APPENDIX 6

EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION FOR MUNICIPAL OFFICIALS
Hollidae M. Robinson

To be or not to be involved with the news media is not a choice that is open to loca government
officdds.  The role the media play in the democratic process necessitates a relaionship between
media and local government representatives. The quality of the relationship is often determined by
the leve of loca government officiads respect for the role of the media in a democracy and ther
willingness to be active partnersin the reationship.

The most important goal of a media-reaions program is to develop a two-way relationship between
the govanment and the media in which government plays an active role insead of smply
responding to inquiries. Taking an active stance is important if loca government is to function
effectivdy in encouraging communicatiