’t help absorbing some of it by osmosis.

Writing doesn’t have to be earnest. It can be fun, so keep that in mind too if you submit something to the media.

A senior Sydney Morning Herald political columnist, Peter Bowers, used to speak wryly about the unexpected flood of letters he got for one of his stories. Based in the Canberra press gallery, he usually wrote political analyses which by nature sometimes had to be dense and complex. One day, when things were quiet in federal parliament, he dashed off a jokey column about odd socks disappearing in the laundry. He was astonished to get more reader feedback for this whimsical piece than for all his many well-researched and earnest columns. The point is that he wrote succinctly, humorously and on a topic which touched a lot more people than his usual political fare. It wasn’t dry and it wasn’t boring.

Humour often works more effectively than an indignant rant. Satire is one of the first things to go in a totalitarian state, because humour is often more subversive than outright criticism. A witty cartoon or a comedy sketch can have a far greater impact than a dull, worthy argument – hence the success of the Chaser team and the Crikey website.

Make sure you spell properly. If you’re writing something for the media, you’re going to need a professional standard of spelling. Even if you’re a profligate texter, that’s no excuse for misspellings in a media release or a submitted article. Some editors will instinctively reject a release if they spot spelling errors. The connotation is that you can’t be too concerned about the message if you can’t even be bothered to spell.

Keyboards have enabled us to write quickly and we often don’t realise when spelling mistakes have crept in. The only answer there is vigilance. Invest in a decent dictionary and take the time to look up words you’re unsure about. Don’t rely on computer spell-checks. English is too nuanced for an automated spelling system, especially if you’re writing in a singular, original style.

One of the pitfalls for anyone who writes is lack of time. Sometimes it’s hard to find that extra half-hour to go over what you’ve written before submitting it. If you’re not on a very urgent deadline, make the time to revise. This applies to emails too.

Of course, revision can be a double-edged sword. Sometimes spontaneous material is far clearer than something which has been sub-edited to death and reworked countless times. You have to stop somewhere. Language, luckily, isn’t as hard a taskmaster as maths, where you have to get a perfect answer each time. Conveying your message remains the main objective. Clear, lively writing or speaking isn’t guaranteed to get you over the line. But without it, you’re guaranteed to undermine your chances of a run.


TOP TEN TIPS IN WRITING FOR THE MEDIA

DR NEIL JAMES

Executive Director, Plain English Foundation.

© Neil James 2009 (Plain English Foundation Top Ten Tips for Media Writing)

1 Write for your audience

It sounds obvious, but it’s easy to forget. Don’t think about the journalist you are sending your text; to think about the ultimate reader and the media you hope the story will air in. Who is the typical reader or listener of that outlet? What will bring your story alive for that audience?

2 Focus your content

The Socratic checklist has lasted thousands of years because it works. Make sure your text covers:

What is the story?

Why is it important?

Who does it involve?

When did it happen?

How did it happen?

Where did it happen?

Be sure to answer all these questions, but be very focused. The most important question is why. Why does your story matter for the audience? Why should they care? Answer that, and only include the information essential to support it.

3 Write a strong lead

You’ve got one paragraph to grab attention. Make it count. Don’t start with some background or a narrative, or the details of some event, or a process announcement. There’s no room for throat-clearing. Look at the way the media introduces stories and be aware of the leads that work in different outlets. Is your piece inherently newsworthy? If not, try a life-story lead, a contradiction, a killer fact, a call-to-action, or a quotation. A ‘what’s in it for you’ lead works in some outlets. If all else fails, try a question lead. But always invest carefully in your lead. It’s your most important paragraph.

4 Use a clear structure

Are you able to map the structure of your text? What pattern does it fall into? Will that pattern be easy for a reader to work out? Use a telescoping structure wherever you can, with the most important information at the top and the details below. Keep it short and contained and put process detail in an attachment if there is a lot of it.

5 Check the coherence and flow

What makes a text coherent? Having a clear lead and core message is the first requirement. Using a clear structure is the second. Then you need to look at the bridging between paragraphs and sections. Use the ‘old before new’ principle. Start with an idea in one paragraph and develop it. Then pick up the next paragraph where the previous one ended. Then move onto something new again. Avoid clumsy bridging phrases like ‘in terms of’ or ‘with regard to’. Generate a seamless flow by sequencing concepts or key words.

6 Use concrete nouns

People relate to physical things. Real objects form images in the mind, which helps to understand and remember a story. If you fill your text with abstract nouns, you will end up sounding vague and boring. So think creatively. What concrete objects are involved in your story? Write out a list of them. Then work them into the text to ground it in reality.

7 Prefer the active voice

Make sure that your concrete nouns do real things directly. Don’t fill your text with passive language where everything ‘is done’. So none of this: ‘it is considered that appropriate action will be taken when the right solution has been identified’. Considered by whom? Taken by whom? Identified by whom? Don’t leave it to the readers to fill in the blanks.

8 Make it readable

Media outlets use different levels of language complexity. Be sure to pitch your text within the readability range for the media you are hoping will publish your story. There are plenty of readability graphs and formulas around, but they are all based on two elements: average word and sentence lengths. The longer these get, the higher the demands on reading skills. This doesn’t mean that all long words and sentences are bad. Sometimes they are essential. But on average, keep them as short as you can without compromising your content. As Mark Twain wrote: ‘Never use a 50-cent word when a 10-cent word will do’.

9 Write it tight

George Orwell said it best: ‘if it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out’.

10 Proof the text thoroughly

Nothing will destroy credibility faster than errors in grammar and style. Check for ambiguous pronouns, subject–verb agreement and misplaced modifiers. If you don’t know what these are, find out. Check the spelling conventions of the media you are pitching to, and use the right style for quotations, capitals and numbering. Then triple check everything before you send it.



Translate complex themes

It’s impossible to avoid using jargon sometimes. If there’s no way around it, add a sentence or even a paragraph translating it for the lay reader. One of the hardest assignments I’ve had was an article that tried to explain medico-legal damages formulae for a medical readership. Doctors, like most people, don’t have much to do with the law. It was daunting to try and make the damages formulae interesting. Finding some case-studies most of the readers could relate to was what rescued the piece.

The same applies to any area of interest. Always try to humanise the story, no matter how dry it may seem to start off with. It’s lazy to just rattle off reams of statistics. If you must use acronyms, spell the acronym out in full when introducing the organisation, such as ACOSS (Australian Council of Social Services).

Another time, I was writing a long feature about Australia’s casinos. It was vastly improved when one of my editors peppered the draft with questions asking for concise explanations or further detail about some aspects of the story. They were the sorts of questions a reader would have asked; for example, about the history of casinos in Australia. Although my heart sank at the time, it was a valuable lesson.

No subject is completely dry. Nearly every topic can be put in a lively way. The federal Secretary to the Treasury, Dr Ken Henry, struck it lucky the day he gave a speech about the major changes affecting Australian society in the next forty years. Economics journalist Ross Gittins took the time not only to read the speech, but also to analyse it for The Sydney Morning Herald.

Here’s an example of how to simplify bureaucratic language. Gittins wrote:


Henry offers the tart observation that the introduction of such schemes ‘is intended to cause a significant shift in the structure of the Australian and global economies over coming decades; quite possibly the largest structural adjustment in economic history. That is the point of doing it.’ Translation: It’s meant to hurt because that’s what changes people’s behaviour. If it doesn’t hurt it won’t work.



Gittins is not your average economics journalist. He’s senior enough to devote that rare luxury, time, to that other rare luxury, thought. If you expect your average journalist to clean up jargonised language for you, forget about it. Journalists are busier now than ever before, with fewer staff having to do more tasks, including multi-media adjuncts to their regular work. You’re asking for rejection if you don’t do the legwork first and make the idea as concrete and as appealing as you can.

Good research

There’s no excuse for not doing your homework. The internet has lifted much of the sheer slog that used to stand in the way of research. You no longer have to make the trek to a specialist or university library to gain access to the latest documents, as my generation did before the 1990s. Speeches are online within hours. Newspaper websites are still freely available. Broadcast current affairs programs archive their material on the web. A few keywords and it is all at your fingertips – after a bit of discretionary sifting. If you’re trying to create a news story, however, you’ll need information for the newsroom that’s not available on the net. That’s the whole point: it has to be new.

It might be documents to do with the case or topic you’re working on. Journalists love documents; the more credible they are the better. They give independent validity to what you’re saying. Court documents, medical documents, council minutes, development applications, financial or phone records, land titles searches – anything that carries some neutral authority is always helpful. Many of these documents are confidential and have to come from the person to whom they were issued, especially medical ones. Interview the protagonists in your story and make sure what they say is consistent and believable. You have to be able to trust the source for your information.

If something doesn’t make sense, clear up the inconsistency before approaching the media. You have to be rock-solid on the accuracy of your information. If you can, ask other people as well as your initial source to corroborate their information. Your source may have contacts – lawyers, eyewitnesses, friends, officials – who will back up their claims. This is always useful because having more than one source enhances your argument. Is there neutral research, maybe from a university or other independent research body which backs up your point? If so, get it and include it in your information.

Be willing to give contact details to the reporter who’s assigned your story. But – and this is important – make sure your sources are willing to go on record. Have copies of the documents and independent research to give to the journalist. Don’t overload yourself with too much research – there’s no point doing 50 000 words of research for a 500-word piece. But have enough to back up your story, with some extra in reserve to bolster you against unforseen questions. If you’re not confident in your material and not fully briefed on all the angles, don’t bother to approach the media in the first place.

Visuals and graphics

Things are grim in newsrooms. There are fewer photographers, fewer reporters, restricted libraries, frazzled editors, and they all have to stretch out more material with fewer resources to feed the 24-hour online news cycle. The bad news for working journalists is good news for you if you’re able to deliver a comprehensive ‘package’, not just of words but also of visuals.


NEW MEDIA

INTERVIEW WITH ALAN KENNEDY

Press Council member and print journalist

Q Will agenda-setting change much without the influence of traditional media?

A Traditional media no longer sets the agenda. It has become the follower. The first ports of call for most journalists are Google, social networking sites and blogs. Activists can exploit this by creating information on their own sites and alerting journalists, or trying to promulgate it themselves. The ‘chk-chk-boom’ woman, even though she was not telling the truth, became a ‘celebrity’ overnight because she had a video up on the web. Susan Boyle, the singer made famous by Britain’s Got Talent, is another. The media followed a story; it didn’t create it. The traditional media is useful but I suspect you have to create your own story and get it out there and then hope there is follow up.

Q Are new media just a passing fad?

A Not a passing fad but a bus you have to jump on. To be an activist you have to use every tool in your armoury and you have many if you think about it. GetUp is a great example of using new media to generate grassroots interest and turning it into a movement. Ditto the use of new media by Obama in last year’s election campaign. So get on all social networking sites, use them and look at how everyone uses them to get the message out. Find people on these websites with similar interests and set up your own networks. The power of your address book is at your fingertips. Build contacts, get them linked to you, and keep the messages flowing. Get on Google, for instance, and see how easy it is to set up a blog page where you can do all your writing, upload video, audio and pictures, and then link it back to the social networking sites. Understand how to get yourself high up the list on search engines, understand naming protocols for stories, which means they are found more easily by searches. The same applies to the tagging of stories.



Have decent digital photographs to hand of the main protagonists in your story. If the story’s about a landscape, then take a decent landscape shot, or something symbolic which captures the theme of your story. Frame the content of your photos as well as you can: no missing legs or heads. Make sure the lighting is good. Outdoors in the shade works better than indoors with a flash. Use a proper camera rather than a mobile phone, if you can, because it’s easier to compose your picture through a viewfinder: it doesn’t wobble and you can see better. Avoid too much clutter around your subject (unless the picture’s about clutter). Find a point of interest which helps frame your subject. Shoot several pictures so you can select the best one. Also, get the consent of the person you’re photographing before taking the shot. Unless you’re dealing with a crowd, it’s simply unethical to take someone’s photo without asking, no matter how silly their antics may be at the time. Right now, this isn’t a legal issue but an ethical one.

Has there been any economic modelling done about your topic or any other sort of statistical analysis? If so, get a few graphs together to illustrate the point. They’re often a lot clearer than long-winded written explanations. Do you know a professional-standard cartoonist who could sum up your theme? Think lateral and think visual. Even radio is being invaded by web-cams. It’s a shock to the more reluctant reptiles, but it’s the new media landscape. The more resources you can give to the journalist, over and above the text, the more likely you are to get a run. During the Copenhagen Climate Change summit, Greenpeace staged a dramatic visual protest by hauling a banner onto the biggest Sydney Opera House sail that said ‘Stop the Politics; Climate Treaty Now’. The photographs made it to the front pages of local papers and also received international coverage.

In a more uneasy blend of citizen photography and newspapers, The Sydney Morning Herald decided to run with a front-page picture of convicted pedophile Dennis Ferguson that prison rights activist Brett Collins gave the paper during the controversy over where Ferguson was to live. It showed Ferguson and Collins at Sydney’s Coogee Beach, with families and children in the background. It had news value and it caused a stir, because vigilantes near his home had threatened him when his location was revealed.

Nearly every newspaper, radio and TV outlet now encourages audience participation. In television, this happens across the board, from the commercial stations to the ABC (Q&A asks for video questions and mash-ups) and SBS (Insight asks for real-time Twitters). Radio programs now have websites, some of which invite photos and comments from the public, and newspaper websites run photo-galleries and invite written comments about individual stories.

Newsrooms are strapped for cash and specialist photographers are expensive to hire. Editors are more likely now to run audience-generated pictures than they have in the past. They are also bypassing a long-standing tradition dividing writers from photographers. It’s more common to see the same person writing the story and taking the picture – a practice which used to be looked at askance in newsrooms where strict demarcation existed between reporters and photographers. This is partly because media outlets have culled photographic desks just as they’ve culled news desks. It may also be that only one person with a camera is at the right place at the right time, or it’s a remote location and it’s too costly to send a team of two.

If a citizen journalist is an eyewitness to an unexpected, catastrophic event, then any material they have is sought after and often paid for. Mike Bowers, The Sydney Morning Herald’s former photographic editor, says: ‘The gravity of the event is inversely proportional to the quality of footage. If there’s grainy and difficult footage from a major accident or disaster, it will get a run despite poor quality.’

Recent examples include graphic amateur film sequences from the World Trade Centre attacks, the Boxing Day tsunami, the London Underground bombings, and the two Bali bombings. With so many people carrying mobile phones and small-format digital cameras in their pockets, the role of the news photographer, who was often the first one on the ground, has diminished.

These days, editors on photographic news desks, just like news editors, receive a swag of unsolicited material every day. Newspapers pay for photographs only if the paper runs them. Many more don’t get a run, similar to freelance articles. You submit at your own cost. Payment is usually at straight casual rates, ranging from between $250 to $400 a photo. Community and regional newspapers pay less, as pay rates are lower than for metropolitan publications.


USING PHOTOS WELL

MIKE BOWERS

Commentator on ABC TV’s Insiders and former pictorial editor at the Sydney Morning Herald

If you’re going to try to contribute pictures to a media outlet, try for the best quality you can make them. Quality will be inversely proportionate to news; for example, if you’ve got a grainy shot of a plane flying into the Opera House, nobody will care what sort of quality it is. But most other photographs have to have some quality.

If I was an NGO with a story for a paper, I’d approach that paper’s photographic department and organise professional photographers to take shots relevant to the story. I’d independently hire a photographer to do the story.

You have to take some initiative. You have to ring up the photographic desk and say, ‘I really think there’s a picture here’. You have to think visually.

If I was a politician I’d be hiring my own photographers. Mining companies do it: why not do the same? Great photography is going to get your boring story into the paper – the story will hang on it.

Editors are likely to be time poor. Pictures can be your entry point for editorial. Embed the picture in the body of an email with a headline above it. If you do a quasi-layout you’ve done half the job for the editorial desk. Don’t put it in an attachment, as there often isn’t the time to open them. If news editors see a really brilliant photo, it’s likely to get in.



The pictures should include a caption and a picture byline, which can be a name or an email address. Some photographers prefer not to have a byline, but if the picture is likely to be picked up by other outlets, it helps to have a contact point for them. The best format for submission is a jpeg file at a couple of megabytes, although jif files also work. A jif file is uncompressed and can be a bit clumsy to process.

People who regularly submit photos often send in a series of low-resolution jpeg files, which is easier for the photographic desk and also for the photographer. For the desk, it means they can select the photo they’re most keen on, and ask the photographer to resend it in high resolution. For the photographer, it’s a safeguard to send the low-resolution format because it means an outlet can’t use the photo without permission.

The exception to this process is when a freelance or amateur photographer has a truly remarkable, newsworthy photo. In that case, a paper or magazine will pay a much higher rate, on the proviso that the outlet gets the exclusive rights to the photo. If there are other outlets vying for the photo, then it’s a matter of negotiation. In these rare cases, bidding wars can ensue, much like the bidding wars for a manuscript in publishing.

The tools of the trade

Always have at least two working pens handy, and throw away any that don’t work. Have a stockpile of notebooks and replace them when they run out. Too simple? It’s often the boringly mundane which catches us out. Whether you’re working for an organisation, writing or researching for yourself or trying to get a campaign together for a cause, the following reminders will prevent future headaches.

Have you got a spare ink cartridge for your computer? Do you have spare batteries for your voice recorder? Have you paid your phone bill? Do you have a back-up keyboard and mouse? Do you have an IT ‘fix-it’ guy you can ring at odd hours for troubleshooting?

You may laugh at these statements of the bleeding obvious, but it’s not a joke. Every seasoned journalist will tell you horror stories about equipment failures at crucial moments. The audio tape which seemed to be working but wasn’t. The pen that ran out during the most pithy part of an interview. The computer that froze on deadline.

I used to have Friday deadlines for freelance work and it seemed that every second Friday afternoon the ISP server crashed just before the articles were due. I couldn’t do anything about that, but once made the mistake of letting the printer run dry during an incredibly tumultuous media day in 2005. The Palmer report into my sister’s case had come out three hours late, half an hour before a television crew was due on the doorstep for a comment. I had to race into the shower to look at least halfway presentable, and then I couldn’t even get a printout of the main findings of the report. What came out of the printer was an indecipherable grey squiggle. Having the information on the computer screen wasn’t good enough, because you need the hard copy to be able to make notes and to move from place to place. There was no time for ink-shopping. I was also finishing a newspaper feature and a piece for AAP in those few scant hours. Luckily, a kind SBS TV reporter supplied me with a printout of Palmer’s main findings when she turned up with her crew for a reaction, and she saved the day. It’s exactly these kinds of stressful mishaps which are preventable.

If you work for a large organisation, it’s probably not so dire. But in my experience, many community groups, activists, NGOs, freelancers and students run on shoestrings, so the stationery cupboard is often bare. Keep it at least semi-stocked.

The ether is littered with untold stories because the equipment to transmit the story failed on the day. Sometimes it can’t be helped, but sometimes it’s just poor organisation. If you’re going to be involved with the media, you’re going to have enough to focus on, so don’t let logistical errors or snafus, get in the way. Stay prepared and organised.

Keep and maintain a hard-copy, indexed contact book for phone and email contacts. If someone with new contact details rings, write these down in your book straight-away to pre-empt the inevitable loss of the scrap of paper which you swore was just there on the table, only to be gone forever. The hard-copy book should have everything from bank and tax-file numbers to friends and work contacts. Ideally, you should keep this in one room at home. It’s your work bible.

Mobile phones are too easily lost or they malfunction. If you’re travelling, write the numbers you need into a travelling notebook, but keep the main contact book safe at home. People get understandably upset when they lose their mobile phones, because often it’s become their sole repository for contact details. Don’t make that mistake – have the hard-copy back-up. It’s also much faster to retrieve information from a hard-copy index than to scroll endlessly through phone lists or a computer file. Sometimes the older-style technology’s more efficient.

Also, keep a notebook and several pens with you on outings – you never know when you need to write down a phone number, an idea or a quote. Mini-notebooks can fit in a pocket, so it doesn’t have to be bulky. I live in a household with three children who seem to eat all the working pens, scissors, rulers and calculators, so I keep a secret stash.

If you’re going to do a lot of writing, invest in a new Macquarie Dictionary every few years. As stated before, don’t rely on the computer’s spell check. Have one permanent and inviolable place for all your key documents and USB drives. Take the minute to get up from your desk and put saved material into a central drawer or file, away from the day-to-day material.

It’s a cliché, but if you’re in the middle of a project, do keep a notebook and pen next to your bed for those half-dreaming insights when you’re too tired to go to your study. You’ll invariably forget your night-time gems in the morning, but you’ll sleep a lot quieter knowing you’ve jotted them down.

If you’ve crafted a great press release or research paper, back it up on a USB drive in case your hard drive dies. Or at least print it out. Sometimes even an inadvertent click on the wrong computer key can send your work into a black hole. Unless you’re an IT whizz, this can be very hard to retrieve, if not impossible. If you’re under time pressure, you don’t want the added frustration. If you’re using an audio recorder, back this up with written notes – point-form only if need be – both for a chronological reference and also in case there is some gadget malfunction.

It’s embarrassing if you have to clarify information because something didn’t work. It’s not the end of the world, and most people sympathise if you’re honest and light-hearted about it. The greatest loss is that instant, spontaneous reaction to a question – often more eloquent than a later response – which is usually more stiff and formal after people have cogitated a bit. You can never get it back.

Planning, strategy and the right outlets

What’s the nature of your story? Is it a transport issue? Does it cover local, state or federal jurisdictions? If it’s local, go to a community paper, radio or regional television station. If it’s state, go to your metropolitan daily newspaper or local Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) radio station. The ABC has a whopping seventy-two newsrooms here and overseas. If it’s national, go to your city’s paper or to a national like News Ltd’s The Australian or Fairfax’s The Financial Review.

Have you got a photogenic, articulate person who’s willing to go on television? In that case, if the story is big enough, go to your local metropolitan TV station or to national programs like Channel Nine’s A Current Affair, Channel Seven’s Today Tonight, or the ABC’s 7.30 Report.

It isn’t always so easy to judge where to place a story. You have to get a feel for which audience it might be best suited to. A story about community action against a real estate development might easily find a home both on commercial television and in a metropolitan daily newspaper: it would hinge on the complexity of the information. A small dodgy real estate developer with a twitch in his eye might be best suited to commercial television. A big dodgy real estate developer getting government grants with elaborate corporate shelf-companies might be better off in the newspapers.

A story with a strong personal or human interest angle might work best in The Daily Telegraph, or on commercial television, which have a wide audience reach. For drier stories which are harder to personalise, say about infrastructure, the broadsheet papers or the ABC are usually more suited. This is because they have more space and air-time. Their audiences are also more inclined to digest longer items rather than audiences for whom news isn’t a priority. This is a point many in the media forget: a wide section of the community simply isn’t very interested in news.

The reality is that a good story told well on 60-minutes in 15 minutes won’t detract from the same story tackled in a more complex way on Four Corners in 45 minutes. There’s room for both, and many people simply don’t have the time or the interest to tackle denser material. It’s not a reflection of education, either. I know plenty of doctors and PhD graduates who rarely read papers or follow broadcast news. People under thirty are most likely to get their information from networking sites and rarely, if ever, pick up a hard-copy newspaper. So think about your demographic too. If your item is directed at young people, you might be better off with a teen magazine than with the Financial Review.

Still, you’ve got to start somewhere and if a story is compelling enough, it’ll quickly filter through the various forms of media. Options vary depending on the size of your story. If it’s big enough, you could, for example, split your story into a human interest segment for commercial outlets and give the more complex material to other outlets.

Here are some suggestions:


	Try ABC radio’s AM, which might then get picked up by the rest of the media. A lot of the stories on AM are prepared the night before, as it’s often hard for them to contact people at the crack of dawn.

	You might want to pitch a story to the papers, which the radio networks might then follow up. (Breakfast radio people are reading their papers at 4 am looking for news items for their bulletins.) 

	You could also release your package to AM and to the broadsheets on the afternoon before. Readers and listeners will absorb the story at roughly the same time the following morning. 



My feeling is always to start with newspapers, because that’s where broadcasters get most of their stories and because they simply have more news space. Also, don’t be too precious about which outlet is interested in your idea. Some people refuse to work with some of the commercial outlets, tabloids or News Ltd, because they disagree with their news values. This can be self-defeating. A TV run on Seven’s Today Tonight is going to reach a lot more people than a small item on the ABC radio’s The World Today at lunchtime. Not only that, if it’s a topic which has a social justice agenda, you’ll reach people who might not normally seek out such issues.

Another outlet often forgotten in the mix is Sky News, the first 24-hour digital channel in Australia. They often have excellent, topical coverage, especially of longer events which they filter less than the more traditional outlets. A breaking press conference on a new story will get a full run on Sky, whereas the commercials and the ABC will break the footage up into an edited package. So don’t forget to approach Sky as well if you have a breaking story, especially if your visuals are good. Because, like magazines and radio, they’re always hungry for more copy, and it’s a good bet you might get a bigger run there. Plus, all the mainstream media keep an eye on what they’re doing and often follow-up a Sky story.

Pay television hasn’t been as successful in Australia as was anticipated, so pay outlets like Sky and Foxtel usually cater to specialised audiences. If you’re trying to submit a story for a mainstream market, Sky is the closest thing you’ll get. If you can get a breaking story onto any broadcast outlet, be it a commercial station, the ABC or SBS, don’t underestimate the strength of television and the impact images can have as opposed to newspaper text or a disembodied radio voice. Chances are you’ll get an audience reaction and wider media follow-up.

Timing

Unless you’ve got a story with all the bells and whistles, don’t submit anything to a news outlet during federal budget week, elections or natural disasters. If there’s a big court verdict coming or a sudden celebrity death, hold your fire till the saturation coverage of these events dies down. Melbourne Cup day is also a good one to avoid. The list goes on and you have to plan ahead.

It’s best to submit human interest stories during weeks when there’s mainly dry economic news around. Editors will jump at anything vaguely human and fluffy if all they’ve got for their bulletins are interest rates and petrol prices, as worthy as these topics may be.

If you’re planning a press release or an event suited to pictures, late morning to early afternoon on a Sunday is always a good time. Sundays are slow news days and only a fraction of staff at daily newspapers and broadcasters are on duty, and they’d like a break from the occasional politician pontificating under a tree. If your issue does gain coverage on a Sunday, it’s likely to be followed up by other media outlets the next morning and, if it’s meaty enough, it can set the agenda for the next few days.

Staying with the weekend theme, don’t forget Saturday events for the Sunday papers. These papers have high circulations in the major capitals. Stories featured there will often get a follow-up on that day’s broadcast outlets. Reporters working Sundays for Monday’s papers might also follow these stories up.

The only problem with the Sunday outlets is that most of their pages are locked in by Thursday and Friday. Saturday stories are not given much space, so you have to think strategically about circulation advantages and pictorial impact. It also helps to negotiate embargoed coverage and give the Sunday papers’ news editors advance warning. (For more information, see the section on embargoes in chapter 2).

So far, traditional media still sets the news agenda, unless a new media story goes unexpectedly viral. Despite the rise of 24-hour internet news websites, conventional deadlines are still a good guideline for all the mainstream media. Morning newspapers have a wide-ranging news conference at about 11 am from Mondays to Thursdays, when they tentatively plan the next day’s paper. The next news conference comes in the mid-afternoon, when news editors solidify their ideas about what’s going to get a run. It’s best to get in by about 2.30 pm, especially if it’s on a Friday, to make the afternoon conference’s agenda.

If you can get an item onto the news agenda by about 10.00 am, at least it’ll be considered as a possible story for the day. The journalists then have a few hours to chase up the story and explore it from different angles. The timing is constantly in flux now and not as ironclad as it used to be. There’s usually someone on the news desk to take your calls during conference times, but they might be less experienced than the news editor who can instantly evaluate your story idea. Stick to the 10 am rule for all the media if you’ve got breaking news for that day.

This is especially important for TV news and current affairs, which run on very tight deadlines. Channel 10 and Channel Seven have 3 pm–4 pm deadlines for their first news items and need footage a few hours in advance so they can edit it. Channel Nine has to go to air at 6 pm and producers there also prefer to package and edit their stories without worrying about the clock’s second hand ticking away.

ABC TV and SBS news also like their stories by at least 5 pm to avoid a late scramble. The exception is the ABC’s Lateline, which sometimes covers events like dinner speeches for their late-breaking news items. But the audience you’ll reach there is a lot smaller than if you’ve done something all the networks can cover in their earlier bulletins. If you want to launch something with fanfare, don’t do it at dinner-time unless you’re a VIP.

Radio, like the AAP wire service, is a bit of a moveable feast. If you do a radio or wire segment, chances are it’ll get picked up by the other media during the day if it’s a far-reaching story. In my experience, though, radio’s not the right medium if you want to release information for the first time, unless you’re holding a press conference where radio journalists are present.

Generally, radio is more reactive, and producers will approach you if you’re involved with a story that has broken in the papers. The exception here is if you’ve already established a rapport with a radio journalist and you want to give them the first bite at the story.

Another market, apart from news, is features. Newspapers and magazine-style broadcast current affairs programs have the luxury of more time for longer stories. If you approach an outlet like the Good Weekend magazine, The Weekend Australian Magazine, Four Corners or Sixty Minutes with a story idea likely to appeal to their audience, you don’t have to worry about overly tight deadlines.

If you’re releasing something early in the week to the weekend broadsheets’ news/feature sections (eg News Review in The Sydney Morning Herald or Inquirer in The Australian), you’ve still got a couple of days to refine the story.

If you have a newsworthy but also feature-style item which would suit ABC radio’s AM, this can be done the afternoon or night before. The AM program and the morning papers often set the agenda for the rest of the news day. Twenty-four-hour services follow their lead because they often do a lot of the legwork the other outlets can then build on for reaction.

If your story has political overtones, another tip is to check the government website which best suits your story to find out parliamentary sitting dates. The pulse of politics quickens when parliament is in session. An increase in political stories follows.

If your story gets picked up in parliamentary debates, it will generate more publicity. This won’t happen so easily if parliament’s lying fallow. There’s also more likely to be media coverage if your question’s relayed during federal parliament’s question time, and the idea may gain media attention that it otherwise wouldn’t have had.

For the Federal Government, the website is www.aph.gov.au. For state governments, just Google in the keywords ‘(enter state) parliament home page’. Parliamentary websites are easily navigable and also provide email links should you want to put your concerns directly to a minister rather than approaching the media. Of course, you can do both, but anticipate the time a politician may take to respond. Depending on your topic, it’s a good idea to treat initial communication with a politician’s office as confidential.

If your story has a financial angle, it’s also worth noting the sitting times for Senate Estimates committees. This is a great time to inject questions into the public arena about any money-focused questions relevant to your idea. Estimates are also far more thoughtful about pursuing the detail of an issue. If your idea can gain interest there, maybe from one of the committee members, you will have a political hook should you go to the media.

Another aspect of timing is the season. When the news is really busy, everyone’s at work and the pace of life is high, it’s harder to get stories into the mainstream media. If you’re sitting on a long-term story, one practical tip is to wait until January to approach the media. During that time, stories are thin on the ground and newspapers are hungry for copy. Sometimes a January story will help set the news agenda for the following months.

Then there are the specialist publications. For topics like health, for example, a lot of newspapers run weekly or bi-weekly health supplements. These are another feature outlet to think about if you’re in that field. The same goes for IT, science, music, sport, food, education and fashion – nearly every topic has a newspaper section or a magazine that covers it.

Whichever outlet you are dealing with, never forget the importance of deadlines, especially with breaking stories. One inadvertent example of this was when peace activists Dave Burgess and Will Saunders decided to paint ‘No War’ on the Sydney Opera House at the beginning of the Iraq War in 2003. Rain had delayed them by two days and, by some fluke, just as the then-President George Bush gave a 25-minute televised address in the US, they were live on TV with their red anti-war message. That was a case of accident rather than foresight. But in another media-related twist to that tale, the huge media exposure they got put them in a special category once they were in the slammer. The Risk Assessment Management Program, or RAMP, is for prisoners who are deemed at risk due to high media coverage. So if you’re angling to get into the mainstream media, be careful what you wish for!

On a more serious note, for complex stories with supporting documents and multiple themes, concentrate on accuracy before you worry about a deadline. An inaccurate story rushed out on time is worse than an accurate story which doesn’t get a run. Get it right before you worry about timing. The ever-dwindling luxury of time is a major difference between breaking and investigative news. An investigative idea often takes weeks or months of hard slog to put together. If you’re an expert in your particular area, perhaps with whistle-blowing information, make sure you’ve done the legwork. Ask the news outlet you’ve chosen to put you in touch with one of their investigative team. The broadsheets and many broadcast outlets still have journalists on deck who specialise in investigations. Otherwise, ask for the senior roundsperson for your field.


TIPS FOR PRESENTING INFORMATION TO JOURNALISTS

BRIAN TOOHEY

Senior columnist with the Australian Financial Review and former editor of The National Times newspaper

When approaching journalists, bear the following in mind:


	With staff numbers squeezed tightly just about everywhere, journalists are very pressed for time. Often good articles or programs require a lot of time to prepare before they are ready for publication or broadcast.

	Don’t deliver an idea shortly before normal deadlines and expect it to be reported on in the next news bulletin, whether online, in print or on TV or radio.

	If you are offering a straight news tip-off that can be easily verified, that’s great, but still get it in well before deadline.

	In all cases, try to present your information succinctly. If it involves documents or websites, make sure it actually demonstrates — or, at least, strongly implies — what you claim it does. If the material is long, indicate the key pages, passages, or other crucial references.

	Suggest others who might be able to provide relevant information and provide contact details where possible.

	Remember that journalists have no power to demand answers, force witnesses to appear and so on. It is no use, for example, telling a journalist to find out what is in someone’s bank account or tax return. 

	If you follow these guidelines, and a journalist is unable to take it to the final stage, it doesn’t mean that your suggestion is not good. There could be any number of valid, and not so valid, reasons why the journalist can’t turn your suggestion into a finished article or program.

	Don’t despair. Try other journalists working for major outlets.

	If that doesn’t work, you can go to one of the smaller magazines, online news or opinion sites, or put it up on the web yourself. 

	Always remember that defamation law that can make it hard for you, or anyone else, to publish or broadcast.





Defamation

For most newcomers to the media, defamation law might not seem a big issue. But if you’re publishing anything widely, whether it’s by press release, statements to media outlets, or even on the internet, always keep defamation at the back of your mind.

Defamation cases are costly, corrosive, time-consuming and avoidable if you’re careful with your wording. Defamation law, in theory, exists to shield your reputation from untrue and malicious allegations. In practice, it’s been used as a blunt instrument, mainly by the rich and powerful, to escape fair criticism and scrutiny. There’s even a specialist term now for suits brought to shut critics up: a SLAPP (Strategic Litigation Against Public Participation) case.

When defamation clients start joking about their ‘Fairfax swimming pool’ or their ‘Murdoch villa’, you know they weren’t too perturbed about any dents to their reputations, but more concerned with bullying a media outlet into silence. That said, there are legitimate reasons for defamation. For instance, if someone wrongly accuses their business rival of being a crook and then takes all their customers, or if someone is wrongfully accused of molesting children. It can also be as simple as an error or a misspelled name, so be meticulous in your research.

You rarely hear about such cases and most participants quickly and quietly settle them out of court, just as a medical insurer will settle if a doctor has taken off the wrong leg. It’s the grey areas which cause problems.

Something you publish in any form need only be read or heard by a few third parties for it to become defamatory. Whether it’s an innocent mistake or a deliberate lie makes no difference in Australian law. (In the US, malice is a factor.) If the person you write about is upset enough to sue, you can be on shaky ground, especially if you’re part of an organisation with assets attractive to a defamation litigant. Individuals aren’t impervious either. There have been cases of people losing their houses to defamation actions, although these are uncommon.

Sometimes you don’t even have to name a particular individual for them to sue. One case held up as a warning for cadet journalists in the 1980s involved a Sydney Morning Herald Canberra story about a new public service building that ‘leaked like a sieve’. The journalist jokingly described the bureaucrats dodging buckets on rainy days. The architect, who wasn’t named, sued and walked away with a small fortune.

Even though there hadn’t been any intention to defame, the letter of the law said that the article impugned the architect’s professionalism and held him up to ridicule. The idea behind defamation law is straightforward enough, although it can throw up surprises. In a nutshell, defamation is where you injure a person’s reputation, livelihood or general standing in the community by writing or broadcasting something likely to vilify or ridicule them to a ‘reasonable’ audience. If you imply someone is corrupt or has done something criminal and it’s untrue, they can sue you for defamation. Even if it is true, you have to be able to prove it or they can still sue and win. There are grey areas, like satire and fair comment, which rarely attract lawsuits.

If you make a nasty comment about someone in an opinion piece, the defense of fair comment applies, as long as you don’t go overboard. For newcomers to the media unfamiliar with defamation law, my advice would be to steer clear of anything too vitriolic and keep your arguments balanced. Strident ranting tends to turn audiences off anyway. It’s impossible to over-emphasise the importance of accuracy. Do your homework. Get the documents. Keep the notes. Write down the day and time of conversations and make notes if the content is likely to be questioned. Keep files. Store them for a couple of years after publication. You only have to get it wrong one per cent of the time, but that can be enough.

Even a colourfully-worded speech to a small local audience can attract a hefty suit. Often you can use the defense of qualified privilege. This means that the imputation is protected by privilege – a bit like in parliaments – where, according to an article in The Sydney Morning Herald by Rick Feneley, ‘the speaker has an interest or a duty – legal, social or moral – to make the statement to the people receiving it, and they must have a reciprocal interest or duty to hear it’.

If you’re unsure about whether something may be defamatory, ring up your local community legal centre and ask for advice. Journalism faculties in universities also have staff well-versed in defamation law, so if you’re attached to a university or know someone who is, you can also ask there. The threat of defamation can lead some journalists into needless self-censorship, which is why the bigger media outlets have in-house lawyers who vet sensitive stories. Robust criticism isn’t defamation, but allegations of criminality are. Most in-house media lawyers work on the principle of ‘acceptable risk’. Something may be slightly defamatory, but if it’s put into the right words and if there’s enough fact to back up the story, then there’s usually not much risk of a lawsuit. It still remains a lottery, though.

The new media is uncharted territory, but it doesn’t provide immunity from defamation either. It’s just that there is very little case law since 1994 on which to base legal argument. In new media, some tentative legislation is in place, but common or case law is starting from scratch as each case sets new precedents. It doesn’t help when an article can be defamatory in one country and not in others, even while the defamation is instantly available across the globe.

The blogosphere is another arena where the right to rant anonymously is doing battle with the right to protect reputation. In August 2009, the New York State Supreme Court ruled that a model who had been defamed by an anonymous blogger had the right to find out who the blogger was. Model Liskula Cohen, 36, found herself listed among five posts titled ‘Skanks of NYC’. Two photos showed her in sexually suggestive poses with an unidentified man, and captions below the photos described her as the ‘Skankiest in NYC’ and a ‘psychotic, lying, whoring ... skank’. Cohen sued Google, which owned the website Blogger.com, after the company refused to disclose the blogger’s identity. The blogger’s lawyer argued that ‘blogs serve as a modern day forum for conveying personal opinions, including invective and ranting’ and that in such a context, couldn’t be ‘reasonably’ mistaken for fact. Justice Joan Madden disagreed and found Ms Cohen had a legitimate claim for defamation. The blogger turned out to be a distant female acquaintance whom she had met at New York parties. Cohen had testified that the blog would harm her career and, despite her avowed belief in serial monogamy and her ‘zero tolerance’ for drugs, had found it hard to find new modelling assignments. Despite the ruling, she declined to sue the blogger. A case heard at the same time in the UK went the other way, with the judge defending Google UK against a company that objected to criticisms of its products appearing on a US website.

Justice Eady said Google wasn’t responsible for someone else’s criticisms appearing on the website, nor for the order in which the criticisms appeared under the search engine’s automated hierarchy. He said that there was no maintainable claim for defamation against Google, because no-one at Google had personally intervened in publishing or vetting the criticisms. Google was merely an innocent disseminator and facilitator of content.

Defending your story

If you’ve succeeded in generating interest for your story and it involves controversy, the media will try to find someone who disagrees with you or your interpretation of the issue. You should be able to anticipate what sort of opposition there’ll be to your idea, so think of counter-arguments and add them to the list of interview notes you already have. This sort of foresight can mean the difference between an awkward, tongue-tied exchange in the media and a fluid and articulate one.

As the story progresses, however, you might be unhappy with the official response to your stance. If you have a strong view about this and think you deserve a public right-of-reply, then it’s worth going back to the original journalist, telling them why you think the official reaction is wrong, and asking for space to give your opinion. It might involve a tactic like writing a letter of complaint to the relevant authority and letting the media use it. The fact that you’ve done something official is a news hook which might keep the issue running. It depends on the level of interest in your story and how legitimate it is for you to keep the issue going. It also depends on how well you argue your case. If the issue has run its course, then leave it unless something new occurs.

There’s not much point in repeating old grievances, and the media wouldn’t run it anyway. Another option is to write a letter to the editor. It’s not always easy to get in, but the letters pages generally run letters from people who are embroiled in a current news story.

An unpleasant scenario can be when an issue becomes controversial or politically sensitive and you, or your organisation, are suddenly in the firing line. The Edmund Rice Centre, a Catholic social justice group, is one example of this. Three of its members went to the Middle East in 2006 to follow up on asylum seekers who’d been deported from Australia. Their subsequent report, which concluded that some of the deportees or their families had been killed, caused fury in the Immigration Department. The immigration minister at the time, Amanda Vanstone, repeatedly told the media how unreliable and untrustworthy the Centre’s information was. She didn’t say why it was unreliable, nor did she have any contradictory information from her department. The campaign worked because some media outlets stopped quoting the Edmund Rice Centre. The Minister’s unfounded attacks had successfully undermined the centre’s credibility.

So keep your information as accurate as possible and be prepared to justify the methodology of any research you do. Develop a tough hide, or at least the appearance of one, and have your counter-arguments ready.

Rejection: get used to it

Time and again I’ve heard people say that they’re too shy to approach a news outlet in case their idea is rejected. But why is it that scary? Psychologists say one of the main reasons people dread public speaking is that they fear the audience will judge them harshly. Maybe the fear of rejection is hard-wired into our brains as a legacy from hunter-gatherer days, where rejection by the group could threaten an individual’s very survival.

Here’s an open secret: the same fear lurks in the heart of every journalist who goes to their editor with what they believe is a terrific story idea, only to see it plonked on the metaphorical spike. The spike is an archaic term from the days of small sheets of copy paper on which you’d fit two typewritten paragraphs before reaching for the next bit of paper to continue your story. Some cruel sub-editors used to relegate stories they deemed of little interest onto a metal spike in the centre of their desk where the forlorn mounds of rejected paper would silently rebuke the hapless journalist for the rest of their shift.

One example of a mysteriously spiked story involved Ray Martin, the veteran broadcaster, who arranged an interview during the 1970s with the then-head of the US counterintelligence arm of the CIA, James Jesus Angleton. Martin and cameraman David Brill taped eleven three-minute reels of footage with Angleton, in which Angleton complained of being hung-over, asked for a glass of milk and discussed, among other things, the US’s displeasure at former Prime Minister Gough Whitlam’s handling of the US alliance. Four Corners was due to run the story on a Sunday, only days after receiving the footage, but baulked after Whitlam and his former Attorney General, Lionel Murphy, then a High Court judge, threatened lawsuits should the interview go to air. Not only did the interview get spiked, but this historic footage, with all its visual impact, was lost from the ABC archive.

If you’re trying to get something into the media, don’t worry about a potential knock-back. After all, in the end, all the editor can do is say no. You haven’t been rejected; your idea has, and you can always take that elsewhere.

There are all sorts of reasons a story might be rejected. It could be a lack of space that day with the weight of other news that’s around. It could be timing: you might have inadvertently approached an outlet close to deadline when everyone is frantic. It could be a shortage of staff. Of course, the person you talk to may simply have bad news sense. Don’t take it personally, dust yourself off, and try again in a different market.

Cuts, mistakes and misquotes

If an outlet does agree to run your idea, accept that your material will be edited, sometimes heavily. This is especially true in broadcast media where a 20-minute interview can turn into a seven-second grab. Don’t worry, that seven seconds is still valuable. The same goes for newspapers: only a small percentage of the information you supply will get into a report, unless you’re writing an opinion piece. But often these are edited too. This isn’t a reflection of your writing skills or the quality of your information. It’s just the way a busy newsroom works when trying to find space for a range of competing ideas.

You might not agree with the editing process or you might feel that the newsroom should have used some parts of your information in preference to others. There is some room for discussion, but usually you just have to wear it. If your story is a good one, any segment that gets in is better than nothing at all. Later, if the idea gains traction, you can still revisit your earlier material either in the same outlet or in another one. Sometimes it’s more important to get the debate going.

It’s also a good incentive to write tightly: don’t use 2000 words when 500 can crystallise the issue. Don’t use jargon. Keep the language clear and logical. Don’t assume everyone knows what your organisation does. Try and explain it in a sentence if you can.

If you’re including quotes from the head of your organisation, keep them short and pithy. The better you edit your own information, the less reason there is for news outlets to cut it. Errors are a different matter and might cause more distress than editing.

If you’re dealing with the media a lot, you might find some errors creeping in: you may be misquoted or some issues put out of context. If it’s a serious mistake then there are some steps you can take. For minor errors, it isn’t worth getting too upset. In today’s busy news cycle, the public quickly forgets minor errors. As long as the tenor and context of the story are accurate, I wouldn’t worry too much about a misplaced word or a spelling mistake.

For serious errors, there are a few things you can do: firstly, ring the journalist and find out what happened to cause the mistake and explain why the error affects you or the issue you’re campaigning for. If you’re still going to have contact with that journalist, clearing the air the first time a mistake happens will probably mean that they can rectify the mistake. Or, better yet, they can clarify the issue in a later story.

If you’re at a stalemate and the reporter has no insight about a serious error which could harm your reputation or cause, you can always ring the editor or executive producer to complain. You can ask the outlet to run a correction which, although buried, will still be on record. Bear in mind, though, that the outlet is probably going to be closed to you in future. Newspapers are usually good at running a letter if the writer complains about a mistake. Write a letter to the paper if a newspaper’s got it wrong. Keep it to about 200 words. Name the headline of the article and the journalist you’ve had trouble with.

If an error gets onto a news website, it’s also worthwhile ringing the editor of the website and asking them to fix it or withdraw the offending item. Otherwise, the error will get duplicated by other outlets using that website for research. The same applies to wire services like AAP, which are happy to update a piece if an error has crept in.

If you’re getting a fair amount of media exposure, it’s best to accept minor errors as par for the course. I wouldn’t complain too often about little things because then you can get a reputation for being a pest. Seasoned media performers tend to develop quite a thick hide. That’s not to say mistakes are always acceptable. Journalists should be professional pedants – whether it’s about spelling or getting the facts right. News editors should be equally vigilant and hold their staff to account. There shouldn’t be too many excuses for sloppy journalism.

When they’re juggling a deluge of detail in their heads each day, it’s inevitable any journalist will make a mistake. Mostly it’s not intended. When a mistake is deliberate, though, then you might be angry enough to consider more serious recourse, like a defamation suit. My advice, however, would be to leave it and deal with someone else in the media. It’s not worth the trouble or the expense of going to court, unless it’s a pretty disastrous error.

Publicists, PR and spin

The diversification of media has meant that public figures need to learn a much vaster array of media skills than in the past. This is where publicists and PR experts have come into their own. Nearly every large organisation routinely employs publicists to deflect fierce media attention and to promote their organisation. Different specialties have sprung up, like corporate communication specialists and media relations advisors for political organisations.

There are also media consultants who pursue people who become accidentally famous, quickly signing them up for exclusive deals. This setup can be mutually beneficial: the accidental celebrity can earn a tidy sum by telling their story, and the publicist earns a commission. Examples of this include the Beaconsfield miners and Thredbo landslide survivor Stuart Diver. Diver’s harrowing experience, high profile and good looks even landed him a gig at Channel Seven for a while.


THE IMPORTANCE OF PUBLIC RELATIONS

DONALD ALEXANDER

Senior Lecturer in Public Relations and Organisational Communication, School of Communication, Charles Sturt University, NSW

Public relations today plays a very important role in communication strategy for any organisation, be it not-for-profit, multinational, local government, or a small to medium sized business. Why? Because today’s communication graduates are trained to understand the wider context of communication and what is the most appropriate advice to assist with managing relationships. Is it to build awareness, assist with marketing a product or service, or to handle an issue or crisis?

Today’s public relations practitioners work in specialised fields such as investor relations, staff communication, government relations, health communication, fast moving consumer goods, charity and not-for-profit fundraising, community relations, event management and corporate communication (reputation management). However, the industry is engulfed in the most significant change in its history. It has rapidly moved from mass communication to ‘demassified’ communication, where a closer, more personal relationship is developed using all the new technology available to us.

Unlike ten years ago, when the practitioner was working out how to use the media as an intermediary to deliver messages to a key public, today’s professional may not use the media at all. Increasingly, more direct, one-on-one communication is occurring through the use of the web and the myriad social media tools available (eg Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, Twitter and RSS feeds). A recent university graduate, now working as a consultant for a leading social media agency in New York, does not use media relations for clients unless there is a crisis or an issue that will call for some interaction with the media. The primary means of communicating with customers, potential customers and suppliers is through creating communities of practice on the web, holding special events for customers, and using social media as the glue to hold many diverse groups together. Having developed a relationship, the practitioner’s role is to ensure that regular communication is maintained.

The biggest challenge facing today’s public relations practitioners is the increasing diversity of communication channels they have to deal with. A visit to the press gallery in Canberra highlights the role the media still plays in that closed environment, but as Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, and President Barack Obama have demonstrated, the use of social media is an increasingly effective means of gathering support or airing an issue without the mediation of a journalist. However, from my years of experience as a former journalist, and a senior corporate communicator, there are still proven methods for getting some media attention. The first is to ensure that you have an interesting story, as journalists are so busy that they do not have the time any more to ‘do the rounds’ and find what is happening on their patch. Secondly, have respect for the truth and the media will trust you as a reliable source. And sending out blanket media releases to every print outlet is just a waste of resources. Think strategically and you will develop a reputation as a reliable, innovative and trusted communicator.



At the tawdrier end of the spectrum, even alleged underworld figures have their own publicists. There’s a certain logic to this: if you’re going to attract negative publicity and appear in court, it’s probably wise to have someone who can help you navigate the media. Media coverage now moves at such warp-speed and with such intensity, that any individual or organisation without media experience can benefit from a publicist.

In the end, whether you’re a student, freelancer, community group or an activist, the publicity office for any medium to large organisation will always be your first port of call for media enquiries. Be courteous, but don’t let yourself be fobbed off. If your request for an official response receives a vague answer, insist on a timetable for a reply. Follow the guidelines set out in related chapters: be persistent, but not a pest. Ask the publicist for direct contact details for the person you want to speak to. Arrange a convenient time or place to speak to your protagonist, either by phone or in person. Meeting in person is usually a good idea because you can sum each other up better face-to-face.

Most interactions with publicists are amicable, because many of the issues you’re dealing with will be non-controversial. It’s only on more fraught matters that you’re likely to meet resistance. But the best publicists will always acknowledge multi-layered stories and they, in turn, will win the trust of the journalists they deal with. It’s up to the corporations, politicians or public service outlets they work for to understand this too.
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Print media

A changing industry

Traditional media, like newspapers, television and radio stations, are scrambling for their corporate lives. Every day sees another statistic about falling circulations and ratings. Audiences are no longer captive and they’re no longer welded on. Where once generations would buy one newspaper or listen to one broadcast outlet, audiences are now savvy and fragmented, and surf not only the TV remote but also the internet.

Media moguls can no longer be complacent. Their gate-keeping role has sprung a new technology leak, where audiences cherry-pick what they want to hear and then share it online with other like-minded social groups. Although it’s accepted that the traditional media will have to change – and already has changed – to keep up with new technology, there are also plenty of experts who believe that the much-maligned art of newsgathering does have a professional value not easily mimicked by bloggers who are big on opinion, short on fact and often unbalanced.

If you want to get a story across to the widest possible audience, your best bet, at least for now, is to stick with the traditional media. If you get a story into a metropolitan paper, chances are radio and television will follow it up. These three outlets will give you wider initial exposure than any small item on a blog.

Newsroom hierarchies

Newsrooms in print, television and radio work pretty much like any office, except they’re usually noisier! Broadcast outlets have inherited their hierarchical structure from newspapers, adding more specialist areas for audio-visual editing, technology and recording. Now it’s come full circle with newspapers having to embrace broadcast techniques for their online services.

Email is vital when approaching newsrooms. Get the phone number first and then the email address. If you’ve got brief data, send it via email but don’t use attachments. If you’ve got large amounts of data, attachments are preferable. If you’re working in a news context, usually go for the paste rather than the attachment. Your first port-of-call is the news desk, which is usually run by the chief-of-staff (CoS). The CoS coordinates the stories for the day, gives various reporters their assignments, liaises with more senior editors, and keeps an eye on what’s happening with journalists’ stories. The CoS would have at least one assistant to help, depending on the size of the newsroom, and this is the person you would contact.

Senior to the CoS would be the news-editor, the assistant news-editor, the editor-in-chief, the online-editor, the photographic or visual editor, the night editor, the chief sub-editor and assorted section heads, like features, opinion, sport, business and others. In radio and TV, news-editing roles are similar, but the term more commonly used is producer instead of news editor. In most metropolitan outlets, all the section heads including the CoS come together at least twice a day to map out unfolding news and how to structure it.

As you can see from the hierarchy alone, it’s a big team effort to put a newspaper or a broadcast together. The face you see on TV, the voice you hear on the radio and the byline you read in the paper are all surrounded by an expert group of colleagues who are thinking as much about news strategy and placement as they are about content.

Newsrooms shift staff around constantly. Check with the switchboard first to see if your previous contact is still on deck. If your first contact has moved on, find out who is the current editor and ask to be put through to them. If you had a good working relationship with your first contact, they might put in a good word for you with their replacement.

Roundspeople and their roles

Every large media outlet assigns reporters to ‘rounds.’ These are specialist areas the journalist can focus on full-time instead of racing after five different topics in a day, also known as the ‘general’ round. Under someone’s byline you’ll see that they’re the health reporter, court reporter, economics editor or NRL/AFL writer.


NEWSPAPER DEATHKNELL EXAGGERATED

INTERVIEW WITH MARK DAY

Senior columnist and media writer, The Australian

Mark Day analyses the media each week in a column for The Australian’s Media and Marketing section. He started in newspapers as a sixteen-year-old cadet in 1960, and has seen typewriters ousted by computers, phone booths replaced by mobiles, newspaper closures, sackings and the emergence of the journalism degree. But he doesn’t believe the much-anticipated death-knell for print will happen any time soon and says newspapers will be around for at least another decade.

‘People will still read. They still want information and they’ll pay for it,’ he says. ‘Print will be one way they’ll get it. Newspapers may change their physical shape to more of a magazine size, and maybe you’ll buy them by going to the equivalent of an ATM and getting a print-out. Radio, television, the internet and social media haven’t killed the newspaper. All of these innovations have just added choice.’

According to Day, stories about the ‘good old days’ are often embellished and today’s journalists are just as capable of telling a good yarn as the more colourful characters of old. The demand for information is as high as ever, it’s just changed form, he says.

Day is worried about the dominance of spin. Twenty years ago, journalists could cold-call teachers, bureaucrats, police or health professionals and get a clear answer. Now, media units tacked on to these departments tightly control information.

The sheer volume of data out there can also lead to less clarity. ‘There’s far too great a reliance on what we can find on the internet. Trawling the net is not as satisfactory as actually knocking on doors and dealing with people face-to-face.’

He believes that the once fierce competition among journalists has diminished as those left in the shrinking jobs market have less competition. This can lessen the edge of reporting. ‘Nobody really knows where it’s going, but we adapt and we change. We change as the technology changes and often consumers are the ones forcing us to change.

‘When I first covered the Mexico Olympics for News Limited we had two reporters and one photographer. Now it’s a team of thirty-eight. Either way, we still covered the story and we’ll continue to do so, but maybe in a different way.’



Rounds used to be few and highly sought after. There are more of them now, given our increasingly complex society and the specialisations that many journalists have. I did my cadetship with a qualified medical doctor, who of course went on to do the health round at The Sydney Morning Herald. A lot of trained lawyers drift into journalism and often do court, crime or social justice rounds. A few MBAs end up on the business pages. And we’ve all seen former sportspeople in TV roles.

Do your homework and find out which roundsperson covers your field at the outlet you’ve chosen. The roundsperson might understand your story long before a busy CoS or news editor gets their head around it. If you do have that kind of specialised idea, your best bet is asking the switchboard for the roundsperson’s details and contacting them. If they’re interested in the idea, they’ll argue for your story’s inclusion with the people on the news desk.

The other advantage of this approach is that the journalist is more likely to be accurate, have a better understanding of background and context, and may already have contacts to back up (or contradict) what you’re saying. Be aware, though, that newsrooms tend to shift constantly and roundspeople often switch to different roles. This makes it a bit hard for continuity if you’ve been involved with an issue for many years. But it’s a reality you have to live with.


AVOID BECOMING A SERIAL PEST

JOHN HIGHFIELD

Former international editor, ABC radio

When dealing with the media, be careful not to become too much of a pest. The late Roger Grant, a former New York correspondent for the ABC, developed a reputation for winning techniques when dealing with difficult customers after he became the ABC’s corporate communications director.

A regular complainant, who whinged to the ABC at least two or three times a day, was transferred to Grant’s extension. Grant sonorously lectured him: ‘Sir, you don’t seem to realise that the ABC is one of Telstra’s biggest customers. We spend millions of dollars with them every year and have huge influence. Unless you promise to me right now that you will stop this complaining and never ring us again, I’m going to lift up my other extension and call the hot-line to the Telstra boss Ziggy Switkowski. I will ask him to immediately cut off your home phone service. You’ll never be able to get it re-connected.’ The serial offender was never heard from again!



Some journalists love their rounds and stay with them for years, but many are assigned them briefly before moving to something else. If you are a specialist in your area, your role can also be a teaching one: work with a new roundsperson and help them with contacts and information. This creates future goodwill no matter where your green roundsperson eventually ends up.

Establish rapport

Most public opinion polls put journalists at the bottom of the heap, along with used-car-salesmen and property developers. This is a pity, because journalists by and large are a fairly idealistic, curious and creative bunch of people.

Former Age editor and now public relations executive Mike Smith wrote about this in the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance (MEAA) union magazine, The Walkley, in November 2009. In his article, he paid tribute to the more than 2000 media professionals killed on the job around the world since 1944. He wrote: ‘Next time you see one of those silly surveys ranking journalists near the bottom of the popularity list of professions, you might ask how many bankers, lawyers, estate agents and advertising executives have been killed on duty’.

Sally Stewart, author of Media Training 101, says in her advice to US corporate types: ‘Never trust a reporter … reporters are not your friends; their only loyalty is to the story.’ Perhaps that’s true on rare occasions, but most reputable journalists would take umbrage at that! The trick is to find a journalist whom you trust, and who trusts you, and to stick with them. It’s understandable that if you cold-call a journalist, be they in general news or on a round, you’re both going to be wary of each other. The journalist will want to know whether you’ve got a hidden agenda. You’ll be worried you might be misconstrued or misquoted. It’s like any meeting between strangers: you have to feel your way and find mutual understanding. Establishing trust can take time from both ends, and fundamental to this is that you like each other, irrespective of your desire to impart information and the journalist’s desire to distil it. If there’s a serious personality clash, my advice would be to talk to someone else, because toxic communication is worse than no communication at all.

While working at The Age, I remember being very uneasy dealing with a contact who had links to Scientology. It was an awkward working relationship, but he had great documents. The documents held firm and independent sources backed up his story. Still, it was a relief when the articles were published and there wasn’t the need to listen to some of his more eccentric rants anymore. Conversely, I’m still friends with people I interviewed 25 years ago and we still keep in touch. It’s a bit of a lottery as to who you end up dealing with and whether you establish an ongoing rapport. The key is a genuine, honest working relationship.

Once you do establish a trusting relationship with a journalist, don’t break that trust. Goodwill is a thin skein which can easily be broken. If you tell a journalist something in confidence, you expect it to be honoured. The same applies the other way around. I never quite inherited a fiercely competitive streak, but most of my colleagues are jealous of their turf and quite rightly expect you, as their contact, to come to them first should a story come to light. Senior Age police and ethnic affairs reporter, Andra Jackson, puts it this way: ‘One of the things I find particularly frustrating is when a group rings you up or emails a story to you and you later find out they’ve spoken to another editor. They’re trying to have a bet each way and you feel undermined. Particularly if you’re a roundsperson or a reporter with whom they’ve had contact in the past. There are some people who’ve done that who I just don’t trust very much anymore. But if it’s a group who haven’t had dealings with any media before, then I suppose it’s OK if you approach everyone.’

She’s right, because what you might not understand is that journalists often have to argue vehemently for their stories to get a run. If people on the news desk see the same information in a competitor’s outlet, they downgrade the story because it’s no longer unique. This affects the story’s ranking and also the editors’ esteem for their journalist, who seemingly didn’t have the breaking story they claimed to have. It might help in the very short term to get a run across several media outlets, but you can’t replace that long-term trust with a committed reporter which will benefit both of you far more. Don’t forget that if you can place a breaking news item with one outlet and it’s a compelling story, other outlets will follow it up.

Newsroom rules

The mantra is: we’re all too busy. In newsrooms, even the previous brief lag time between deadlines doesn’t exist anymore. Twenty-four-hour news has taken over and newsrooms have changed from mildly frantic to madly frenetic. People rarely even have a chance to answer their phones – once a journalist’s lifeline. It used to be said new technology would draw us all closer together, but it seems to have made us more distant, with less interpersonal connection. Be pleasantly surprised if an actual person in a newsroom answers their phone, but it’s best instead to brace yourself for a few hurdles before getting through.

If you haven’t contacted a particular media outlet or journalist before, start off with a brief personal phone call. As stated in the basics chapter, have your ideas prepared in writing for quick reference. If you get the answering machine, leave a brief message with one key paragraph of your idea, your name, title, phone number, and repeat the number so the journalist doesn’t have to replay the message. Speak clearly – a mumbled message is unlikely to get any follow-up. If you’ve left a voice message and still haven’t got through in person, ring the switchboard and ask for an email address. This could be the general news desk or a specific roundsperson. The person at the general switch has all these details to hand, and I always find them warm and helpful – one of those unrecognised corporate heartbeats.

Email a brief story synopsis to the relevant journalist. Include the timing of your story, your contact details, why you think it’s newsworthy, and perhaps a pithy direct quote which will get people in. But don’t overwrite – keep it to between two and ten paragraphs if you’re cold-calling.

Combining the email and the voice contact is vital because it helps the journalist to hear your voice as well as read your text. It’s humanising. It also serves as a link: mention on the voice message that you’re sending an email and mention on the email that you’ve sent a voice message, stating the date and time. Don’t bother with faxes unless there’s no alternative as they’re usually centrally-located and faxes can go missing in the mayhem of a newsroom. It seems the fax is becoming the telex of its era – great while it lasted but now gone from most business interactions. The exception to this is press releases. It’s a good idea to fax these as well as email them, as a hard copy of your release will hopefully end up on the chief-of-staff’s desk and might be caught faster than an email.

If you’re emailing supportive text, don’t send attachments if the text is short. Take the time to copy and paste the document into the email text. Journalists often get hundreds of emails a day and there’s simply no time to open attachments

You’re the one asking for an ear – be courteous enough to respect the limits on someone’s time.

Another exception is the long document or file. This applies more to longer, feature articles or to a book project. In this case, it’s easier for the editor to process a long document if it’s put in a Word file and attached separately in the email. It’s much neater for editors receiving larger documents to get a short explanatory email with proper contact details and a sign-off after the message. This avoids scrolling endlessly down the page in an email.

The other issue is a technical one. Individual email accounts have different formats, depending on the ISP, and it’s easier for most people to print material out in a standard Word document than to deal with the idiosyncrasies of someone’s mismatching email account. With Word, the margins are standardised, the text isn’t in a picture format and the editor can process the copy without frustrating delays.

Etiquette has to run both ways. Just as the journalist is under increasing pressure, so is any thoughtful, serious person trying to get their story across. If someone doesn’t give you the courtesy of a response when you’ve tried all the avenues outlined above, you don’t owe them anything. Sometimes there might be an unfortunate delay in getting back to you, but I find that even the busiest journalists, if they’re any good, will respond as soon as they can. Likewise, you might perceive something as rude when it is in fact routine. If you’re interviewed on a fast-moving radio program, for example, you might have gone to the trouble of thinking things through, making notes and doing all the right things, only to be left with a blip on the phone once your interview is over. For some, it’s nerve-wracking enough to go on radio; it’s bewildering when there’s not so much as an acknowledgement from the production team afterwards. This is because it’s such a fast-moving medium and there’s often no time to thank the guest. Don’t take this personally; it’s just the way these shows at peak morning and evening times work.

Protection of sources

This is vital for you, the journalist and anyone you might interview for inclusion in your own publicity. It’s an ethical rule that journalists must protect their sources. This ties in with the on/off record convention. If someone says something’s off record, you honour that and don’t reveal your source even if you have to go to court or to jail to do so. Those who breach this often become journalistic exiles.

If you’re involved as the confidant of vulnerable people in the line of your work and want to use their stories for publicity, you must first ask their permission and then promise confidentiality if they request it. Sometimes people don’t even realise they can do themselves damage by appearing in the media. If you’re in a better position to judge the consequences, then you are ethically bound to protect them from themselves and not use them in any opportunistic way to gain short-term publicity for what, to them, might turn out to be a long-term disaster. There’s no law about this, and regrettably some journalists inadvertently or deliberately flout it. Protection of sources is a moral issue which goes to the heart of responsible journalism, whether or not you’re a freelancer, publicist or an NGO seeking publicity.

Embargoes

You might like to submit a story ahead of a press conference or launch. This is where an embargo comes in, where you tell the newsroom about your story a week before it comes out so they can garner reactions from others and take the time to do it justice. It also helps with placement and planning: it could fit well into one of the specialised sections of a newspaper or for a particular TV program slot. It gives radio producers a chance to set up advance interviews for the day of your launch. You have to specify beforehand that you’re embargoing the copy and should also put your embargo date and time in bold at the top of your document. The vast majority of journalists respect embargoes. Any journalist who breaks an embargo is breaching journalistic ethics.

One example of a muddled embargo occurred in August 2009. The Australian ran a front page article about an Australian Federal Police (AFP) weapons raid on several Melbourne homes. The trouble was, the paper was available at Tullamarine airport at 1.30 am, and the AFP raids weren’t scheduled till between 3.00 am and 4.30 am. This caused a minor panic among AFP staff on the morning. The reporter, Cameron Stewart, and the police got their timing wrong but the consequences could have been worse: the paper could have potentially tipped off the suspects about the raid. Luckily even the most literate of criminals don’t go out of their way to get the first paper at 1.30 am. The AFP and Stewart thought the papers would not be available till 3 am, but delivery schedules got in the way. It was a close call and a lesson for journalists to be on top of production timetables. A clearer embargo could have prevented this fiasco.

A journalist who deliberately breaks an embargo might get a short-term scoop, but it’s just not worth it, unless it’s a truly monumental story (in which case you wouldn’t agree to an embargo in the first place).

On-record and off-record

The on- and off-record convention is probably the most misunderstood and fraught with difficulty. In theory, if you tell a journalist something ‘off the record’ and specify this before you make your comment, they’re not allowed to quote you and it’s understood that it’s for background information only. It’s an ethical guideline and sometimes there are grey areas, mainly due to poor communication between journalist and interviewee.

If you pontificate about something and only say afterwards that it’s off-record, all bets are off and you have to rely on the goodwill of the journalist not to quote you, especially if you’ve revealed newsworthy or salacious information. In the haste of some interviews, this can be forgotten and people on both sides get cranky. Then it becomes a matter for negotiation.

Unless you’re familiar with the journalist, my advice would be not to say anything you don’t want published. Many of the non-media experts interviewed for this book waxed cynical about the lack of off-record ethics, and my advice to journalists dealing with interviewees new to the media would be to clearly spell out the ground-rules for them before the interview. It’s only fair.

An off-record error affected us personally at the height of the media interest about my sister Cornelia’s case in 2005. There were a couple of journalists on the doorstep who were following the story about Cornelia’s involvement in the Kenja cult. One was with AAP and the other with The Daily Telegraph, both of them polite, friendly and well-meaning. I tried to explain to them that I only had second-hand information about Cornelia’s involvement in Kenja and then explained how they couldn’t use this background as it could be defamatory.


SAMPLE EMBARGOED STORIES

Examples of embargoed stories from the Australian Science Media Centre


	Wed 14 Oct – The rate of undesirable events in teaching hospitals increases at the beginning of the academic year (BMJ) Research from a Melbourne hospital shows rate of undesirable events was higher at the beginning of the academic year compared with the rest of the year. (Embargoed till 10.01 am AEDT Wed 14 Oct) 
 

	Wed 14 Oct – More than half of cot deaths occur when sharing a bed (BMJ) UK research shows that more than half of sudden unexplained infant deaths occur while the infant is sharing a bed or a sofa with a parent and may be related to parents drinking alcohol or taking drugs. (Embargoed till 10.01 am AEDT Wed 14 Oct)





To my horror, the off-record comment appeared verbatim in The Daily Telegraph and on the wire service, complete with the warning about defamation. Luckily, there was no lawsuit. There were some journalists I dealt with where the on/off-record convention was almost unspoken, but these were colleagues of many years’ standing.

If you are from outside the media, remember to build up a level of individual trust before you say anything which you may later regret.

Print interviews

Print usually offers one advantage you have less of in broadcast: time. There is more time to collaborate with a print journalist and to adjust your quote or your article. It’s true that some print writing needs to be fast and raw if a story is breaking. However, if you or your organisation is the actual source of the story, there’s usually time beforehand to make sure you get it right. Having time ensures that one crucial element in journalism: accuracy. It also allows you a bit of reflection to play around with words, structure your ideas and make the story as readable as possible.

If you’ve followed the advice in the previous chapters, chances are you’ll have a collaborative working relationship with the journalist who’s writing the story or, if you’re the author, with the news editor for whom you’re writing. If a print journalist unexpectedly rings you for a comment, it’s perfectly OK to ask for a few minutes to have a think about your answer. A window of about 15 minutes should be fine for you to consider a response, and it won’t interfere too badly with the reporter’s news cycle. It works better for both of you if you’ve had a chance to compose a pithy quote. In some cases, it’s also possible to double-check the quote which is going into the paper. That depends on a lot of factors. If the journalist is quoting lots of interviewees, it’s too time-consuming for them to get back to each one. You’ll just have to trust them to get it right. A few words out of context are annoying, but usually not damaging.

Many newspaper and magazine journalists doing phone interviews no longer use notebooks and no longer have the time to ring an interviewee back and check the quote. Instead, as you’re speaking to them, you’ll hear them typing your words straight into the computer. You know they can’t possibly keep up with your normal speaking voice and get the quote verbatim. So speak slowly and clearly. If necessary, ask if the reporter has got your point and, if you can, re-emphasise it. If you’re an interviewee who is defending a difficult issue and it’s likely you and the reporter don’t see eye-to-eye, don’t expect a chance to veto your quotes before they go in. In that case, only say what you expect to see in print. In PR terms, a ‘no-comment’ often looks evasive, so it’s better to stick to the middle ground. A brief comment can douse an inflammatory issue and works better than trying to avoid it. Follow the advice in chapter 1 and you should be able to navigate print interviews easily. In the end, all you’re doing is having a conversation which is a bit more formal and public than usual.

Metropolitan newspapers

What papers do better than any other outlet is to break stories which other media then follow up. Often, through whim, circumstance, curiosity or reader feedback, they generate stories which have a lasting impact. A newspaper, with its teams of reporters, sub-editors, graphic designers and photographers, can pull a complex story together in a way few broadcast outlets can.

In a recent speech, John Hartigan, chairman and chief executive of News Ltd, argued that there’s nothing like having journalists on the ground, the kind of man (and woman) power only a well-staffed newspaper can provide. He cited the example of the February 2009 Victorian bushfires: ‘We sold an extra half-a-million newspapers in the week following Black Saturday. Our website traffic more than doubled … We used resources from every newsroom in the country. Online staff in Brisbane helped the masthead team in Melbourne moderate the tidal wave of public contributions … Who can forget the images of the fireman sharing his water bottle with Sam the Koala, perhaps the iconic image of the tragedy?’


ADVICE FOR PRINT INTERVIEWEES AND WRITERS

DAVID MARR

Senior journalist, The Sydney Morning Herald; author and broadcaster
 


	Knock on the right door. Read the papers, listen to radio, watch television, scan the net and find the best journalist in the field. It’s really unimpressive when someone brings you a story that’s not the sort of thing you write. Don’t rely on a journalist to find the right person for you. It rarely happens. 

	Be precise. Be brief. Get to the point. You may find your documents compelling, but journalists are not going to sift through a mountain of paper unless they are convinced there’s a story there. We find vague claims accompanied by lots of documents are rarely worth the trouble. Before contacting the media, ask yourself what is this about and what does this mean.

	Be prepared to be part of the story. Though there are dramatic exceptions to this rule – great corruption stories, for instance – journalists are unenthusiastic when particular players refuse to be identified. If you won’t put your name to the story, why should we put ours?

	Be persistent. Journalists are busy. Their time is contested. Don’t get hurt and walk away if you don’t get immediate action.

	Be prepared to work with the journalist: to track down other witnesses, to find photographs, to rework data. You can’t dump a story on a journalist and leave it all to them.





To be fair, broadcast outlets also pulled out all the stops during that time, sending shifts of reporters around the clock to cover the tragedy and tell people’s stories. This was a time where new technology showed how far traditional roles of print and digital had blurred, where anyone needing information could get text or still and moving pictures from whichever medium they cared to access.

For the time being, though, newspapers still exist, make money and employ plenty of talented people to figure out how they may adapt for the future. Former London Sunday Times editor and now US journalist, Sir Harold Evans, believes that newspapers and the internet, working together, might foreshadow what he calls ‘a golden age of journalism’.

Mike Fannin, the editor of the Kansas City Star, says that the newspaper’s website had taken over the printed version as its ‘paper on record’: ‘That’s where you put most of your breaking news, probably 95% of your breaking news will go online first, and I believe that mission is a little different for the printed product the next day’.

What he left out, though, was the importance of investigative journalism and features, which are bigger projects and which can drive the news agenda in other media for days, even weeks. Small online breaking news stories are no substitute for long-term features, which will only ever work properly in print, or in a magazine-style TV format like the ABC’s Four Corners, or SBS’s Dateline. The topics can be eclectic: social, cooking, investigative or economics features. But seeing them all in the same compact space, rather than trawling laboriously through websites, remains the most common appeal of newspapers in hard-copy form. People in the industry who debate this topic forget that newspapers still have readers.

Despite that, opinion is divided about whether newspapers will survive. As with all media, newspapers are in flux. The only guarantee is that, if they do survive, it may be in a different form: more content online, specialist newspapers targeted to a reader’s interests downloaded via computer or a newsagent’s newfangled ATM which prints out your tailored newspaper instead of your cash withdrawal.

The figures for Australia are murky, but it’s a fair estimate that many hundreds of jobs have vanished from print since the late 1980s, when there were a series of ownership upheavals and newspaper closures. Photographic staffs have been halved; newspaper libraries – the lifeblood of an information-gathering business – are semi-defunct; newspaper conglomerates with executives on multi-million-dollar salaries are training fewer cadets; young journalists are being thrown in at the deep end without the experience or mentorship to handle complex stories; and experienced journalists who haven’t been made redundant are tackling multi-media roles which they never signed up for.

What does this mean? If you’re approaching a print news desk from outside, it means a great deal. There are fewer staff to listen to your story. Those who do listen will be distracted because they have to work on more stories each day and haven’t got enough time to reflect on your issue. Print journalism deals with ideas, often complex ones, and if there’s no time to think things through, errors occur, misjudgments are made and stories in the public interest get lost.


TIPS FOR PITCHING A NEWSPAPER STORY

GARRY LINNELL

Editor, The Daily Telegraph, Sydney
 


	Don’t fill someone’s email inbox with massive files – they’ll be deleted immediately. 

	Keep the message clear and concise. 

	Know exactly what you’re pitching and make sure you’re fully briefed. 

	Understand your market. That’s probably one of the most important things. 

	If you’ve got a problem with a suburban roundabout, it’s not going to get a run in a metropolitan newspaper. 

	Understand what the market is for a particular outlet. The best people to contact in the newsroom would be the deputy chief-of-staff or the assistant news editor. Start there. Or for a particular field, the roundsperson; for example, police, state political or medical rounds. Their seniors, the chief-of-staff and the news editor, are the busiest people on the paper and will direct you to backup staff instead. Even if you do get through to them, they’ll be preoccupied with a hundred other things.

	When writing or explaining your story, put all your key information at the top. Don’t bury your lead. 

	You shouldn’t be a pest but do be persistent. Keep it at short phone calls, right to the point.

	Having a package helps. Photos or documents can back up your point. Think of an angle that’s attractive for the paper.





Community and regional newspapers

People who are starry-eyed about the media usually think big: the big metropolitan papers, the big commercial and public broadcast stations, the high-profile magazines.

This can be short-sighted and counterproductive for various reasons. Firstly, local issues will always get a far better run in a local newspaper where the readers share similar interests and on-the-ground knowledge. Secondly, local media is usually affiliated with city and national outlets. If a story’s compelling enough, what starts in a community or regional outlet will often make its way into the organisation’s metropolitan tentacles.

Metropolitan media libraries stock the bigger community papers in their libraries, but the days are gone when a junior reporter, usually a cadet, had the full-time task of scouring the locals and regionals for possible stories. Now it’s up to individual metropolitan reporters to dig up local news which might fit a bigger theme. One example is a spate of juvenile knife crimes in Sydney’s west, where local papers broke many of the stories and bigger media outlets later rode on their coattails for contacts and context.

Local media outlets, including radio, are often overlooked by activists, NGOs and would-be freelancers. Most journalists who end up in larger outlets cut their teeth on local outlets. One good strategy is to have a two-pronged approach if you want to air an issue: prepare one package with local angles for the local media, and a broader one for the metropolitan media. Local readers will have a lot more interest in the story if you quote someone in their suburb or region. It’s that sense of connectedness. Often it’s a way of highlighting an issue where you might even generate enough local interest to attract more supporters.


COMMUNITY NEWSPAPER DOs AND DON’Ts

BOB OSBURN

Editor in Chief, Cumberland Courier Newspapers

DO find a compelling angle for your story. More copy ends up in the bin than is ever published. You need to quickly impress the person who opens your email or your envelope. Create a unique message, angle or hook. It must attract the interest of an editor or chief of staff who ‘taste’ hundreds of stories each day. What makes yours stand out?

DO keep your message very simple and short. The best bits should always go at the top of the page. A press release should be a single page with contact details.

DO offer your idea exclusively to one source. Every media outlet wants exclusive content. If they discover you’re hawking your idea around, they might scrap it. And you may not get the sort of result you were hoping for.

DO think visually. Offer the newsroom options. The picture or the video opportunity could be the best way to express your story idea. This may become the reason your story is pushed from the back pages to the front page.

DO establish newsroom contacts. You could make contact to discuss an issue and ask reporters or the editor what they would like.

DON’T ignore online. News is now published on multi-platforms. Online is immediate. If it’s happening right now then it’s perfect for the web. Ring the online editor.

DON’T pester busy editors. They operate with enormous workloads and cruel deadlines. Try to understand quickly what’s required. Get to know their product and the sort of material they run. This will identify opportunities and help guide your pitch.

DON’T be afraid of eccentricity. Newspapers strive to enliven their content. What they crave is quirk. Editors may not like to admit it but their mantra really is to inform and entertain - surprise and delight. They therefore need a story mix. If you’ve got a great whacky idea then serve it up.

DON’T say no. An editor might see another unexpected angle in your story pitch. Your idea might just fit into a package of stories planned for that week. Open your mind, roll with the concept. Relationships are built on successes. If this one works then maybe your next approach will be easier.

DON’T be deterred. If at first you don’t succeed, try harder.



If you’re doing something for a local outlet, always include contact details at the end with this in mind. Transport is a particularly strong theme where you might find fellow travellers. Restaurants proudly display reviews from the local paper to attract customers. Bookstores will promote local authors, especially if they have had community newspaper coverage and a clipping can be displayed. Booksellers report greater reader interest if customers can relate to ‘their’ author.

Every region and suburb has its own pet themes. When I was studying in the NSW Central West, the local paper was an eclectic mix of news, including sheep, weather, university news, food and entertainment, local crime, social events and the dreaded Patterson’s curse. A big hail storm in Orange would be big news because it affected the region’s economy.

You can translate that to any region. In Townsville it’d be a mix of army, university, environmental, tourism and Great Barrier Reef news, as well as the meat and sugar-cane economies. In Margaret River in Western Australia it’d be grapes, farmers’ markets, shark sightings, and tree-and-sea-change trends. Newcastle or Wollongong would cover shipping and collieries, crime, real estate and food. In Tasmania it would be a rare mix of conservative and bohemian cultures, logging, authors, gourmands, tourism and Peter Cundall. So if you know your local quirks, you’re well-placed to get something into the local press and broadcast outlets. Don’t underestimate them.

Magazines

Most magazines are hungry for stories. It was only partially a joke when former Queensland Premier Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen said giving interviews was like ‘feeding the chooks’. The media do peck away at stories and there’s always the terror of the blank page or unfilled airspace. The premier collator of media statistics in Australia, Margaret Gee’s Australian Media Guide, puts the number of magazine titles in the country as between 1500 and 1600. It’s hard to keep accurate statistics as magazines are opening and closing nearly every month. Magazines tend to be specialised, run articles at more length than a newspaper would, and don’t have to fit the stringent style parameters that newspapers adhere to. They have huge numbers of pages to fill each week, or month, and usually have small staffs. Magazines are more reliant on contributors than newspapers. If you’ve got a decent story, maybe you can take advantage of some of that blank space at the start of a magazine’s news cycle.

I’ve never worked full-time on a magazine, but I have worked for a couple of Sunday newspapers, so I’m aware of how a longer lead-time can work both ways; both for the contributors and the editors. Timing’s a factor, too. There’s always the dread that someone else will pre-empt a story you’re working on. More positively, if you’re sitting on an exclusive story, other media outlets will follow up the item and usually give you attribution. This is all the more reason for magazine and weekly journalists to have original ideas. It tests the imagination and requires lateral thought.

From the contributors’ side, if you’re giving a magazine or a newspaper a story which hasn’t been published before, you’re probably guaranteed a run. If you give a written story or a story idea to a magazine, you’ll have more space than you would for a daily paper, where you’re lucky if you can submit a 2000-word feature. Some magazines, like Melbourne’s The Monthly, regularly run articles of 8000 words or so.

Many news magazines have foundered over the years, including the iconic Bulletin, but numerous women’s magazines have retained a stable circulation and the profits to keep going. But the sceptics are far outnumbered by those who buy them. It’s not a reflection of education; just weariness with the wider world, as sociologist and psychologist Hugh Mackay points out in his books Advance Australia…Where? and Reinventing Australia.

As stated before, a lot of people simply aren’t interested in hard news. They just want to put their feet up after a hectic working day and think about how to deal with their kids or what to make for dinner. For any contributor, I have to keep emphasising that you can’t be a media snob. Human interest stories especially are tailor-made for magazines. You can include great visuals and get the story across to people who mightn’t usually follow hard news. If your story idea for a magazine breaks news and gets followed up by other media, it works in the interests of both the contributor and the publication.


MAGAZINE STORIES

CHRISTOPHER ZINN

Media Spokesperson, Choice magazine

Originality in content, style and approach should never be underestimated. Get the market right: don’t send something to a gardening magazine if your topic’s about four-wheel drives. Keep an eye on the shifting demographic. It’ll help you to get a run. It’s a rare and incredible gift if you can anticipate the readership more than the editor can.

People mix up surprise with sensation, but surprise needn’t be sensational. People have ingrained beliefs and when you can bring an alternative view in a fresh way, they often appreciate it. The benefit of getting an idea into a magazine is that they hang around a lot longer than a daily paper. It isn’t too difficult to get something into the daily rag, but it’s quickly forgotten. Magazines are far more targeted.

Don’t forget to try all avenues: both a receptive and a hostile audience. Often magazines who might regard you as a foe will be happy to run with your idea just to balance the content and provide diversity. Targeting ‘the enemy’ can sometimes work, and reaching what you might see as a ‘hostile’ audience can be more helpful than preaching to the converted.

Magazines require a bit more work. You have to think of visuals: pictures, graphics, sidebars. Magazine articles are longer and require more detail. But it’s well worth the work, as more imagination is brought to bear. It gets back to that element of surprise.



Broadcast also has ‘magazine’ programs which run lengthier pieces than your average news items. These would include Channel Nine’s A Current Affair and 60 Minutes, Channel Seven’s Today Tonight, the ABC’s Four Corners and SBS’s Dateline . Radio magazine programs include the ABC’s World Today, AM, PM and the weekend specialty shows about science, philosophy, music and social affairs. All these shows have a magazine-style format that explores specialist issues.

Print magazines run the gamut from scholarly to celebrity magazines. Even magazines portrayed as lightweight often run serious articles, have wide readerships and attract steady advertising revenue. This includes teen magazines like Cleo and Cosmopolitan. If you contribute a good idea to their editorial desk, you may well get a run. A good science writer can make issues like teenage self-awareness, health, peer pressure and body image accessible to a teen readership.

Don’t discount niche magazines either. Some specialist magazines like Australian Doctor have a huge appetite for copy. You just have to align your interest to their readership. For example, I contributed a story to Australian Doctor about doctors forming pro-bono networks to treat asylum seekers on temporary protection visas. The editors told me later they got lots of feedback from that story because it tied one topic, immigration, to another, doctors’ involvement. Photography and cartoons also play a huge role in magazines. Always think with a picture in mind.

Although visuals are important for newspapers, they are the lifeblood of magazines. Most use professional photographers, but if one of your visuals is good enough, it might get a run.

Wire services

Wire services give you more of your media content than you imagine. Journalists who work for wire services fill in the gaps when busy newsrooms have either run out of reporters or steam to cover some stories. If a newspaper newsroom misses something, chances are they’ll be running wire copy instead.

Before the internet, wire services performed a quasi-internet service for traditional media outlets. Wire services like the Australian Associated Press (AAP), Reuters, Associated Press (AP), Agence France-Presse (AFP), Deutsche Presse Agentur (DPA) the US’s Associated Press (AP) would send group telexes instead of group emails to newsroom subscribers around the world. The agencies had their own journalists covering the same rounds as their local newspaper and radio counterparts. The difference was that their copy didn’t usually have a byline but could be picked up in any subscriber newsroom and published with attribution for the agency.

Every newsroom always has a wire-service monitor humming in the background, just in case there are stories they may have missed. Now that traditional outlets have sacked so many staff, newspapers are using just as much, if not more, wire copy than they used to in order to fill in the gaps left by their absent reporters. Wire service pictures are also creeping in as photographic budgets are being slashed.


TIPS FOR DEALING WITH WIRE SERVICES

MIKE OSBORNE

Editor, Australian Associated Press
 


	AAP’s news service does not take contributions from freelancers unless expressly requested in advance by the news editors.

	The easiest way to contact AAP editorial at any hour is via the email address: editors@aap.com.au or the general switch number.

	The easiest way to send a media release to AAP is to the news reporting bureaus around the country: news.sydney@aap.com.au, news.melbourne@aap.com.au, news.adelaide@aap.com.au. The same goes for sport and finance: news.sport@aap.com.au and news.finance@aap.com.au.

	Sending a news release or diary item to AAP is no guarantee that AAP will cover an event or include it in the diary/news list. All media releases and suggested diary items are judged on news value, which can change depending on how busy a day it is.

	A media release or diary item should be issued through AAP’s Medianet operation, which is a media release distribution service. This service comes at a fee but guarantees delivery into the newsrooms of AAP subscribers. Email contact: mnet@aap.com.au. 

	If you are providing a media release to AAP’s newsrooms, be sure to include contact numbers and email addresses for follow-up questions.

	If you are providing digital photographs, video or audio with a release, it has a much better chance of being considered for use by AAP, especially if the images, video or audio are compelling viewing or listening. Again, images, video and audio are judged on news value before being issued to AAP’s multi-media distribution sites.





Courts and politics are both areas where newsrooms rely on wire services. There are never enough court reporters to cover all the court cases happening at one time. Wire services tend to employ many junior journalists on lower wages to cover this sort of slack. Instead of having to pay big-name media identities, they make their money by having more people on the ground. I’ve often sat in a parliamentary press gallery with forlorn AAP journalists struggling to stay awake at 2 am while something sexier was purportedly going on down the hall.

But the interesting point about wire services is that their continued viability emphasises the hard slog most journalists do as juniors. Australia’s wire service, AAP, goes back to 1935. It remains a large employer of young journalists around the country, who often find their sea legs at AAP before venturing elsewhere.

When dealing with a bewildering array of media outlets in 2005, I found it was often a relief to go straight to AAP to respond to news items or to distribute event information or press releases. This avoided duplication and saved time. If you pick up the phone, you are courteous and have a good idea, AAP are as likely as any other news outlet to run with your story.
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Broadcast media

The importance of communication skills

The key for anyone appearing on radio or television is how they use their voice. Listen to any successful broadcaster and you’ll notice that their voice is usually in the deeper range, measured, thoughtful, free of verbal clutter, and that it emphasises downward inflections rather than upward ones. Shrill, nasal and whiny voices are rare in broadcast and usually put the listener off. If you’re going to appear on radio or television, get out your list of written points and record yourself before going on air. Do a little audio rehearsal.

This always comes as a shock for the uninitiated, because we hear our own voice differently than others do. The way our own voice vibrates through the bones of the ear canal and the skull creates a distorting effect when we hear ourselves speak. The listener three feet away doesn’t hear this, so their perception of your voice is quite unlike yours.

If you do a rehearsal, you can pick up and rein in speech patterns which don’t work: mumbling, speaking too quickly and tripping over your words, verbal tics like ‘you know’ and the teenage ‘like’. You’ll soon hear what doesn’t work and change these habits. It’s better to fix this up when you’re the only listener. It’s a lot more embarrassing to hear repeated ‘you knows’, ‘ums’ and upward inflections after something’s gone to air. If it makes you cringe, chances are it’s made the listener cringe too. Your focus is to get a message across, not to detract from it with awkward speech mannerisms.

Speak confidently, clearly and thoughtfully. Don’t be afraid to say: ‘I don’t know’, if you don’t know the answer to a question. It sounds a lot better than stumbling through an unconvincing response. If you’re not sure about something, say so and move on to something you are sure about. The reason you’re appearing on air is presumably because you know what you’re talking about. If you don’t, decline the interview. Pass the interviewer on to a colleague or contact who might be better versed in the topic, or who may simply be more articulate.

The veteran broadcasters interviewed for this book all stressed the importance of short, punchy, pithy quotes. A short, clear, direct sentence will always get a run before a sentence full of extraneous phrases and qualifiers. They say people’s attention spans have now shortened to the degree that the old 30-second grab is now considered long and a seven-second grab is preferable. It’s better to say: ‘the government’s been inept, lazy and uncaring about the homeless’ instead of ‘in this instance, it might have been better if the government had taken more care in its policy-making and platforms in regard to the number of homeless’. Time aside, the meaning of the latter sentence becomes lost in verbiage, to the detriment of both yourself and the listener. Don’t say ‘in a two-week period’ when you mean ‘two weeks’ or ‘on a daily basis’ when you mean ‘daily’.


SELLING YOUR STORY

TOM KRAUSE

Producer at Sky News Australia; formerly managing editor of the Channel Nine Sunday Program, foreign editor of the Seven Network, and foreign and literary editor and television critic for The Australian newspaper

If you have what you think is a good story, and you know the producer of a TV news or current affairs program, by all means call him or her. But even then, suggest to the producer that you can email the details. Often the producer will have to check it out with his or her boss, and sending a well-written email may help to get your story across the line.

To sell your client as a guest, use the same procedure. If you don’t know the producer, then an email followed by a phone call is probably the best way to do it. Know your market. Today Tonight and A Current Affair will be looking for different stories than The 7.30 Report and Four Corners. It’s just common sense, but that’s a rare commodity in television these days.

Please don’t be a pest. If you think your story is the most important in the world, and the producer says no unequivocally, then go on to the next person on your list. Money is tight in television, as it is in every section of the media, and sometimes we would love to do the story, but know we can’t talk the boss into doing it. If you’re really keen, try to get someone to finance it for you.



All this is easier said than done, and a decent broadcaster, like anyone who’s good at their craft, has had years of practice to get it right. If you stumble once or twice during your first broadcast interviews, don’t worry too much about it. You’ll usually see your mistakes in a far harsher light than others and a broadcast interview is quickly over and forgotten. The relentless pace of radio and television means you’re quickly chewed up and spat out.

It’s difficult and unnatural for us to use ‘broadcast-speak’. We’re not used to editing ourselves all the time as a broadcaster does. When we have a conversation, we’re too busy talking and responding to the other person to be aware of all the verbal clutter we unknowingly put into our speech. It’s only when you hear a transcript of a day-to-day conversation that you realise how disjointed, hesitant and unclear our speech is.

Linguists have analysed the kinds of verbal patterns which come across most forcefully. For example, the three-part list, the two-part list, and combinations of the two. Repetition for emphasis. A steady rhythm. The occasional pause before introducing a new thread to the argument.

If you’re going to be a regular spokesperson for your group, it’s worth buying a book of great speeches; there are plenty around. Take the time to analyse the text, asking yourself why one speech is compelling and another makes you yawn. Listen to the radio, watch TV news and current affairs and figure out why they work.

Radio

Most radio interviews are done by phone. It’s only for lengthier ones that you’ll be asked into a studio. That’s the beauty of radio – it’s very accessible and convenient. But it’s also extremely nerve-racking if you haven’t been on air before. Even if you’re usually fluent, you can be reduced to a hesitant stutter when you know you’re going to be broadcast.

Some people are just born raconteurs and take to broadcast easily, but most of us are understandably nervous. It’s because broadcast interviews are quite different to everyday conversation and it takes great skill to make an interview appear natural and spontaneous.

To begin with, be prepared beforehand with a list of points and notes you can quickly refer to in case you get flustered. I’ve found this sort of written backup is invaluable. It helps with your confidence and ensures that in the heat of the moment you don’t leave out key points you want to get across. It’s not a bad idea to have similar notes for newspaper interviews, which are also often done by phone. The more prepared you are, the more relaxed you will be. If you can be relaxed on air, the interview flows better and it’s more compelling for the listener.

For phone interviews, try to choose a spot without too much background noise. Close the windows if there’s traffic nearby; turn off radios and televisions; marshal your thoughts. In your notes, formulate a succinct, 20-second sound bite with your main two or three points. Put this into your first response, or as high as you can, so the producers are compelled to use it. Don’t blather. If you give a pithy, easy first response with your best arguments in it, you’ll get your idea across. If you go into historical or contextual waffle, you may lose the listener.

Apparently, former NSW Premier Neville Wran was the first politician to really master the art of the short grab in the early 1980s. I’m told he used to come out of cabinet meetings in the late afternoon, aware of broadcast deadlines, and turn straight to the TV cameras with a brief, well-thought-out spiel. It gained him a lot of coverage.

Another politician, former Prime Minister Bob Hawke, was famous for giving himself time to think about a response to thorny questions with delaying phrases like: ‘Ahhhh ... let me say this ... in respect of ...’ This trait led comedians like Max Gillies to send him up mercilessly. He was the PM, so he could get away with it. You can’t.

Avoid doing any broadcast if you have a flu or cold: anything where you’re likely to cough or sneeze repeatedly. You’re better off not doing any interview under those circumstances, although for print it’s not quite so bad, as long as there’s no audio-record. Most of us downplay the sniffles, but a persistent cough is deadly in broadcast. Once, when I was working at The Age, I stupidly went into the office with a nasty cough. Veteran China correspondent Peter Ellingsen was called away at the last minute. I was called in, with only an hour’s notice, to interview the governor of Hong Kong (HK) at the height of China’s takeover of the colony and the building of the then-controversial new airport.

Firstly, I had to digest all the recent HK files to cobble together a few coherent questions. By the time of the interview, I was coughing so hard I had to walk out of the room a few times to avoid spluttering all over him. Thank gawd it wasn’t a broadcast interview.

If you’re organising an event and talking about it on radio, have the contact names and numbers for your main speakers ready in case the interviewer wants them. Make sure you’re on top of all the detail: venue addresses, people’s titles and backgrounds and so on. The same applies when you’re quoting experts: have the names and contact details of your experts to hand in case they’re needed. You might not need all this detail, but it detracts from your credibility if you’re asked and you don’t have it. When a radio interview’s finished, you’ll probably be left dangling and no-one will come back on to say thanks or give you any feedback. When this first happened to me I thought it was quite rude. But it’s not intentional – it’s just the way the medium works. Radio runs at such a frenetic pace that there’s no time for producers to go back to the previous speaker as they’re already engaged with the next segment.


PITCHING A STORY

MARK COLVIN

Presenter, ABC radio PM; former London and Europe correspondent for ABC TV’s Four Corners


	Keep in mind the level of the story, whether you’ve got a local story about people not picking up dog poo or a higher-level story about a developer who’s bribing the local council. 

	Keep a close eye on your talkback radio stations or other forms of interactive media. 

	If you are sitting on a story as serious as a corruption one, you will need professional help. You have to have confidence in the story and you have to select the journalist who might be the most interested, so that your idea is not dismissed. 

	Get your evidence together and try to see, objectively, whether it amounts to evidence or amounts to conjecture. 

	Try and make friends in the media. Listen to and watch as much as you can. It’s helpful to have a working knowledge of media near you. You have to be able to gauge where individual journalists’ sympathies lie. 

	If you’ve got a local affairs story, find out who the urban affairs roundsperson is for your newspaper or broadcast outlet. The same goes for other specialities like police rounds and politics.

	Distil what you want to say. Avoid digressions and don’t try the 45-minute ramble. Journalists are busy and often have more than one story to digest: strip your message back to the essentials and keep it punchy. Avoid too many acronyms. 

	Don’t equivocate. If you have doubts, sort them out beforehand or keep the doubts to yourself. Talk about what you’re clear and sure about. 

	It doesn’t matter how broad or refined your accent is. What does matter is whether you speak with confidence. Strength and clarity comes across on the electronic media. A lack of clarity comes across as weakness. 

	Don’t use redundant words such as ‘like’, ‘whatever’, ‘you-know’, ‘um’, ‘ah’ and ‘etcetera’. When given a choice between an ‘um’ or ‘arr’ – basically a pause for thought – opt for silence instead. It comes across more strongly and shows you’ve been reflecting on the journalist’s question. 

	One of my biggest bugbears is jargon. Once the spin industry got involved it became known as ‘Spinglish’. At its worst it’s bureaucratese gone rampant, a bit like Kevin Rudd’s ‘detailed programmatic specificity’ statement at the G20 meeting in 2009. We (and perhaps he) are still waiting for an explanation about what that means! 

	Clothes and TV: I’m not worried about what people wear unless they strobe under the lights. That creates a weird, crawling effect. The cameraperson should be able to tell you if that’s happening. 

	If you are going to be in a high-profile job where you’ll be on the media a lot, it’s not a bad idea to take some voice or acting lessons. That way you can gain expert advice about clear broadcast speech, projection and how to make your voice audible without sounding fake. Plenty of barristers, who use their voices a lot in courtrooms, have taken advice from acting or voice coaches.





Most radio programs now have their own websites and invite listener feedback. Whether it’s a national show or a local one, you can always contribute to a current issue by emailing a comment or story idea to them. Just Google their website and click on the ‘contact us’ tab. For those without a computer, the producers are also happy to take calls, as long as you’re calm and courteous. A rant can also be acceptable, depending on the nature of the program. In fact, there’s a segment on Sydney’s ABC radio 702 afternoon show specifically titled ‘Rant’. If it’s a pre-formatted show, like the ABC’s AM, PM or documentary-style shows, you won’t get on air while a program is running, but you can still provide feedback and ideas.

Community and local radio can give specialised groups a rare and flexible voice for their own programs. Smaller radio stations can do this in a more intimate way than the larger media outlets can. However, like suburban newspapers and local TV stations, stories aired for smaller audiences are often missed by the national outlets, even though they may be breaking news. So keep that in mind. One good strategy is to start with the smaller outlet, keep a copy, and use it as an example to show the heavy-weight media.

Television

The main limitation on television reporting is space. Walter Cronkite once said that a TV news bulletin in the US used only as many words as three-quarters of a broadsheet newspaper page. But it isn’t quite that simple, and there are also many feature-length programs which, when targeted well, can make up for this.

The ‘tyranny of footage’ rules television. If it seems like a superficial medium, that can be true, but television is a powerful and moving medium, so too, if you understand some of the rituals about being in front of the lens, you’ll cope better.

Television is daunting if you’re not used to it and if you’re self-conscious. That means most of us. Just be as prepared as you can be, as for radio interviews. You’ll feel better if you’ve had a chance to think about your appearance. Sometimes that’s not practical if there’s no advance warning, so in that case just run a comb through your hair, straighten your clothes and think about content. In news stories, people are more interested in what you say than how you look.

Body mannerisms

Try not to fidget, rock, drum fingers, tap feet, wave hands around or continually touch your hair or face. It distracts the viewer. Even scratching your nose is out. Waving flies away in a hot out-door setting is fine. In frosty weather, a quick tissue-swipe at the nose is better than seeing it drip.

Clothes

Some colours are better avoided, especially in the artificial light of a studio. This includes bright reds, fluorescents and high-contrast stripes. Garish colours can bleed into the picture and stripes have a distorting effect. Also avoid large expanses of white, again because of excessive brightness, but also because it can make you look too bulky.

Never wear sunglasses or light-sensitive glasses on television; they can make you look shady, literally and metaphorically. Also, don’t show off too much skin. What appears casual in day-to-day life looks underdressed on television, at least for more serious interviews. For women, avoid strappy tops and too much décolletage, or you’ll distract at least half the viewers away from your message! For men, avoid the hairy leg and short sock.

Language and demeanour

Stick with short, sharp, clear sentences. Try to be as natural as you can: animated rather than wooden. It helps if there’s been a bit of time to talk off-camera with the interviewer, as they can help ease your way into the on-air performance. Don’t be scared of a bit of emotion if it’s warranted or if you can’t help it, but try not to get too emotional. That applies equally to anger, sadness, light-heartedness: any emotion, really. Too much anger can make you sound shrill and hysterical, too much sadness can make you incoherent, and too much light-heartedness can make you look manic.


PITCHING A NEWS STORY FOR TELEVISION

ANITA JACOBY

Head of Development and Production, Zapruder’s Other Films

A fair proportion of TV news ideas come from the public. The idea’s got to have wide appeal and ideally you should be able to hang it off a person or people.

There’s no point going in with reams of paper and a really broad-based idea – there has to be that human element.

Don’t send something full of worthy material but with no clear focus of what the story is.

Keep it to no more than one page – even better, a succinct couple of paragraphs.

Do your background research. When you know what your story is, find someone who’s willing to go on camera. You clearly need to have worked out who would be good talent.

It always comes down to good storytelling.

You can never be too persistent. If you know you’ve got a good story, don’t take no for an answer.

Never give in! If you get a no, go to another outlet – journalism’s subjective.



When you start thinking about all these rules, it’s no wonder many public figures take media training courses. Whatever you do, look at the interviewer and not surreptitiously at the camera. If you look away, or down, you can look evasive, even if you’re only shy. You should only look at the camera if you’re doing a ‘barrel’ interview; that is, when you’re looking down the barrel of the television camera when a journalist in a different location is feeding you questions by earphone. It also looks suspicious if you evade a question. If you genuinely can’t answer it, just say so, and why.


MORE ON PITCHING A TV NEWS STORY

CHRIS WARREN

Seven Network news reporter, Adelaide
 


	TV news is a hungry beast and it needs a constant flow of visually interesting stories.

	In a TV newsroom, all story ideas flow through the chief-of-staff and he or she decides what gets covered and what doesn’t.

	The best way to contact the chief-of staff is by email or fax, and keep your message brief, making sure that you answer the key questions: what, how, where and when. 

	If it is breaking news like a fire or a police siege in your local neighbourhood, then a phone call to the news room is warranted, but keep the information concise and factual.

	Anyone with a mobile phone or a digital video camera has the potential to record and supply visuals for a TV news story.

	Increasingly, amateur visuals is being used on-air to show disasters like floods, earthquakes, bushfires or shootings as they happen.

	If a TV news crew arrives on the scene sometime later, then approach the crew and offer them the visuals that you have recorded.

	Follow the basic rules for shooting your own visuals. Shoot wide and long without pans or zooms, and if you don’t have a tripod, then steady yourself against a solid object like the wall of a building. Make sure that every shot lasts at least eight seconds.

	If you can record sound on your camera, then ask questions of eye witnesses and record their reactions to the news event.

	Don’t expect to be paid for a news tip unless you are offering a sensational, exclusive story which the networks would be prepared to outbid each other for.

	The advent of compact digital cameras, YouTube and the internet allow all of us to plug into the global village and tell our story.





Dentistry and shaving

If someone has really bad teeth, they can look disreputable and unhygienic, which turns the viewer off. If what you’ve got to say is important enough for you to appear on TV, you should invest in some dental repair. Also avoid the five-day stubble. Either have a proper beard or do the interview clean-shaven. Again, it has a slightly disreputable connotation. If you’ve been stranded outdoors for days and it’s a rescue story, or if you’re a multi-million-dollar Hollywood actor, then you can get away with it. Otherwise, take the time to groom. It helps with your credibility. It takes a bit of time, especially if you’re busy, but it’s worth doing.

Pool arrangements

If there’s going to be wide interest in a story, you can avoid hours of repetitive interviews either by holding a press conference or asking for a ‘pool camera’. This is where you negotiate in advance with one TV outlet to do the interview. They send their reporter and camera crew, but they have to promise to ‘pool’ the footage with the other outlets. Then, if other channels ring, you can refer them to your contact at the channel organising the pool team. If there’s also radio interest, you can ask a radio crew to the same interview and you might have one TV reporter and one radio reporter pooling the material for their colleagues.

Once the audio’s been run, other radio stations can pick up on that broadcast anyway, so there’s no need to do dozens of individual interviews. It’s usually good etiquette to invite the channel with the earliest deadline for the day; either that or someone you trust and have dealt with before. Early- to mid-afternoon is usually practical. Radio doesn’t have the same logistical demands as TV and it might be easier for you to do phone interviews with radio outlets.

Each pool negotiation is different. The arrangement works well if you live far from the CBD in your city or town, and the crews are coming to see you rather than the other way around. It saves the other crews time and expense, and it’s understood the pool reporter should make the interview longer than usual so different outlets can cherry-pick different quotes. Perhaps it’s also a good idea to ask the interviewer to do that, just in case they’re new to this type of deal.

Finally, television, like other mainstream outlets, hasn’t been spared the logistical and conceptual changes new media has caused. In his 2008 Andrew Olle Lecture for the ABC, broadcast veteran Ray Martin criticised Australian TV for lagging behind the US when it came to embracing the online revolution. Audience participation in election coverage via Channel Nine’s now famous audience ‘worm’ was eagerly adopted, but vastly extended, during Barack Obama’s presidential election in 2007. There, television viewers were actively encouraged to contribute to election coverage via laptops and supply immediate feedback to television stations. Martin praised this as a form of instant democracy and said: ‘Television is no longer a window on the world – it’s now a mirror’.

Final tip for all interviewees

This is a routine many lawyers use, and it’s also a valuable safeguard for any interviewee, print or broadcast, to help ensure accuracy and context. Or, to be more blunt: it prevents deliberate exploitation or distortion of your interview.

Before the interview, if you have the technology to hand, inform the journalist that you are making a simultaneous recording of the conversation to avoid any misunderstandings on publication. This can avoid even inadvertent sloppy journalism.

If you’re on the phone, you can easily use a mobile’s audio function to record your end of the conversation, or you can put the interviewing phone on speaker to capture the Q & A. With radio this mightn’t be possible.

If you’re in a newspaper office, neutral location or broadcast studio, you can put a little digital recorder on the table so everyone is aware it’s not a one-sided street.

Any reputable journalist won’t mind, and any disreputable ones will be put off.
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Special skills

How to write a press release

Writing a press release is no different from writing a news article. Keep it to a page and use 14-point type so it’s easier to read. Use the inverted news pyramid (see chapter 1) to structure your argument. Write a headline in a short, active sentence which encapsulates your theme. At the end, it’s vital to highlight contact details, and, if you’re releasing information about an event, venue details.

For venues, briefly include extra access information. Universities and hospitals are just two of the large institutions which often hold press conferences and they’re usually labyrinthine places for the uninitiated. It doesn’t help you if the camera crew turns up after the event because they got lost.

Contact details should include the main researcher, the selected spokesperson and/or the organisers for an event. If you’re a smaller group, add a brief paragraph toward the end of the press release describing your organisation.


SAMPLE PRESS RELEASE

PRESS RELEASE: Opening of first privately-funded village for the homeless

The Sisterhood of St Salvos will open Melbourne’s first self-contained, privately-funded village for the homeless in inner-city Fitzroy on Sunday.

In what the Sisterhood’s chairperson, Dr Donna Keyhote, calls “a gauntlet thrown to the federal government”, the village was paid for entirely by private donations after eight years of fundraising.

“If we can do it on our tiny budget, imagine what the government could do all over Australia to alleviate the scourge of homelessness”, she said.

Dr Keyhote, support staff and two of the centre’s inaugural residents will speak briefly at the opening. Melbourne’s Choir of Hard Knocks will perform afterwards.

The $4.5 million facility, “Heathcote”, has individual units for up to fifty residents. It is designed for medium-length stays of between three and twelve months per resident. Self-contained units surround a central courtyard with trees, grass and a kiosk.

Five live-in support staff will help with administration, low-level medical assistance, life-skills training, employment advice and counselling.

“It’s like an informal version of supported accommodation”, said Sister Fiona Connelly, who is the inaugural nurse in the support team.

“We’ll have some rules, of course, but our aim is to encourage independence and ultimately, self-sufficiency and a return to the community.”

Dr Keyhote said Australia has an estimated 105 000 homeless on any given night.

Mental health problems, social alienation and substance abuse issues were often, but not always, the cause for homelessness, she said.

“We’re seeing a whole new category of homeless, where people have maybe lost their jobs, defaulted on their mortgages and have nowhere else to go.”
 


	Venue:	“Heathcote”, 58 Heathcote Rd, Fitzroy, Melbourne.

	Time:	Sunday 25th November 2013 at 12.30 pm

	Contacts:	Sisterhood of St Salvo’s Press Officer
Ms Kaitlin Bryant: 0965 873 517
Dr Donna Keyhote: 0965 282 380
Sister Fiona Connelly: 0967 314 692





A good rule of thumb for a release is 300 to 400 words, which gives you enough space to add the header at the top and the contact details at the bottom. If the media are interested, you can elaborate further when journalists ring.

Websites for most government ministers, state and federal, have sections that archive press releases. If you Google the Prime Minister of Australia’s home page/press releases, for instance, you’ll find a wealth of examples to use as models for your own press releases. Politicians have specialised staff to craft their releases, so you can draw on some of that expertise. Many NGOs, community and special interest groups also archive online for future reference.

If you have a special area of interest or expertise, you can register with specialist websites to have their regular press releases sent to you via group emails. Again, this gives you multiple examples of how to craft a press release. If you see enough releases from a variety of sources, you’ll find a range of different styles and you can pick a writing and structural style which suits you the best.

If you’re writing a media release for the first time, it’s handy to create a group email which you can save, add to, and use in the future. Twenty-five years ago you’d have had to mail each recipient individually by post, so group emails are a comparative luxury.

Because journalists receive so many press releases, it helps if you think of something original which distinguishes yours from the others. You’ve got under 10 seconds to grab someone’s attention before they reach for the next press release. A well-written headline will capture someone’s interest more than an elaborate and distracting design, althout a good design is great, too.

Try to attract local media to an event, but also provide statements for interstate media and wire services to use. You can have just a venue release, or just a statement release, but it’s often a good idea to provide background for a venue release.

The sample press release on page 122 gives an idea on how to do it. Points to consider are timing (try to avoid days where there’s lots of other news around), venue (an accessible, central and relevant location), visual opportunities and good contact people for the media to interview. Also aim for an accessible text format when crafting the release.

How to write and deliver speeches

It might be relatively easy to write a speech, but to stand up and deliver one can be daunting. Most of us would run a very fast mile rather than contemplate getting up in front of a room full of strangers and waxing oratorical. We prefer to listen to the oracle instead of being one. Only very few people are natural speakers. They are the instinctive raconteurs who can remember jokes, feel at ease with people they haven’t met, and tell a good yarn.

For most of us mortals, though, the only way we can survive a speech is preparation, preparation and more preparation. Having a decent text might help too.

The old cliché about public speaking is to imagine the audience is naked. This doesn’t work. There’s no substitute for preparation, because that’s the only thing that will instil confidence on the day. Learning your speech ad nauseum will do you wonders when you have to perform. And don’t forget, it is a performance. People are watching you and want a bit of bang for their buck if they’ve bought their seat. Even if it’s a free speech, you have to respect your audience and yourself and do the topic justice. You’re up there for a reason. Don’t blow it.

I find it’s also a great idea to introduce music into a speech. If you know any good musicians who can write you a song about your topic and then perform it after your speech, it’s a bit of a lift for the audience and also a nice way to introduce the musicians to a new group of people. It adds dimension and resonance to your own message.

If you’re a spokesperson for a group, you’ll probably have to make speeches and conduct workshops. Don’t be too daunted: like anything else, it takes practice. So what if you bungle the first few speeches? You’ll learn from that and start afresh another day.

Speeches are a very direct form of media. But don’t expect huge media coverage out of them. Unless there’s a very good news angle, chances are the mainstream media won’t report them on the day. It all depends on timing. If it’s about something that’s made headlines the day before, you’ll get a run. If it’s about a complex and original theme, it’ll probably be harder to get a run. All you can do is try.

If you go to the trouble of overcoming your fears and giving a speech, there are ways of combining your live performance with the mainstream and new media. For mainstream media, you can approach the opinion pages of your preferred newspaper and see if they’re interested in running a print version of your speech on the day. You have to do this a few days earlier than when you deliver the speech, to make time for placement and to sort out editing. An embargo helps here. Unless you have a great news hook, though, it’s unlikely anyone will cover your speech. It has to be timely, lively and confident in delivery and you also need audience numbers.

If you’re giving a speech with a broadcast audience in mind, it’s a good idea to site the venue where the visuals are somehow compelling or symbolic. For example, a speech about indigenous inequality is better in front of a backdrop of the Olgas than in a shiny, neutral office space. A speech about complex political issues is best situated in a more neutral environment, so you have to consider venue as well as content.

In the end, content and delivery will win the day. People make a lot of money by teaching others how to give speeches. If you’re making a speech to inspire people, don’t worry about whether the media will cover it or not. The main thing is that you’re passionate about what you’re saying. There is such limited space in broadcast outlets and newspapers that only a fraction of what you say will make it into mainstream media. You’re better off getting the news of your speech out there and then making a copy available online. If it’s any good, it’ll get a run. If you’re giving a 40-minute speech, it’s hard for the media to distil this into a short news story. Expect only selective excerpts to be used. A long speech might be better suited to something like the Canberra Press Club, a Boyer lecture or an Andrew Olle lecture, all run at length and with podcasts on the ABC. These are high-profile gigs.

If you’re working for a community group with funds, you’re better off trying to book a hall, organising advance publicity and arranging your speech and press conference rather than hoping for a big run in the media. If your story’s compelling enough, you’ll get at least a partial run. Think of alternatives to complement your spokesperson at the press conference, such as live music, a comedy sketch or something visual.

Don’t use speeches as a media device. Use them for what they’re intended for – to engage or entertain a live audience. If there’s going to be something newsworthy in the speech, do a separate media interview based on the news angle in the speech. The fact you’re giving the speech that day is a handy news hook for the interviewer. And one final tip: always have printouts of the final draft of your speech ready should audience members or the press require a copy.

How to organise a press conference

Press conferences are funny beasts. They can be highly organised or they can be improvised. Usually, with the benefit of foresight, you’ll be able to organise them properly. A press conference is a logical device for you to tell your story for an assembled gathering of media, rather than having to repeat your message for hours, days, weeks or months. Once your story’s on record, the press can use previous references about what you said. During a press conference, the best way to go is to have a prepared speech and then field questions from broadcast, print, wire and web journalists.

Everything you say in this computer era will stay on record, so make sure it’s accurate. If there’s something you’re not sure of, leave it out. If you don’t know much about something and bumble through, it’s a bad look. Watch your words and don’t say anything you can’t back up in court. If you’re going to put yourself out there, do it with accuracy and integrity.

Politicians and others in the public eye often have to field impromptu and disorganised press conferences when an issue runs out of control and they’re door-stopped by the cameras and microphones. This is just chaotic timing and if you’re in the middle of the media eye, just take a breath and keep your cool. Chances are you won’t be able to escape the media interest, so make the most of it, gather your thoughts and do the best you can. It’s hard when the interest is unexpected, so you have to think fast. Don’t be scared of asking for a bit of time to gather your thoughts. Even a ten-minute break with a notebook and pen will help. Impromptu press conferences are rare, though. Most are organised, and well organised at that.

Make the timing and the venue spot-on. If you’re not sure when to do something or where to do it, don’t hesitate to ask journalists for advice. They’ll be more than happy to help you most of the time. I was uncertain in 2005 where and when to hold a press conference. I found fellow journalists were the best arbiters, as they had to attend press conferences every day. They gave generous and lateral advice about venues and the best approach. I ended up giving a few press conferences at NSW Parliament House. This was after fellow journalists had asked permission for the venue. It wasn’t because there was nepotism involved: I didn’t know these journalists, nor the politicians. They were all just kind with their time, and sometimes you can strike it lucky.

There were two advantages with the NSW Parliament House press room: firstly, it was central. There were facilities for media, enough space for everyone, and it was close to newsrooms, so journalists didn’t have to travel too far from their desks to get the footage and text in on deadline. Secondly, it worked visually. A neutral blue curtain was the backdrop and there was no clutter to distract the eye.

For press conferences and for speeches, it isn’t good enough anymore just to rabbit on while failing to take notice of your surroundings. If you prepare, you can make a press conference work much better while adding the surroundings to the subtext of the message. For example, author Rosie Scott organised a press conference at Baxter Detention Centre for the launch of the book Another Country. Television, radio and the newspaper press turned up. Those who attended found it spellbinding, not so much for the speeches but for the sheer physicality of the venue: the stark background of the Flinders Ranges and the red desert soil.

Channel Seven ran an item about the launch, it made the front page of the Sunday Age and it got a run in other papers. Some were pre-press-conference articles. This is why advance publicity is important. If you have a visual component, make sure media outlets know about it, as you’re more likely to get coverage

Use new media networks or group emails to get your audience enthused about what you’re planning. Maybe a fraction of the people you contact will be able to attend. Put your item into the AAP’s wire service daily diary. AAP works as a bridge between the community and the media by offering a diary space for any events happening on the day. This can range from important political material to the local fete. You’re not guaranteed a run, as each item is judged according to newsworthiness, but it’s always worth a try. The beauty of the AAP diary is that if you do get a run, every news organisation is alerted to it. Even outlets you might not have thought of, might end up giving you the most sympathetic coverage. Some newspaper and broadcast websites now also offer diary items. It might be worth your while to contact them, remembering to keep it close to your venue. There’s no point contacting a Perth paper if you’re planning an Adelaide press conference.

Apart from hoping your press conference item will get into the AAP diary, it’s also important to ring or email media outlets individually. I’d go via phone, as people often procrastinate with emails. Do the call first and then follow it up with the material you’ve already prepared for the press conference. You’re better off dealing with a person and establishing a rapport. Select the media outlets you think will have most interest in your story and take the time to contact their news desks. There’s not much point in holding a press conference if you can’t be bothered to contact the media. Also, make sure your press conference complements deadlines and doesn’t conflict with other breaking news which might be around.

If you already have journalistic contacts across various media, ring them to let them know about your topic and venue. Also ask them for contact details for other journalists who might be interested. Sometimes, journalists’ friendship networks transcend rivalry between outlets and they may give you contact details for other like-minded journalists.

Press conferences are not much different from speeches, only you’re also inviting questions. You just answer to the best of your ability and if you’re not clear about something just say so. If you’re faking it, people can tell instinctively. If a questioner asks an obtuse question, ask them to clarify it. Don’t forget: you have the floor. The point of a press conference is to disseminate information, not to cloak it. Otherwise, don’t call it.

Advertising

Barack Obama is the living example of how small payments can lead to big ads and big political campaigns. In Australia, the GetUp! organisation was partially responsible for getting Kevin Rudd elected in 2007. Community groups haven’t made enough of this phenomenon in getting their message across. Whatever its faults, new technology has enabled us to contribute small sums to what we see as big issues and it doesn’t take too many dollars to get an ad into the local paper, or to a metropolitan, if there are enough contributors.

What you do need, though, is a writer and someone to conceptualise the ad.

All I can advise is to ask the experts. Perhaps there are advertising and media people in your network who would be able to give you a pro-bono hand. If pro-bono is not an option, then follow GetUp!’s lead and ask for donations. Paid ads are interesting in that they can generate follow-up media coverage. A classic example is the petition-type ad, where someone pays for a full page in a newspaper to promote a particular cause.

This sort of paid ad raises curiosity among readers, and news reporters might make the ad a news story to accompany the issue the day the ad runs. TV ads can be powerful too. However, they’re more expensive and more ephemeral. My instinct would be to stick with print. I wouldn’t even consider radio ads. For most people, they’re just background noise at best, and annoying at worst. You’re more likely to put the listener off. At least with TV ads you have an element of visual drama.

Newspapers still provide the most accessible and affordable advertising for people or organisations with limited funds. That said, a decent display ad is not cheap. You have to decide whether to go national or local, metropolitan tabloid or broadsheet.

For city and national daily broadsheets like The Australian, The Age, or The Sydney Morning Herald, rates differ between weekly and Saturdays, black-and-white or colour. An advertising spokeswoman from a leading Australian publisher said the most popular and effective ads were ‘strip’ ads, or banners, which run at a 10 cm height across the bottom of a page. In a serious paper, these run for between $6000 and $8000 for weekdays. Display ads, the sorts you see for executive appointments on weekends, are 10 cm x 15 cm and range from $4000 to $6000, depending on whether you want colour or not. These figures vary between outlets, so it’s best to ring a newspaper’s advertising department and get a quote.

For television, rates can be wildly divergent, depending on the time of day, the popularity of the program, and the population base for the particular show. The bigger the audience base for a show, the higher the cost. Peak hour rates for a 30-second spot, between 5.30 pm and 10.30 pm, can range between $8000 and $18 000.

Off-peak Sydney rates during the day are much lower: at around $900. But the audience reach is smaller. Discounts of between 20 and 40 per cent are available, depending on the circumstances. Rural TV is cheaper, given the lower population.

Television ad executives recommend that you go through an ad-agency or a professional media buyer to negotiate the best rate. Also, don’t forget that for any TV ad to be effective, it needs repetition, so a one-off ad will not be enough, unless you pay for a full-page newspaper ad.
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Sample ad from GetUp!
(Source: GetUp! Action for Australia <www.GetUp.org.au>)





Paid surveys and research

If you’re in a community or special interest group, your network might hear anecdotal evidence of a particular trend or issue. Instead of approaching the media with vague anecdotes, or paying for an ad, it might be worthwhile commissioning a survey, opinion poll or other form of research to back this up.

Although this can be costly and time-consuming, the authority provided by such research is likely to guarantee at least some media coverage. If the public react strongly to the media coverage via letters to the editor or on talkback radio, there is a stronger chance you might get some action from governments. At least it might provide an impetus for change.

On 10 November 2009, the SMH ran a story on page three about endangered koalas. The Australian Koala Foundation went to the trouble of analysing more than 1000 forest surveys which showed that our ‘furry icons’ could be at a low of 43 000 on Australia’s mainland, compared with a 2003 estimate of 100 000. The Foundation seems to have paid for its own research, and it helped raise the issue.

But self-generated research can be a trap. I wouldn’t advise it because a journalist looking at the story automatically looks for bias. When you’re dealing with koalas, it’s one thing, if you’re dealing with coal mining, it’s another. Pay for independent research, if you can.

There’s an array of private-sector organisations that provide research services. The Sydney Yellow Pages alone lists twenty-two entries for social and cultural research bodies and twenty-seven for economic consultants, including the oft-quoted Access Economics and BIS Shrapnel. Similar listings would appear in each state.

At the time of writing this segment, The Sydney Morning Herald carried three separate stories on surveys in one day. One was a transport piece critical of Sydney’s bus infrastructure, in which a community group, the Western Sydney Community Forum (WSCF), did their own research. Given the WSCF is a broad-based coalition of groups, it’s lucky enough to have the funds and research staff to conduct its own studies. Another story came from a peak body, Alzheimer’s Australia NSW, which commissioned Access Economics to predict where dementia was likely to rise most sharply. The third article, about fairer tax structures for low-income superannuation holders, covered a submission by the Industry Super Network. The network, again having the funds to do so, surveyed its own members. The super story also appeared in national papers (The Australian, and the Financial Review), given it was part of an inquiry for the federal taxation department (the Henry review).

Submissions to governments are public documents and are another authoritative source for journalists, depending on who’s making the submission. While a group submission carries more weight with the media, individuals can also make a submission to a government inquiry. Provided the author follows the terms of reference for the inquiry’s submission, the government must release all submissions on the relevant department’s website. Individuals’ submissions are sometimes also quoted in the media, if the writing is clear and pertinent to the issue.

One thing that’s often overlooked is the news hook you can generate if you write a punchy submission to a senate or lower house committee, either for state or federal parliament. You can pass it on to your local press for local interest and references. The submission will become a public document, so make sure the research is good and beware of anything which might be defamatory.

How to conduct an interview

If you feel it might not be in your nature to ask strangers detailed and sometimes personal questions, don’t worry – it doesn’t come easily to anyone. The only way to overcome a natural reluctance to be intrusive is to almost put on a persona, a bit like an actor would. Put on your professional hat and just do it. It does get easier with practice.

The purpose of your interviews will be to collect information. Don’t worry if you’re not a fast writer. It’s accuracy you want, not speed. If someone’s a really fast talker, they generally don’t mind if you ask them to slow down or repeat something. Also, you don’t have to write down every word. General themes interspersed with direct quotes at important points is usually fine, as long as you’re confident you understand what’s being said.

For interviews where it is important to have verbatim accounts, I’ve found a speakerphone and a hand-held recorder or dictaphone is practical. There are two drawbacks to this. Firstly, you have to ask the interviewee’s permission, and they can become cautious and self-conscious when they know they are being recorded. Also, a lot of people don’t like speakerphones and the sound quality is often quite tinny. Secondly, you spend hours having to transcribe the tape. So leave that option only for interviews where it’s really necessary, making sure to explain the arrangement in advance.

Always confirm the spelling of someone’s name and their correct title first up, even if you think you know it. If you don’t already know, ask what their job entails. Where possible, be prepared with research and a list of possible questions. That way you’re less likely to forget a point or a question. If you’ve got documentary research, it’s a good idea to have a hard copy in front of you, should you need to refer to it quickly.

Build up a rapport. If you’ve never talked to the person before, ease your way into the interview and see if you can find any common ground. Ask them how they got involved in the issue and find a way to make both of you more comfortable. It’s best if it’s more of a conversation than a strict Q & A. If an answer doesn’t make sense to you, ask them to clarify it. It’s less awkward doing this first up than in a second call.

If someone hasn’t got all the answers to hand, ask them if it’s OK to follow this up later. If possible, find out what time would suit them. Often you only see when you go over your notes that a follow-up is necessary – don’t be shy about doing this.

Be prepared to accept off-record information in lieu of no information at all, because at least it helps you to understand the issues. In journalism, the interviewee has to specify when something’s off-record. In this case, should you feel someone could endanger themselves by releasing the information, you have an ethical obligation to suggest going off-record.

Protect your sources. If someone trusts you with information, especially if it’s personal, you are ethically bound to keep that trust. Ask their permission before you pass it on.

Use your contacts. If you know someone who could help with something to do with the story, approach them. Personal and professional ties can sometimes overlap, and as long as you are honest about what you are looking for, there needn’t be a conflict; in fact, it can be a benefit.

Where possible, ask for documents. If someone’s written a letter, ask for a copy. This also applies to research or other relevant material. Ask for internet references, if applicable. Try to understand someone’s motives for saying what they say – this usually comes from preparation and research.

Be flexible. If the interview goes off on an unexpected tangent, go with it. You can always return to your written questions later. If you don’t follow the trail straight away, sometimes the interviewee can lose this spontaneous flow and you end up kicking yourself later because they’ve lost their train of thought.

Don’t be too pushy. If someone doesn’t want to answer a question now, maybe they’ll answer it later. This is a tricky one, because you have to be a bit insistent if someone’s being evasive. Feel your way. Be persistent where you feel you are being obstructed, or where someone’s often not available.

Ask for other leads. Are there people who could also confirm the information and, if so, what are their numbers? Sometimes you’ll get a lead for someone who disagrees with the information – that’s important too.

Wendy Bacon, former investigative journalist and now professor at UTS in Sydney, says you can’t underestimate the importance of the ‘dangling question’. Gently prompting a hesitant interviewee with a ‘why?’ or a ‘what happened next’ can draw out surprising answers.

Keep an open mind. Get both sides of the story if you know there’s a conflict and clear up what contradictions you can. Towards the end of the interview, ask for as many contact details as possible. Email addresses are good for follow-up questions if you don’t want to disturb someone again by phone. If they have multiple email addresses, ask for those. Where you feel you can, ask for a home number and, of course, a mobile number.

Keep the toughest questions till last. That way you’ve at least got something on record should they bristle at the last questions.

Don’t hesitate to ask for advice. Your colleagues or contact networks might have suggestions if you feel out of your depth. Just ask them: two heads are often better than one.

These are only guidelines. They’re not ironclad and sometimes there are grey areas.
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New media

The online revolution

The internet-generated media has changed society so rapidly that it’s been compared to the cultural revolution that followed Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in the 1440s. Gutenberg, it’s been argued, paved the way for the industrial revolution and the democratisation of knowledge. It sounds familiar today. Whether or not new media is of similar significance depends on how today’s teenagers meld the old and the new media in their lifetimes.

The difference is in the acceleration of change, as US author Alvin Toffler predicted in his 1970 book Future Shock. It took moveable type centuries to stamp out illiteracy and highlight ‘subversive’ ideas about science, social inequality and justice. This time, it’s taken only seventeen years for us to move from paper to cyberspace, with all the convenience, and sometimes inconvenience, that it brings.

Since the early 1990s, the new media has evolved so quickly that we’re scrambling to keep up and haven’t yet had much benefit of historical hindsight. The law still has to define protections for people inadvertently caught out by internet crime. It also still has to define what internet crime may be. Is it a photo taken without consent? Is it spreading potentially damaging rumours under the shield of anonymity? Or is it more about straightforward issues like identity theft and fraud?

Analyses of the new media so far are a mixed bag. On the one hand it’s led to dark mutterings from some quarters about the collapse of traditional media empires. On the other hand, younger professionals enthuse about how the multipronged use of new media keeps them in touch not just with their friends but also with any information that interests them.

For the moment, the old and the new media are circling each other, with the occasional snarl. If something big breaks in the traditional media, it’ll be followed up on blogs and internet sites, and on the traditional outlets’ own interactive web pages. If something on YouTube, Twitter or Facebook goes viral, then the old media follow up on the story.

New media has in itself become a constantly shifting news story about how society is changing with new technology. We’ve gained a new lexicon which keeps dictionary compilers struggling to keep up: Yahoo, Google, Skype, Photobucket, Twitter, RSS, Flickr, Bebo, LinkedIn, iPhone, iPad, Blackberry. All of these combine different mixtures of older phone, photographic, newspaper, broadcast and computer technology.

A Sun-Herald report in February 2010 said that computer users over fifty-five years old had become the fastest-growing group to sign up to social networking sites, using the technology to communicate with far-flung family and friends. Young professionals based overseas now use Skype to talk to their networks halfway across the world via a web-cam. Young people and high school students text their friends voraciously. Most scoff at the idea that sites like Facebook isolate them from their friends.

Younger media professionals who’ve cut their teeth on new media automatically use it as a research tool. They are discriminating enough to sort out the dross on the internet, and use new media to help with background and illustration for their stories.

In England, the BBC, which has enthusiastically em braced new media, has instructed its reporters to keep up with technological change or leave. A report from the Guardian in February 2010 quotes the then new director of BBC Global News, Peter Horrocks, as saying: ‘This isn’t just a kind of fad from someone who’s an enthusiast of technology, I’m afraid. You’re not doing your job (if you don’t make better use of social media). It’s not discretionary.’

This marks a shift for traditional media which until recently has been wary of new media, especially because much of the information hasn’t gone through stringent news filters and can be inaccurate. In the US, CNN has deeply integrated new media into the way it finds and reports on sources’ information. In Australia, News Limited’s online editor, David Higgins, said that he wouldn’t employ anyone without a working knowledge of and profile on at least three different social networking sites. News Limited’s rival, Fairfax, and every mainstream broadcast outlet, also rely more heavily each year on audience feedback and information flow via new media.

Dr Cat Kutay, from the School of Computer Science and Engineering at UNSW, says the most important practical advice for the reader is to follow new trends in new media and then decide which might work best for you. ‘Given the fact the new technology is always changing, the important thing is to know what types of technology are available’, she says. ‘Blogs, using email to contact parliamentarians, joining sites like GetUp! – all are worth a mention.’ She says that access is easy, especially over Google. But she also warns that ‘while the internet opens up the world, it can also overload you with information’. You have to investigate what is free and what isn’t. Setting up a website (as opposed to joining automated group emails) can cost money. A simple blog, however, can be automatically set up via MySpace. For more complex material, you might be able to do a trade-off where you’ll allow advertising on a website to avoid your own costs.

Each case is different and generic advice would be too long and quickly out of date. This is one field where you’ll have to recruit tech-savvy friends to help you with research on the kind of new media application which would suit you the best.


ONLINE OR BUST: NEW WAYS TO CONNECT AND COMMUNICATE

CLAIRE O’ROURKE

Lead organiser, Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance

There’s a lot of buzz around about online media – and there should be. There are countless possibilities for getting your message or campaign out to a vast audience.

We’ve all heard about the ‘Obama for America’ campaign, where millions of people engaged through online media and fundraising soared. And there are plenty of examples of how organisations have used online media in creative ways to engage with people and build relationships with audiences. During the United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen in December 2009, Australian online campaigning group GetUp! gave out Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s number to more than 300 000 supporters, asking them to give him a call – and supplied the talking points.

Online organising also featured heavily in the grassroots campaign to get Australian conservative MPs to reject the proposed emissions trading scheme, with many politicians citing the hundreds of emails landing in their inboxes as the reason for changing tack on the proposed legislation.

What should your organisation’s online presence look like? If you’re a non-profit or charity organisation, which online tools should you use to maximise the return on what is (usually) a microscopic investment? It’s difficult to make choices when there are so many applications available. Should you focus on websites, email, wikis, blogs, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, podcasts, live blogs, social bookmarking, to name but a few? What about mobile technology? Should you be developing an iPhone application? Should you be advertising on external websites or through Google? There are so many options that it might be difficult to decide what to do. However, before getting into the nitty gritty, consider why so many organisations are broadening their online presence.

There are a few reasons why organisations are increasingly turning to online campaigns. It’s a great way to directly connect with your supporters – and where supporters can connect with each other – without needing to go through gatekeepers such as the media. It’s also a good way to engage with new groups (target markets) in ways that may be more appealing to them. You may choose certain applications to appear as if you are everywhere, which is more of a defensive strategy. Online and mobile applications sometimes have a ripple effect to traditional or ‘offline’ media.

Online is also appealing as you’re able to monitor and measure everything. You can precisely analyse which messages are working and which are not, and what that return on investment (ROI) is. Beefing up your online presence will be successful if you make this exercise an integrated part of your overall communications plan. You shouldn’t throw out your existing communications strategy in the rush to ‘get online’, but you should make strategic choices that best allow you to achieve your organisation or campaign goals.

It isn’t rocket science; the content and skills required to make it all work might be new and different, but the overall approach should have a similar methodology. It’s too easy to get caught up in the hype and start using various online applications without too much analysis. It is worth engaging an online communications specialist to help with research and strategy, but if that’s not an option, here are some pointers that may be useful when pulling together your online strategy.

Before you leap into online marketing and communications, it’s vital that you consider who the various constituencies are for your organisation or campaign. Not only your members, donators or grassroots followers, but the others who will assist to make or break your campaign or influence your organisation, such as corporations, politicians, partner or parent organisations and public figures. If you can, analyse which applications they use – this will guide your overall online strategy.

If you’re surveying your membership, ask people what they’re using most often, or consider buying research if you’re aiming at a particular demographic.

Why is this information important? Your role is not to teach people how to use online tools, but to find the most efficient way to connect with them where they already are. Knowing which applications they’re using, how frequently they’re using them and how much time they spend on them, will help you decide. Based on the analysis, make a plan to use only a few of these tools – it is far better to do one or two things well than a whole range of things poorly. It’s important to do this right so your organisation is positioned in the way that you want it to be across all media.

Immerse yourself in the applications for a day or more and get a sense of how they work – Twitter, for example, has a very different style to Facebook or LinkedIn. Then look at what your resources are. Look at your key messages and communications materials. How will these translate into the online applications you have chosen? What is the content going to look like? Everyone keeps spruiking that ‘content is king’ these days, and this is not just the case for large companies with rivers of gold flowing into their marketing budgets. So consider content carefully, as it can make or break your online presence. Your policy paper won’t translate well into 140 characters on Twitter, so don’t try the impossible. Emailing your press releases direct to your supporter base without making it a personal, engaging read risks disengaging your supporters and campaigners, rather than engaging them, so plan to rewrite them. A difficult-to-navigate website or boring blog will lose an audience faster than it builds one. Read as much as you can about how people use the applications to get ideas about what works and what doesn’t. Online content must be created specifically for each application.

You’ll also need to consider integration. Cross-promotion from one application to the next will help build and momentum in your campaign. A deadline often helps to rally people together, so think about your campaign timeline and goals and work on a series of messages to distribute online to get people moving or donating. Like any good grassroots organising, every online communication should inspire people to take some form of action: donate money, write to or phone a decision-maker, join the organisation, sign up to a pledge. The action should be quick and easy for people to complete.

Develop rules or protocols for the online tools just as you would for other parts of your communications plan. Decide how often particular applications will be updated, and how this can be adequately resourced in order to meet your campaign goals. You will also need to be responsive, even more responsive than in traditional media. This is absolutely critical if you want to maximise your bang for buck online.

People’s expectations are higher for particular applications, so take this into account when thinking about your resources. Take into account time for planning and testing – the beauty of online is that you can test and measure everything. Plan to send your messages in a few different formats to a smaller sample audience to see what delivers the best ROI and then go ahead with the best option. Measure everything as well – there is a plethora of free or low-cost analytics tools out there that will help.

One person or a small team should be responsible for tracking the implementation of the plan, ensuring messages are consistent with other parts of the campaign, and that protocols are being followed. And keep reading broadly about how online communications are changing. Use a web-based RSS reader, such as Bloglines or Google Reader, which collects ‘feeds’ from your favourite websites and blogs so you can keep them in the one place and access them from any computer and some mobile phones. There are many groups through Google, Yahoo and LinkedIn that focus on digital marketing and communications, which are great sources of the latest developments in technology. A social bookmarking site such as Delicious or Digg will also help you store all your bookmarks so you can access them wherever you are. And get to know Google as well as you can, particularly the advanced search feature, which will help you find out everything you need to know. Remember, everyone is experimenting with online tools, so keep on learning as you go.



‘Facebook and Twitter are only good for keeping in touch with your friends. Where you’re preaching to the converted, maybe to organise meetings,’ Dr Kutay says. ‘You can also create groups at Google and Yahoo for collective emails.’

For research, I’ve found Google alerts useful for topics of particular interest. If you have a special interest in, say, defamation law, bike paths, or Ugandan politics, you will get all sorts of local and international media reports on these topics sent to your email address. For some sensitive topics it’s advisable to be wary. I wouldn’t be setting up a Falun Gong alert via Google anytime soon, given the stories about Chinese internet censorship and surveillance. You have to use your judgment. See the contributor boxes for expert practical advice.

Blogs

Even in developing countries, more and more homes now have PCs. For every PC there can be a blog author. It’s safe to say there are now millions of blogs to choose from, and statistics are impossible to pin down in such a fluctuating landscape.

In 2002, according to one report, a new blog was born every 40 seconds. With ever cheaper computers and expanded internet use, by now it’d be fair to estimate that statistic would have fallen to a new blog every 20, or even ten seconds.

Blogs range from the mundane to the serious. You can set up a new blog within ten minutes. Use a search engine like Google to look up ‘How to…?’ and then insert what it is you want to set up, whether it’s a blog, MySpace, Facebook or other account. A site called ‘MyBlog’ is one portal to this strange new world, but there are no doubt many others. Search engines provide links to user-friendly sites and manuals on how to get started.

If you use blogs for fun or for a quirky idea, you never know what might come out of them. A few years ago, a teenager in the US hit upon the idea of selling little blank squares in his blog to earn some extra pocket money. For some reason, this idea appealed to people, his blog went viral, and he ended up with millions. Jack Smit, co-ordinator of the Project SafeCom website, has been using the new media as a campaign tool for human rights and environmental issues for the past decade. He calls himself a ‘seasoned new media user’, and believes it’s best to be wary of much of the material on the net, which can be either fake, fraudulent or self-serving.

On the other hand, blogs can be ideal for aggregating information about a particular topic. They can alert the reader to complementary information with links to other relevant websites and articles. It’s a good idea to get someone who’s good at design and layout to help with the blog, if you’re unfamiliar with these skills. It makes the blog livelier and more accessible. On most blogs, I wouldn’t superimpose a soundtrack, as this can be irritating and repetitive.

If you’re going to have ads to offset the cost, keep them reasonably discreet; again so as not to irritate the reader. Avoid flashing lights. It’s also helpful to have a mechanism in the blog which shows you and the reader how many hits you’ve received. Often that can be an automatic component of a site, depending on how you set it up. If you do use material from outside, at least make sure you fully attribute the source. Some people will insist you get copyright permission first, so it’s wise to ask. Most sources won’t worry about copyright fees for internet sites, as long as they’re attributed.

If you’re planning an interactive blog with reader comments, think carefully about how you’ll moderate the comments. It can be laborious and time-consuming to moderate reader comments all the time, especially as some may come in overnight from international readers. The anonymity of a blog can give people who post vicious or defamatory comments a false sense of security that they’re somehow immune from defamation or follow-up action. As the section on defamation in chapter 1 shows, anonymity doesn’t guarantee immunity.

A solution might be to have a time-lag, where you as moderator have a closed site within the blog. Then you can release posted comments onto the general site after you’ve read them, a bit like the delay and kill button that talkback radio uses to protect itself from airing defamatory comments.

As for privacy, don’t be your own worst enemy and post revealing material about yourself that you’ll later regret. There are all sorts of nutters out there who might think it’s amusing to turn private revelations against you. This is an understatement, not an exaggeration. An example is the obscene material that was posted on tribute pages for two young children, Elliott Fletcher and Trinity Bates, who were killed in February 2010.

Don’t start a blog for the sake of it. Make sure you’ve got something to say. It can be funny and whimsical; it doesn’t have to be earnest, but don’t open yourself up to the ether unless it’s something genuinely important to you. Smit cites Barack Obama’s use of the internet as a great example of the new media and politics. Obama’s campaign launch was at the Denver Broncos football club stadium in July 2008. Six weeks beforehand, he had 1.5 million followers on his Facebook page. He told them via the site that the campaign launch would already attract record audiences, but his team would hold 40 seats aside for any Facebook fans who sent in a donation of $US5 or more. The lucky 40 would be pulled out of the proverbial hat. The tickets were going at $US400 a seat, and the campaign received massive value from the small donations which ensued.

Australian politics has also been transformed by new media. Kevin Rudd is a notorious Twitterer. The Liberal party, during its ructions in November 2009, was divided even more when one of the climate change sceptics, Dennis Jensen, used Facebook to encourage dissenters. His colleague, Senator Cory Bernardi, opted for traditional media by hitting the radio waves. Malcolm Turnbull, the leader then, was also known for his Twittering. The political party room was furiously tweeting, texting, emailing, blackberrying and facebooking the media.

Blogs and anonymity are not synonymous anymore. Another new word has entered the lexicon: ‘dooced’. Clem Bastow, a freelancer and editor of The Dawn Chorus, wrote in the MEAA’s Walkley Magazine: ‘the blogosphere was once a place of blissful refuge for the mouthy and critical, a wild frontier where all could hide behind noms de plume and white-text-on-black layouts from which all manner of bile could be spewed’. She says that the term emerged in 2002 after blogger Heather Armstrong lost her job – a year into writing her blog dooce.com – ostensibly because her employers did not find her ‘satirical’ posts about work as entertaining as readers did. She wasn’t the first to be ‘dooced’, nor the last, but it was the first time blogging’s impenetrable armour took a public beating.


FULL-TIME ACTIVISM AND NEW MEDIA

JACK SMIT

Online activist and founder and co-ordinator of Project SafeCom, a Western Australian human rights group

5 am – I wake up, switch on the PC, coffee one and coffee two go down, and by the time I have scoured the online ABC News, The Age and The Sydney Morning Herald, Virginia Trioli is blurting out at me askance from the TV in the lounge room on ABC2 Breakfast. I will keep working with ABC2 in the background until I will, at 8 am, replace Trioli with ABC AM. Can’t miss anything this week. COP15 is on and the world holds its collective breath with anxious anticipation, all senses tuned.

6.30 am – A quick check of the latest goss on Facebook, talking to myself, calling it Stalkbook, then laughing softly while I skittishly check that girl (again!) just for five seconds on my way: it’s a hard habit to drop. Greens staffers, some activists and senators have dropped by with some page links related to the Copenhagen Climate Summit and with some legislative stuff. Charles Zentai seems to get out of jail for Christmas, and Chris Evans announces $50 million to stop the Christmas Islanders complaining about being overrun by reffos and Immigration Department honchos. Before too much cynicism sets in about our perpetual national neurosis around boats arriving on our shores, I check the twitters from the Australian Youth Climate Coalition kids who are asleep in their Danish beds while the reports of yesterday’s sessions are up on their blog.

On 4 July 2009, from my home in Narrogin, I check out some of my Fremantle friends on Twitter. They’re sending out updates from Fremantle harbour this afternoon: it’s American Independence Day and there’s a protest against the presence of nuclear powered aircraft carrier USS George Washington and guided missile cruiser USS Cowpens. ‘Jo Valentine arrested’, tweets David Paris from his iPhone. A minute later he clicks his phone again to take a photo and within seconds the Twitpic appears online, sharing with the entire world the image of the former senator, peace activist and anti-nuclear campaigner being bundled in a paddy wagon. I call the ABC newsroom in Perth to let them know the news. Five hours later their story comes online.

New media blurs the distinction between advocate, reporter, activist, editor and even media owner, and it has given empowerment to millions who formerly were controlled, snipped, edited out or dumped, or whose words were manipulated by newspaper editors, cameramen, reporters and sub-editors to suit the media outlet’s agenda. It may have started innocuously, but with the advance of blogging technology, its immediacy grew from weeks and days into hours and now seconds. By the time the Twin Towers fell in Manhattan in 2001, bloggers posted updates and YouTube movies to their online spaces that became part of worldwide television news coverage.

Regrettably for Mr Murdoch, my uploaded YouTube movie, my Blogspot blog, the Google searches I do every hour, my Facebook page and my Twitter account all come for free. Politicians have gone a-blogging, a-twittering, facebooking and youtubing. Many journalists are among my Facebook friends, and I follow more than a hundred media outlets on Twitter.

If I want to know how Tiger Woods is going two weeks after his entire harem outed him as a marriage infidel, I check the ‘Trending topics’ on my Twitter page. Yup, jokes are still coming in fast; it’s coming out that he changed his phone number after crashing his car next-door. I don’t walk to the newsagent to buy a newspaper. I haven’t done that for more than a decade.

It’s not just traditional media outlets who have been forced into the changing set of parameters, and who have to embrace new strategies to keep up with its audience and remain relevant. During the Victorian Bushfires in 2008, while communication by Victorian fire services failed, people in the region sent out situation alerts through their network of contacts using Twitter and Facebook. Even while their home internet was down, they could still use both alert portals to send updates using their mobile phone.

New technologies are here to stay, and they connect us as a community in emerging situations and in emergency situations. We have become our own media. There is no hostility towards traditional outlets, but a refined awareness of who is as advanced as us and who’s not, and a native knowledge of who is building or maintaining the walls and hiding behind them, and who is helping to knock them down. I can now ask a question on the ABC’s Q&A television program by talking into the camera on my phone and uploading it to the ABC website. I can leave an idea on the Facebook fan page for my local ABC Drive program and hear it noted on the radio within five minutes. I’ve become the citizen reporter, citizen journalist and a participant in the program.



Facebook

Social networking sites and the media feed off each other. Facebook is now a first port-of-call for journalists wanting to research people who aren’t normally in the public eye. It may be someone who, say, has gone missing or is a suspect in a breaking case or who has hit the headlines for positive reasons.

It’s a quick device to find someone’s photo, information they care to make public, and a list of possible interviewees connected with that person. The material is already in the public domain: if you have a Facebook page and suddenly gain media attention, there’s nothing you can do to stop your material from being republished in the mainstream press. So think about this carefully when deciding what to post.

I know some seasoned journalists who won’t have anything to do with social networking sites precisely because they know how the media works. I know others who wouldn’t offer a job to aspiring cadet journalists unless they had at least three social networking accounts and knew how to navigate their way around them. Again, it’s usually a generational difference.

If used carefully, Facebook is also an easy way for people with large overseas networks to stay in touch – a constantly updated form letter, if you like. On a positive note, you can use Facebook, YouTube and Twitter for protests or awareness-raising too. There was a touching article in October 2009 about students from Killara High School in Sydney who used a YouTube clip to criticise the state government for the number of demountable classrooms taking up their open space.

This expanding social bubble has reached the research department and the coffers of the US Defence Department’s Advanced Research Project Agency (DARPA). According to a Sun-Herald report, they’ve started to collect data on how computer systems and popular websites can be used to harness collective intelligence. In a sense, the web has come full circle since it was first widely used for academic and military applications. Now they’re studying the people’s more spontaneous use of networking sites.

But social networking’s role isn’t just as a facilitator for friendly networks and goofy research. It can also spur on bullying, exclusion and indirect, anonymous intimidation. Teenagers are especially vulnerable if for some reason the herd turns on them. If social networking has been a great source of pleasure for them in the past, they feel especially hurt and betrayed. Eventually, if it all gets too vitriolic, people will just stay away. As with any technology, it’s only as good as the people who use it. Social networking probably works best for those who already have strong external networks.


CAN FACEBOOK HELP YOUR BUSINESS?

KEN BURGIN

Online marketing specialist

If you have clients and customers who love food and networking, creating a business Facebook group or page is a great way to shape the conversion and reach out to them. Once it’s set up, you can add events, photos, videos, comments and news. Members can also join the conversation and add content. But don’t panic – if they say something you don’t like, it can be deleted. Get in now and take charge – it’s better to be controller of the Café Troppo Group than having someone else set up the Café Troppo Crazy Fans Group and use it for satire. It happens!

Creating a group for a special interest or cause

Facebook groups are for everything from a favourite TV show, a charity, a school reunion or the local organic produce co-op. Check the Facebook group for StreetSmart Australia, a group working through restaurants to assist the homeless. The group’s founders have put up a great collection of pictures and videos, and members have added plenty more. I set one up for Gordon Ramsay Fans in Australia – we’ve tracked the ups and downs over the eighteen months, and it was used by the tour organisers to promote free tickets for his July appearance. The administrator of a group can email members with relevant promotions – an instant mailing list!

Creating a page for your business or local area

Facebook pages are like mini websites with different options to groups. They have ‘fans’ rather than ‘members’. Add information about your hours, services, location and website. This is the place for businesses that want a profile on Facebook. For a great example see the Facebook page for the town of Esperance in WA. It has more than 2500 members, and features a constant stream of local events, great photos and town news.

Creating highly targeted advertising

At the bottom of the Facebook page is a link to advertising. You can create small banner ads to run down the right-hand side of Facebook pages that are targeted at the person viewing it. Everyone who sets up a Facebook profile gives certain demographic information (age, location etc), and often share about their interests. This allows advertisers to find highly specific target groups. As an example, if you’re after people aged twenty-five plus in Sydney for a wine promotion, you would choose those demographic details when formatting the advertisement.



Ken Burgin, an online marketing specialist, says: ‘Facebook keeps growing! More than eight million Australians now have a Facebook profile, and the marketing possibilities keep expanding. It’s not just for teens. In March 2009, Inside Facebook said there were more Facebook users aged 26–44 than 18–25, and seeing massive adoption by users 35–65. In fact, the fastest growing demographic on Facebook is women over 55. These are US figures and trends in Australia are similar.’

Originally, more than half of Facebook users (51 per cent) were US college-age students aged eighteen to twenty-five. In only a matter of months, this had decreased to 45 per cent. One reason there might be a decline in younger people’s use is because parents are now logging on to Facebook to monitor what their teenagers do online. Although children can adjust privacy settings to prevent some access, the thought of their parents befriending their friends and sticking their noses into a hitherto private domain is enough to put many off. Baby boomers and Generation Xers are usually reluctant users of new technology, but when it comes to protecting their children, more are trying it out just to see what all the fuss is about.

Interviewees for this book all point to the networking strength Facebook has given them. For activists, unionists and NGOs, Facebook helps with instant network send-outs of information which might interest their particular group. Tags to online news sites do the rounds of the networks, a bit like group emails, and people are kept instantly in the loop for breaking news.

YouTube

It’s hard to imagine that YouTube only got started in 2005. It’s become part of almost everyone’s vernacular. Stories about children as young as seven posting videos on YouTube abound, but it’s a fair bet teenagers and musicians are its most avid users. Older computer users focus on YouTube more as a research tool.

YouTube provides entertainment and social connections that you wouldn’t find on a mainstream site. Animation and other audio-visual skills which used to take hours, even days, of laborious work, can now all be done with the click of a mouse. ‘Mash-ups’ incorporating internet footage of famous people, along with the amateur sitting alone in their study, give unprecedented scope for multi-media creativity. All it might take is a mobile phone, a guitar or keyboard, a few carefully selected images and sound bites, and it’s a new work of art, satire, political protest, video comment or just a bit of fun.

YouTube is especially relevant for satire, whimsical mash-ups, ‘funniest home video’-style bloopers, and music, both mainstream and amateur. Teenagers with fledgling bands often use YouTube to showcase their music to friends and family, also hoping their efforts might find a viral audience. YouTube is the modern, amateur equivalent of the rock clips of old.

Newcomers to YouTube can read the YouTube blog. For registration, visit the website: www.youtube.com. You have to set up an account using the sign-up prompts. It’s free. The website’s catch-phrase is: ‘YouTube, Broadcast Yourself’. You’ll need a webcam, video-capable mobile or laptop. It’s helpful to have a designated cameraperson if you’re doing a group clip. Mainstream media are starting to use YouTube in their research and television networks will often broadcast YouTube footage in their reports, should they be short of their own footage.

Twitter

Twitter started taking the world by storm in May 2007. A San Francisco consortium started the prototype a year earlier, incorporated the idea, and the simplicity of its 140-character format took off. During an interview, lecturer Ken Burgin said that using Twitter was ‘like going to a dinner party ... you’re not sure how interesting the people will be. At a dinner party, if they’re not interesting, you’re stuck in your chair. At Twitter, you can just leave.’

Now millions seem to be getting in on the act. Neighbours stars twitter away to their fans, politicians stab each other in the back via tweets and companies use Twitter as a strategic marketing tool.

According to The Australian’s aviation writer, Steve Creedy, ‘Virgin Blue chief Brett Godfrey has thrown down the social media gauntlet to competitors by vowing to use Twitter as a launch pad for fare wars’. Writing in September 2009, Creedy quoted Godfrey as using Twitter, Facebook and YouTube as a ‘social marketing battleground’. Maybe the war analogies are also apt, given the amount of war games the new media use. ‘Social media has been tagged as a fad for the youth market, but it’s not a passing phenomenon’, Godfrey said. ‘Smart companies will quickly learn to use it as tomorrow’s essential marketing platform.’

Passing fad or not, Twitter has gained huge momentum. Whether or not it’ll be relevant in another two years is another story. Interestingly, when I did a straw-poll of teenage boys between Years 9 and 11 in high school, all said they used Facebook and YouTube but not Twitter. One said: ‘There’s only so much social media you can do’. It could be that the Blackberry-using, meeting-crazed Xers and Boomers are dominating Twitter sites, while the teenagers spend less-rushed time on friendship sites.

The most active tweet site last year was for the Iran presidential election, where the death-toll is still mired in controversy. Imagine today’s technology two decades earlier at the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. The information coming out then would have given a far more accurate picture of the numbers of dead and injured, and would also have alerted outsiders to protesters who were later arrested.

We’ve come a long way from the USSR’s underground Samizdat publications of the 1960s and ’70s, where dissidents furtively distributed badly printed newsletters and were often (and secretly) thrown into gulags or bogus psychiatric prisons for their trouble.


TWITTER AND BUSINESS

KEN BURGIN

Online marketing specialist

Twitter is a free and easy way to share news in 140 characters. If you have time to write one text message a week, you can manage Twitter. Share events and tips with customers, clients and fans, and watch news updates from useful Twitter-feeds.

To get started open a free account at www.Twitter.com. Choose a name that represents your business (eg FoodSouth) or use your own name. Don’t be strange or mysterious – this is about promotion! Describe your business in the Profile section, including your website address. Next, in 140 characters or less, answer the simple question on your Twitter home page: ‘what’s new?’ FMCA members are in the communication business, and will have a constant stream of news and ideas to share. Here’s your chance to reach out to the world, but be interesting if you want to gather followers.

Promote your twitter name to customers in promotional material and email signatures. If people follow you, follow them back if they look interesting. Some people follow everyone; others are more selective. Just click the Follow button on their Twitter page. You’ll want others to follow or ‘subscribe’ to your news or ‘tweets’. It’s like moving to a new town, with no friends on the first day, but they’re all around if you make an effort to find them. Use Twitter’s search function to find other food writers, publicists, cooks or wine lovers and see how they use the service.

Share your news: a menu highlight, a customer story, local announcement, a new product, news about a best seller or link to a picture or web page. Find people who Twitter in your local area using www.NearbyTweets.com. Add a location to your profile to help others find you in the same way, or look at the people who are following other Twitter users and, if they look interesting, follow them too!

If you use an iPhone or Blackberry to keep in touch, you can download software to twitter directly from these devices. On your computer, twitter directly from the twitter web page or from free software like Seesmic, Tweetie or a wide range of other services.

Have fun with twitter – the clients you want to impress will certainly notice! Follow me at www.twitter.com/KenBurgin.
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Tips for some specific groups

Community groups and NGOs

People with media training or experience already work within most large, reasonably well-funded community groups and non-government organisations (NGOs). If you need media help and you work in one of these groups, go to them for advice. If they’ve been around long enough, they will already have good media contacts and can steer you to journalists who cover your area.

For smaller volunteer groups, call on your networks from a variety of fields: community umbrella groups, organisations like the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) and their state counterparts, the union movement, environmental groups and academics. This has become easier since group emails have streamlined access to networks. New media like Twitter and Facebook also give you faster connections to like-minded groups of people.


MEDIA DOs AND DON’Ts FOR COMMUNITY GROUPS

JOHN HIGHFIELD

Former presenter of ABC radio’s AM and PM; former international editor, ABC radio


	Think local and neighbourly.

	Be radio-wise. Radio is still the most personal communication medium. It’s one-to-one communication.

	Keep things simple. Identify the central thing or things of most interest in your cause or event and make contact with the popular stations in your area, requesting an interview.

	Make sure that only one well-briefed and passionate spokesperson is nominated to do the interview. If there are several stations – say a commercial, ABC Local and a community station – then offer different people. Radio presenters don’t like second-hand talent!

	Ignore group hierarchy and pecking-order protocols. Make sure those doing the talking are open and natural speakers. Be briefed and ready for all questions. It’s a big no-no to be asked, ‘How many people do you represent?’ and reply: ‘I’m not sure, I’ll have to check with the association secretary and get back to you’.

	Find out who is writing the articles for your community newspaper and make personal contact with those write and edit it. 

	The op-ed pages are very popular these days. Use the letters columns. A succinct, witty response appeals to editors and gets a lot of attention. If anyone in your cause or group has a real capacity with words, urge them to write an opinion piece on the local issue and offer it as a contribution to the local paper.

	Build your own community website. The technology is easy to use and relatively cheap. There are probably many computer-literate people in your community who would be very happy to help. Let people know about it with attractive posters in shops and community spaces or with a mailbox drop. 





Local radio and local newspapers are vital outlets for community groups, as is regional television. In NSW, the ABC’s Stateline program on Friday nights often carries video segments put together by residents’ action groups and community groups.

If you’re planning a meeting or a protest, see if you can do something innovative to provide a hook for local newspaper and broadcast outlets. Or plan a wider protest with members of similar groups outside your local area for a wider state or national approach which might gain national media interest. Sunday newspapers and Saturday broadcast outlets usually need something topical, and if there isn’t much breaking news around your protest or meeting might get a run. The more colour, movement and original ideas you have, the likelier the run.

Lawyers

Community legal groups often work at the frontlines of their profession. Far from the shiny corporate offices of commercial law, community legal centres deal with some of the most heartbreaking and gut-wrenching cases. They juggle pro-bono work, scarce resources and a green workforce. It’s often a symbolic battlefield. Community legal centre offices reflect this: they’re a bit unkempt at the edges but good at heart. What is more relevant, though, is the bridge community legal centres provide between the players involved in courts and the media. Courts are where some of the rawer stories of humanity are aired.

Media outlets never have enough staff to cover all the courts and instead send their small stable of court reporters to the highest profile cases in a rotation format. So a reporter might duck into the local courts in the morning and a district or federal court in the afternoon.

There’s never enough time for a comprehensive look at an entire case, unless you’re working for an investigative news outlet like the former National Times. This piecemeal approach is a problem for court reporters, and a problem for lawyers who might be involved with a case which is of genuine public interest.

The other problem is that it’s rare to have an experienced reporter on the beat. Mainly it’s the younger cadets straight out of university who haven’t had the years under their belt to understand the law fully or ask the most pertinent questions. Many don’t know court etiquette: who to go to during the breaks to ask questions, where to get copies of documents and whether or not to approach the lead counsel or a junior one.

One thing I’d advise lawyers and young reporters to do is consult with each other and develop a trusting relationship. For young court reporters: don’t treat your court contacts with sensationalism or as a disposable resource. It’s extremely bad manners and works against you in the long term. For lawyers: indulge the reporter. Take the extra five minutes needed to explain a document or to explain the legal argument behind a case. This will help everyone’s understanding of the case. The director of the University of Newcastle Legal Centre, Shaun McCarthy, says: ‘Find out the journo’s angle on the story. There is no such thing as off-the-record. Develop contacts with the media, subject to your client’s instructions and the professional conduct rules.


LEGAL ADVICE

GEORGE NEWHOUSE

Barrister, social justice lawyer and former mayor of Waverley Council, Sydney

How many of us have heard the old adage: ‘Any publicity is good publicity’? It may be true for a politician or a celebrity whose job depends on public recognition, but it doesn’t assist a client who is fighting to retain their good name in the face of a hungry media pack.

I am often asked the question ‘Should I speak to the media?’ and my answer is always ‘What are you trying to achieve?’ Most people have no idea what they are trying to get from an interaction with the media. If you aren’t seeking a particular result, then why bother with the media at all? Often it is better to say nothing. Remember, there is no story without colour and movement and your reaction may just get a story to fly. On the other hand, if the story is compelling and will be published anyway, a response is often important in order to balance it. The law will normally require the media to publish your comments to balance a negative report. An expert is usually best placed to assess whether silence or a carefully prepared statement should be issued.

The next question is ‘Which media do I speak to?’ Most people treat all forms of media the same way and use a shotgun approach. They don’t understand the different demands of each format (TV, radio, internet and print) or the different risks of each of them. Amateurs do not understand that television and radio put them at real risk because there is no way out of an embarrassing interview once you are on air. Inexperienced clients involved in controversial matters should stick to issuing a written media statement prepared by a professional. On the other hand, if you have good or important news to tell, then an expert should advise on the different approaches to encourage each media outlet to run your story.

Once you have decided to speak to the media, the next question surely must be ‘What do I say?’ or ‘What is my message?’ If you are inexperienced, try to say as little as possible and leave the spin to the experts. Less is often more in the media spin game. I would seek professional advice and get the experts to prepare a media statement that gets your point across whenever the matter is controversial. Anything you say might be used in print and you are best off limiting your statement to the words that you want published. No more and no less.

If there is no doubt about the matter you want to raise, you are on top of your material and a more extensive interview is proposed, then you must be fully prepared. There is no point in communicating with the media if you are unprepared. Unless you are lucky, the exercise will end in disaster.

An important question, which is not asked enough, is ‘Should I get someone to represent me?’ Unless you are an experienced politician or a celebrity, very few people have the skills or training to front the media. My advice is to leave it to the professionals, if possible. As they say in the law, a person who acts for themselves has a fool for a client. One final point, lawyers have no media training and although they can be the most appropriate person to speak out on a particular matter, they need to be guided by experts. Get a team together and agree on a strategy before anyone makes a comment.



‘The media is a very powerful tool in getting across your client’s case, particularly in public interest matters. Respond to journalist inquiries promptly, as they have deadlines to meet. You do not have to always accept the premise of the question asked: remember that often the interview is edited to a 30-second grab.’

Without the collaboration between lawyers and journalists, many important social stories go unreported. If you’re a lawyer sitting on an interesting case and have had satisfactory dealings with a journalist in the past, don’t hesitate to ring them and tip them off about the case.

I’ve found most lawyers quite inspiring to work with and the amount of time they devote to their jobs is phenomenal. It sounds like a cliché, but it’s true: the purpose of the law, most of the time, is to get to the truth, and so is the purpose of journalism.

Let’s face it, lawyers are just frustrated actors, debaters and thinkers, who get to perform in the ultimate theatre: that of the courts. There’s a lot of hard slog expended in the meantime and journalists often don’t understand that. If you end up in a high-profile case, often you’ll be the spokesperson for your client. Just stay calm, courteous and don’t let confidentiality issues slip.

Musicians

Musicians are using the media more than ever before due to a confluence of factors. Firstly, the live music pub scene in Australia dwindled during the 1990s as venues switched to the more lucrative poker machines. At the same time, the explosion of personal computers allowed more would-be musicians to use fledgling recording software.

New media such as YouTube offered musicians access to a global audience, allowing them to bypass both the expensive studios and the restricted space in traditional media outlets. Webcams and high-standard computer-compatible microphones complete the picture. Musicians wanting their big hit – like bloggers wanting a big publishing deal – use the new media, hoping for that fluke which will catapult them to mainstream rather than niche audiences. In that sense, the same media rules apply for musicians as outlined earlier in this book for stories. Wishing for a fluke is all well and good, but there are some practical, proactive steps you can take to maximise your chances of a run. First, the material’s got to be good (or so groaningly bad that it’s funny).

Learn the new software applications to make your recordings and arrangements as professional as you can. Working musicians recommend Cubase and Pro Tools as excellent programs to help you set up a sophisticated music studio in your own space. Other software applications include Digital Performer and Cakewalk.

For composing, you can now bypass hand-written musical notations with programs like Sibelius, which can refine scores to change keys, transfer your original scores to the internet (watch that copyright!) and translate written scores to audio on your computer.


A MUSICIAN’S EXPERIENCE WITH THE MEDIA

MICHAEL ATHERTON

Professor of Music and Associate Dean (Research), College of Arts, University of Western Sydney

Think visual, visual, visual. Aspiring musicians live in a post–Australian Idol era. Be seen to be heard. DVDs, Facebook and YouTube rule. If the 1960s was the hegemony of the three-minute single (on vinyl), today it’s the 20-second-or-less video for promotion. Think of the theme music (or ‘sting’) for a TV show or a documentary. Twenty seconds is the maximum in some formats.

I co-ordinated a piece at the Campbelltown Arts Centre involving five Ford utes, a big band, rappers, a DJ, dancers, orchestral percussion – with the sound turned up. A Reuters (UK wire service) camera was there. It made Channel Nine’s TV news on the Sunday and it was the biggest exposure I’ve ever had. It was picked up across the world from Hong Kong to the Middle East. The ABC’s JJJ made a radio recording which was sent to Canada and Britain.

It depends on your budget and your promotional plan whether you do your own publicity or you engage a publicist to work for you. A promotional plan is something you do based on where you want to be in one year, three years and onwards. You work out your strengths and weaknesses and plan to your strengths. Set aside time in your working week to self-promote.

Look for a publicist. A publicist will have a detailed knowledge of the media. Young musicians should look at the internet and posters to look for promoters. A two-minute spot on a late-night news TV show where the host asks a couple of questions and holds your new CD up to the camera is worth thousands of dollars of paid advertising.

Making your own media directory

You should consult media guides and directories and select your target contacts: television (commercial and government funded), newspapers (national, city, regional, suburban), radio (commercial and government funded), magazines (news and themed), journals (academic and trade), newsletters (society and guild) and internet resources. Make a media contact list including title, position and address, phone and fax numbers. You can contact the media in person, by phone, by fax, letter or e-mail. Try to contact someone by name or in person whenever possible. It is a guarantee that your communication has been received.

Be punctual and reliable. If you receive a message that the presenter of an afternoon show will ring you for a live-to-air radio interview at a particular time, be ready and enthusiastic. Try to record such interviews. Listen to how you perform. You can be convincing and spontaneous in a live interview.

The media release

The benefit of a media release is that it saves time for the arts reporter or journalist, TV or radio producer and helps them get the facts straight. It may even be quoted verbatim if the style is appropriate.

You should send media releases announcing such things as:


	an upcoming concert

	a new group or ensemble

	a new recording

	a major overseas tour

	a change in the personnel of a group

	an unusual collaboration

	an award.





Amateur sportspeople or groups

Sport is a huge media drawcard. Australians and the Australian media love their sport, and sport is almost as guaranteed as sex in selling your story idea to the media. My nieces were once involved in junior soccer and their mum was anxious when asked to write a description about one of the games for the local club’s newsletter. It was a straightforward request, asking for scores, names of the children, who scored which goal and an overview of the game. She was uncertain, unconfident in her own observation skills.

For all amateur groups, from schools to sports, try and follow just two basic rules. Firstly, take a notebook and several pens for all the detail; don’t take your eye off the game, whatever it is. Secondly, ‘follow your instincts’. Your interpretation of the game, the school, the amateur issue at hand, the quality of the cooking, the resonance of an actor’s voice, is just as valid as anyone else’s. We’re all critics. That doesn’t mean you have to make your contribution critical – keep it gentle. A balanced overview is more credible than a biased one.

Think about how you want to tell the story. Keep an objective eye and tell both sides. That way you’ve done all you can to be fair. There’ll always be someone who disagrees, but if you’ve been balanced and accurate, it’s their problem, not yours. If you’re hesitant about writing but still want to try, don’t be shy about asking for advice. And, as so many of the contributors to this book have said, do your media homework. The best way of learning how to write is to read widely.


MEDIA DOs AND DON’Ts FOR SPORTS STORIES

JOHN MACDONALD

Sports Editor, Fairfax Community Press

DO ask yourself why you think your story or idea is interesting. What is the most interesting angle to the reporter or editor?

DO keep your pitch brief. Reporters are usually juggling multiple tasks. You’ll lose their interest if you take forever to get to the point. So much communication is done via email, you can expand an idea or story via email after making phone contact if there is interest.

DO stick to one outlet if a story or idea is accepted. Reporters won’t be impressed if they’ve accepted your story or idea and find it’s been subsequently shown around elsewhere. If the story or subject’s strong enough, other outlets will pick it up.

DO be prepared. Know your market. If you think you’ve got a story or controversy that you think is compelling, find out who the appropriate person is at a metropolitan outlet. If it’s a subject of local interest, then approach your local outlet.

DO the media rounds if you’re trying to gauge interest in a sport or have results published.

DO think about pictures to illustrate your story or idea if it’s intended for print. This is essential.

DO know your market. There’s no point in approaching a rugby league dominated publication with a lawn bowls story.

DO remember, in this multi-media age, that a lot of material is featured online rather than in print. The audience is still there.

DON’T pester news editors or reporters at busy times near deadlines. They won’t have time to chat. Find out when the best times are to contact them.

DON’T be upset if your material is reworked. Editors and reporters are looking at the best way of presenting information in an entertaining way.

DON’T be discouraged. If your ideas are interesting and presented well, you’ll get there with experience.

DON’T harangue. This is an instant turn-off. Remember that all news outlets have X amount of material they’re trying to fit into a smaller Y space. Despite their image, most journalists are ethical people offering a service, but editors have to make choices. Don’t take it personally. Sports topics aren’t chosen as encouragement awards but because of their news value. And despite the bleatings, there is no media prejudice against women in sport. If the news-entertainment value is there, the female competitor or sport will find a market.



Keep this in mind: writing is just conversation. The only difference is that you’re having the conversation on a blank page. Always focus on the most engaging part of the game, debate, musical concert or colourful sideline antics that grabbed you at the time, and lead your article with that. Once you’ve worked out how you’re going to start the story, the rest will flow more naturally. See the section on clear writing in chapter 1 and how to write a press release in chapter 4 for other hints.

Stay accurate, even if it’s time-consuming to get all the details. Get names, numbers and spellings right. If you get a competitor’s name or score wrong when writing about a sporting match, you’ll be breathing the frosty air with another equally frosty parent at 8 am on a wintry Sunday. Everyone’s already grumpy, so don’t risk the aftermath.

So, key tips here are: observe, record the detail, use some imagination and, above all, be confident. If you use eyes, ears and a bit of lateral thinking, you can write entertaining material for your fellow group members.

Academics

If you publish an interesting paper, book or thesis which isn’t cloaked in gobbledegook, chances are a media outlet will be interested. This can range across all topics, from linguistics to langoustines. It’s rewarding for you and your university when the media highlights your work, and it can inspire future students to follow in your footsteps. The other added benefit is that you might attract feedback from fellow specialists in your field, who may not have heard about your research.

If your paper or speech has merit, approach your local news desk in advance of its publication or delivery so it fits in with media timing. It’s always better to have something in on the day it’s released, as this adds to its newsworthiness. This takes earlier preparation.

The section on clear writing in chapter 1 gives vital advice for academics. As a print journalist, I’ve waded through incredibly dense copy from some academics and I have had to ring them back to get them to translate what they were trying to say. Avoid excessive jargon, or at least explain it to the layperson. If a student handed you such a paper you’d be tempted to fail them, so don’t fall into that turgid language trap yourself.

One topic which media are often drawn to is sociology. Yet so much sociological writing is mired in a language swamp. Themes like demographics, transport, health and wealth are all compelling but so often badly written. Do it right, and you’ll get sympathetic media coverage. There are always pages to fill and radio bulletins to rescue from blank noise.

If your topic is of wider interest, you can add to the public debate, and find it rewarding that you’ve contributed to the issue. It’s worth listing your information on aggregate websites like the Australian Science Media Centre if you’re in science, or on the websites which cover your particular area.


ACADEMICS AND THE MEDIA

THE SOCIOLOGIST

Professor Linda Briskman, Director, Centre for Human Rights Education, Curtin University, Perth

Academics are a fickle lot. We can be heard to bemoan media reporting by tabloid or shock-jock outlets. But we also revere the media, particularly when it involves the sound of our own voices and the sound of our own causes. This is no truer than for people who are passionate about human rights.

Even though journalists approach academics more than we approach them, after feigning initial interest we may find that they ignore, misrepresent or distort what we believe to be our pearls of wisdom.

Journalists dislike attempts to twist their questions around if we provide irrelevant answers. This is our strategy when we don’t see the relevance of their questioning to the topic at hand. This results in a stalemate and we sometimes find the telephone returned hastily to its cradle as they move on to a more compliant interviewee. Nonetheless, the relationship is generally cordial and we puff up with pride when our views are visibly displayed.

Academics publish or perish. The publishing that is highly valued appears in massive tomes or important journals where one can be brutalised by peers rather than the media. But universities also woo the media because it showcases the academy and the show ponies within, who are happy to oblige. Opinion pieces are the pinnacle for academics as they are prominent and give the writer control, but newspapers often have their favourite contributors or favoured angles. We may have to be satisfied with a miniscule quote tucked away in a hefty article, or a 30-second sound byte on air.

Communicating our causes to mainstream Australia has its difficulties. When we have good news stories, we are disappointed to see that the bad and the ugly take priority. Why is ‘dysfunction’ the order of the day for Aboriginal stories, rather than resilience and success?

I must confess to my own failures on the occasions that I have been cajoled into commenting on matters about which I know little. This is not for an ego-boost or to mask my ignorance, but an injection of sympathy for the harried and time-poor journalist who has no-one to help them reach the deadline.

Despite the pitfalls, I recommend working with media. After all, some of my best friends are journalists. Taking a risk is preferable to silence, which can equate with collusion with dominant societal viewpoints that human rights advocates need to boldly challenge.

THE CRIMINOLOGIST

Professor Paul Wilson OAM, Chair of Criminology and Forensic Psychologist, Bond University, Queensland

The dos


	Do remember that in the average media interview you can only make one or two points, so think carefully about what you want to say before you talk or reply to the journalist.

	Do keep your language simple and concise and non-academic. Speak in language that the intelligent layperson will understand.

	With television, try to think of the average viewer and how she or he will react to your media appearance, so dress and act accordingly. Save your best floral Hawaiian shirt with the words ‘Hells Angels’ sprawled over it for another occasion.

	Do remember that the media are not some collective who think and act in the same way. Some journalists are honest, professional and competent, while others are not – just like any other group in the community. Keep that in mind when interacting with them pre- and post-interview. Record interviews you do with journalists or programs you do not trust and do not hesitate to complain to the media organisation if you are badly misquoted or unfairly edited.

	Do believe that what you say can have an impact on public opinion and, occasionally, on public policy. Your sincerity, enthusiasm and expertise can come through, especially in the electronic media, so don’t be afraid to show all three of these attributes.



The don’ts


	Don’t try to cover up if you make a mistake in a media interview. Admit your mistake to the reporter or audience, if you get the chance, and apologise.

	Don’t be rushed into making a comment until you are ready. Ask them to phone you back or wait for ten minutes while you check your facts and rehearse what you want to say.

	Don’t believe that your media appearance will make you a star at the university. Realise that some of your academic colleagues will distrust you if you appear on the media too much. You are almost guaranteed to be called a pop (whatever your field is) regardless of what you might have done professionally.

	Don’t wave your arms around or turn away from the cameras in television interviews, and avoid moving your body. Speak as though you are talking to a close friend in a conversational way.

	Don’t stray into areas or subjects that are beyond your area of expertise, and if you do not know an answer to a question, say that you don’t know but that you will find out.





The trouble for academics is they might spend years on a 100 000-word thesis and find it difficult to condense it into lay terms. That’s especially true if the work is recent and you’re still very close to the topic. There’s no easy solution here. Simplifying complex themes for the media is a skill unto itself. If you read chapter 1, you should have no problem. You’re not seen as a lesser academic if you can spell out in 300 words what it might have taken you ten years to get to in thesis form. At least that way you get to share your years of work with a wider audience.

I often come across journalists, not just specialists, who forget to think about the reader. If you can imagine talking to a room full of young students hearing your theme for the first time, then you can tailor that hypothetical lecture to a media outlet. The two scenarios are not all that different. The livelier the better. Get them enthused and hooked and there’ll be a new batch of potential PhDs on the way.

Scientists

Physicist Richard Feynman once said science was just ‘creativity in a straitjacket’. This inspirational UK physicist was right in one sense, given the rigorous experimental rules required of scientists. But in the creative sphere he was a bit unfair: most people familiar with science will tell you it is highly creative and lateral. The media and scientists have a lot in common. Both are interested in truth. Both, at their best, use research to verify whatever the latest truth may be.

The media is discovering more about science and science is discovering more about the media. The Pacific Rim earthquakes of 2009 had some scientists working 12-hour days feeding the media with the latest developments. The scientists who helped journalists explain tectonic plate movements received recognition which their peers may have sniffed at because it wasn’t on any peer review list. The media play an increasingly important role in making science engaging. This is where the scientist who can translate complex material, and make it compelling, is so crucial.

With more science stories entering the media, the more audiences are interested and the more they want to hear from scientists. Climate change is splitting political parties and countries and it has pushed science into political and global realms. Vaccination debates, cancer research, abortion, whether or not to have C-sections, obesity, diabetics, ageing: all these are sociological and scientific debates. There’s an increasing overlap between humanities and science as new media and mainstream media explore what was once inaccessible information. People less well versed in science, either innocently or maliciously post a lot of misleading information on online forums, which is why audiences need more scientists to engage in public debate.

Scientists can learn to explain their technical expertise in lay terms. Jargon can be overcome. Whether you’re in pure research or even a sociological science like demographics, these translation skills help clarify your thoughts and educate people who are not in your particular field.


ADVICE TO SCIENCE MEDIA NEWCOMERS

ROBYN WILLIAMS

presenter of ABC Radio National’s The Science Show

The first thing to do is practice. Do a bit of writing for a local paper. Do a gig on your local radio or TV station. That’ll help you figure out how long five minutes really is. It’ll teach you to simplify terms and to spell out acronyms. Economists are far worse than scientists when it comes to jargon. Form an alliance with someone in the media and get to know that person. If it works out, then that can lead to other media alliances.

If you’re doing something outside your normal gig, hook up with a senior specialist science writer. Then, when you get a young whippersnapper from the Daily Bugle bowling up to you with questions, you can refer them to the senior journalist’s article and ask them to read that before they do an interview. Then you have the luxury of selection; you don’t have to talk to everyone.

In the bigger institutions, ask for advice from your press office. These can be incredibly mixed, though. Some only write campus newsletters and don’t mediate between journalists and scientists, and as a journalist you get a feel for them. A lot depends on the people on the spot (for the journalist), and some press offices change their function when they have staffing or structural changes.

Pitfalls: you have to get used to being misquoted. Many people I know have agonised over the fact that their name has appeared in the paper and a qualifier might not have got in. You have to understand it’s not a disaster and develop a thick skin. For example, one scientist was quoted as saying higher levels of testosterone in the womb led to a higher risk of autism. What he’d really said was it led to a higher risk at one end of the autism spectrum.

Expect that a lengthy interview will be edited for newspapers and pre-recorded for TV. I recently did a six-minute interview which ended up as a 16-second grab. There are also pitfalls with live TV, where you might have a full six minutes but spend so much time with qualifiers and extraneous language you realise half your time’s up and you haven’t got to your point yet.

One way of practising and checking yourself for jargon is to speak out loud. There’s nothing like walking around the park rehearsing what you want to say. Do it with a stopwatch in your hand. Even Winston Churchill started out with a stutter and used to practice in front of the mirror before he became famous for his oratory.

Use evocative language: avoid prosaic words like ‘very’ and ‘recently’. Instead of saying ‘the tree is large’, say ‘the tree is gigantic’ if that’s what you mean. Choose words and imagery that are fun to listen to and practise getting them in.

Timing: it’s amazing how many senior people say they’ve got a ten-minute speech and 35 minutes later they’re still not finished; they’re just reading. Then, as a journalist, you have to ask them ‘can you give us five minutes now, based just on your important notes’.

Scientists and journalism

PROFESSOR PETER DOHERTY

Professor of Microbiology, Melbourne University and winner of the 1996 Nobel Prize in the physiology and medicine category for his discoveries about the cellular nature of immunology

Q: Journalism and science – how do they interrelate?

A: It’s a fraught issue. Often it’s a question of what the media wants. They want stories that sell papers; that sort of thing. A lot of people get their information from TV news and they are getting very limited information flow.

Q: Advice for young scientists?

A: It’s always a mistake to approach the media too early. You might be very enthusiastic about a new idea or theory at the start. But often it’s not quite there and when it goes through peer review it might be shredded. It might turn into a media beat-up that doesn’t make sense to anyone. So there’s no good reason to do it. Err on the side of caution. If you’re working in an institution which does have media specialists, it might be a good idea to ask for their advice.

Of course, if there’s a major issue, like an influenza outbreak, it will get a lot of media coverage. But that sort of thing is often handled by the medical profession (rather than pure research scientists) who tend to be a lot more experienced in dealing with the media.

Q: Are younger scientists likely to incur disapprobation from their elders if they’re cited in the media with views dissenting from their seniors?

A: I don’t think most of the media would know the difference (in terms of scientists’ career statures). I think the best place to work out scientific controversies is within science itself. For example, global warming sceptics are often not very highly credentialed.

Of course, if you’ve come up with something sensational, like a new version of the first law of thermodynamics, then it would warrant outside media attention.

But the public media might not necessarily be the way to go. Maybe the science media would be the place to go: somewhere like Nature or Australian Scientist. People are generally more interested in health stories. And climate change, there’s still a lot of interest in that.

Q: How do scientists get away from technical jargon?

A: If they can’t get away from technical jargon, they shouldn’t go near the media. They might be fantastic scientists, but if they can only speak in jargon, they can’t communicate. The bigger scientific organisations have to select spokespeople who are generally young, enthusiastic, positive, have attractive personalities. A lot of the time things might not be so rosy, but it’s not helpful to be negative and highly critical all the time.

You can write something for a newspaper and put a lot of work into it and you wonder if it’s too ephemeral. In the past few years I’ve written a few more books when I’ve been interested in airing a topic. At least if you write a book it’s there to stay. And people can find it more easily than something that’s been and gone on a newspaper feature page. But then, I don’t think people are reading as many books about science either.

I’ve come to the conclusion that if you’re really serious about getting science across, the best way would be through the visual media. It’s so much easier to explain if you can illustrate it with a cartoon or a graphic. The audience for people who watch science programs both here and in America would be 10 or 15 per cent of the population at most. Of course, in America that might translate to 30 or 40 million people. But they’re not the kinds of people you really need to get to – you’re preaching to the converted. Fortunately, a lot of people in that group are decision makers. The question then becomes ‘how do you carry the rest of the community with you?’.



Journalists and scientists have often been wary of each other. At best, the media have tended to treat scientists as geeks and, at worst, as evil manipulators of the world. Scientists, for their part, have hidden in their research caves and dismissed the trivialities of the media. People watching science programs or reading science-related stories in the newspaper are genuinely curious, and the science journalist, just like the scientist, has to be aware that it’s important to cover the basics. For example, explaining in lay terms the difference between fission and fusion if talking about the Hadron Collider.

Use plain language and easy-to-understand metaphors to get the message across. In a far-sighted gesture, the South Australian Government set up and funded the Australian Science Media Centre in November 2005. In August that year, media monitors recorded 3800 science-related stories, based on several keywords. By August 2006, the number had increased to 10 345. The AUSSMC, as the centre is known, teams up media-savvy scientists with science journalists. Key players in both print and broadcasting media are on the board. Lyndal Byford, microbiologist and media manager for the five-person centre, says she tells scientists to ‘think of Auntie Flo, who doesn’t know much about science but thinks it’s ever so clever’ when they’re doing media interviews. ‘Science is becoming part of the general news cycle’, she says. ‘People are reading about things like the Beaconsfield mine story and the Victorian bushfires.’ Byford says science stories are creeping up from page 65 and getting a run in the front of the news pages: ‘Some of these events are huge stories but people don’t automatically think about science when they’re reading them. Our job is to inject the scientists’ voices into the debate. The aim is that science is part of a bigger story.’

Since its inception, the Victorian, NSW and Queensland Governments have also helped fund the centre, which sends out regular emails to registered journalists and also hosts online events. It’s easy for scientists and journalists interested in science to register. Just Google the Australian Science Media Centre website and fill in the online form. It’s free. Within a day you’ll start getting regular email updates from the centre. Scientists can use the site to tell the centre about new research which can then be included in updates. For journalists, it’s a time-saving resource, freeing you up from a laborious ring-around to find out the latest research. It means you can focus more on your personal scientific contacts.

Accidental media performers

Sometimes people are thrust into the media spotlight through external events. Often, it’s because of some tragedy. A family member’s been injured or killed. They might be ill and fighting for redress like Bernie Banton in his court battles with James Hardie Industries. They might accidentally go viral, like teenage party boy Corey Worthington or the ‘chk-chk-boom’ girl, Clare Werbeloff, who made up an eyewitness account about a shooting in Sydney’s Kings Cross.

People might already be in the public eye and still attract unexpected and unwanted media attention, like an increasing list of recent politicians. What they all have in common is a sudden and often intrusive spike of media interest in their stories. Most people somehow muddle through such times and later, with hindsight, think about how they might have changed media strategies. It’s a bit like the old John F. Kennedy quote: ‘There’s no school for presidents’. There’s also no school for accidental media exposure, because it takes you completely by surprise. You learn on the job, and by the time the whirlwind has passed, the learning’s no longer needed.

Most people who are accidentally exposed have little media training and it’s not a bad idea to accept help from outside media consultants who may contact you after a story breaks. If the consultants are asking for a percentage of your story fee, should you sell it, that’s a decision only you can make and it also depends on how well you trust the person approaching you.

If you encounter cheque-book journalism, I’d be wary both of the consultant and also the media outlet. Then again, if you need the money, it’s not up to outsiders to be judgmental about your choice. My instinct is always to stick with advice from genuine and pro-bono people, as that has worked for me. You have to go with whatever works for you, but do ask for some neutral advice.

If you’re an accidental media spokesperson and trying to convey a serious message, any hint of money changing hands taints your credibility. Keep that in mind. In my brief time within the media storm, several offers were extended and we were broke, with unexpected overheads. We made a family decision not to let money get in the way of the themes we were trying to highlight: human rights, mental health and the policy problems with letting private corporations run public incarceration centres. Anything we said or wrote would have lost impact had there been any whiff of a cheque-book. I was paid standard freelance rates for a couple of the articles I wrote, but believe me, anyone who’s worked in freelance knows that they hardly cover the phone bills. Still, this way we retained one thing that is priceless: independence.

Money is almost an irrelevancy among the other dilemmas you face. One is the sheer bewilderment when faced with such relentless attention. You don’t know how to respond or how even to manage the sheer logistics of phone calls and messages. Do you let the TV crew into your home, or do you slam the door? Do you return every message or do you just select a few? I’d advise that you catch a breath and let the crews in, because that way the media will have their footage and you’re minimising your overall exposure by allowing a little of it. It’s only polite to return all messages, even if it’s to say you’ve agreed to go with another media outlet.

If your accidental event involves print, radio and television, and you want to reduce the time you spend with the media, choose one trusted TV outlet and go with them. The reason for this is that TV needs the visuals, so you may as well bite the bullet. Radio and print can use the TV interview as a source for their stories, both for text and audio.

Another tip: don’t look at new-media follow-up. It can be a poisonous world out there and you’re better off not getting any more upset by monitoring it. You’ll already have your own crisis to worry about, without adding to it. Let cyberspace do its worst: there’s no reason for you to witness it. A good sleep will work a lot better than a night at the computer: believe me, I know.

It’s very important to recruit supportive friends and family to help you through the accidental media storm. I was so touched when a friend I hadn’t heard from in years offered to help mind my three young children while I had to attend to the media and an investigation. What a wonderfully kind and practical thing that was! And many people might ring offering other kinds of help, including advice on whichever topic you’re caught up in. In our case, we had an unexpected offer of pro-bono legal advice, which turned into a valued friendship.

Keep an open mind. Don’t be a media snob. If a media outlet you don’t know asks you for an interview, talk to the reporter and, if you trust them, there’s no reason to say no, unless you’re pressed for time or are extremely uncomfortable with the media.

If your story relates to local or regional news, give the local or regional news outlets your time and courtesy. Just because it’s a radio station in a small town, doesn’t mean its audience is small. They are just as curious as anyone else to hear your story, probably more so, since it touches their community.

Keep your courage and your spirits up. The media storm passes soon, and it’s only a matter of time until things return to normal. Stay creative. Generate ideas for the media if some occur to you. Why not? You’ve got an instant platform which will disappear fast. The news cycle works so quickly that one day’s front page is the next day’s brief. That’s good for you, because you’ll find it pretty tiring to be on call from 5.30 am till 11 pm! Once it’s over, you’ll find it’s all a bit of a blur, and your main feeling will be one of relief.

I sincerely hope you have good experiences with the media, who are for the most part empathetic and also helpful. I received some much-needed contact and research information from journalists who were covering Cornelia’s case. They didn’t have any professional obligation to help in this way: they just did because they were fellow human beings. I’ll always remain grateful to them for that.

It’s impossible to imagine what it must have been like to be in a tragedy like the Victorian bushfires and then have multitudes of media outlets wanting to hear your story. The Australian’s senior Melbourne writer Gary Hughes faced this onslaught after losing his home, including much-loved pets, in the Victorian bushfire tragedy of February 2009 and later told the Melbourne University’s Centre for Advanced Journalism: ‘I was staggered at what it’s like to be on the receiving end of the feeding frenzy. I was quite overwhelmed at the number of calls I got and the requests for interviews. One of the lessons I learned is how draining it is for someone who has been involved in something to give a media interview. It’s incredibly draining emotionally.’ Hughes told the journalists that they should be better trained to understand the trauma they could unintentionally cause.

One theme you often hear in psychology is the flipside of this. There’s almost a kind of catharsis in telling your story; that it helps us in how we cope. That strikes me as logical. I’ve interviewed many people who’ve gone through a trauma who’ve said afterward they felt somehow lighter after telling their story.

I hope this gives some truth to the idea that the media is a two-way street: that the interviewee is left with a positive experience and not with the feeling of being exploited. If you ever feel in danger of such exploitation, just ditch the proposed interview and say no. It all depends on the particular journalist and how you get on with them. If someone’s rude or snide, just walk away. You do have a choice.

On a second point, I don’t think a ‘no-comment’ works at all well from a PR point of view unless you’re on a courtroom step and all the information’s out via the court process anyway. A brief and polite response in a setting of your choice (I’d advise against the doorstep) is far better. Find a spot with good lighting and a calm atmosphere in your home or in a neutral environment, and you’ll find it’s the difference between an unbalanced shriek and a rational conversation. Anything too shrill is off-putting and you lose the point of whatever you’re trying to say. The audience becomes indifferent.

There are tragic, inspiring and humorous examples of accidental media exposure. One dramatic case occurred in July 2009 when the Lin family lost four of their family members after being brutally bashed in their home. Daughter Brenda had to endure saturation media coverage after the crime unfolded. She had been on an overseas school excursion when her family was killed. She handled herself with great dignity and it was a task no fifteen-year-old should have been asked to do. But such is the relentless nature of news, she had no choice.

A more lighthearted example of accidental media exposure was when much-loved ABC gardening presenter, Peter Cundall, suddenly hit the headlines in his retirement after being arrested during a demonstration against Gunn’s pulp mill in Tasmania. Whoever was giving media advice to the Tasmanian police must have been sleeping on the job that day. By all accounts, the police were friendly, but it did come across as a Keystone Cops episode in later media reports. Arresting the eighty-three-year-old Peter Cundall on the steps of Hobart’s Parliament House was a PR move akin to arresting a koala. The story filled news bulletins for two days and Cundall received supportive emails from all over the country, including a team of Melbourne lawyers offering pro-bono help. More than that, he would have been chortling because his arrest did far more to promote anti-Gunns sentiment than the protest itself.
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Conclusion

It’s a paradox. It’s now easier than ever before to deal with the media. Newspapers and their websites encourage reader feedback and ask for (unpaid) contributions in allocated reader columns. Talkback radio is thriving. Radio and TV programs and websites invite audience emails, texts and video mash-ups. The media, once a one-way street where the gatekeepers ruled, has broadened in scope and become interactive. Here’s the contradiction: much of this interaction remains superficial. New media has fragmented broadcasting into ‘narrowcasting’, where people in myriad interest groups reinforce each others’ opinions but seldom overlap in thought. Using new media to instantly access the mainstream media is also less interactive than you may think. Contributing to a TV election ‘worm’, twittering or emailing a witty comment to a media outlet, sending a three-paragraph insight to a website or letters page – all are ephemeral. They still follow the mainstream media’s agenda and format. Anyone who’s worked in community affairs, activism, NGOs, or as a freelancer will tell you it’s now harder to gain serious access to the media. Try getting an unsolicited opinion piece in, organising a press conference or suggesting a news item for either print or broadcast. Unless your story is flavour of the month or, more realistically, flavour of the hour, then chances of getting a run are slim without careful strategy.

Outlets have closed, hundreds of journalists have been sacked, and those who are left are often overloaded. There’s less time to listen to outsiders or to investigate their claims. There is also more competition from increasingly literate and connected audiences. You’ll be competing with the tens of thousands of media-course graduates and former journalists also trying to get a run.

I hope the tips and insights in this book have made the media’s idiosyncrasies a little less daunting. They might boost your chances of a run and hopefully boost your confidence when trying to navigate the media. Don’t forget some of the basic points which are essential in your approach: make sure you actually have a story, good preparation and research; think visual; for broadcast, choose a natural, articulate and passionate spokesperson; don’t compromise on facts and spelling; use clear writing and language; establish a rapport with journalists you can trust. All this takes time, care, patience and practice.

There are no guarantees. Even if you follow all these steps, a lot of luck and good timing are involved, just like in any other industry. A fluke may succeed where all the preparation in the world won’t. Unfortunately, you can’t predict a fluke of media interest, whereas you can do the hard slog and maximise your chances. Don’t take knockbacks personally, stay positive and keep trying. A morose, defeatist approach after previous knockbacks won’t help, whereas an optimistic one may make a difference. That said, fake chirpiness is a turn-off too, so above all stay genuine. All of this isn’t meant to sound complicated. A good yarn is a good yarn – it has been since cave days – and in the end, that’s what will get you over the line.

Remember – persevere. It’s all subjective and sometimes it takes that one extra phone call to a news editor who gets it. Then the others will follow. Good luck!
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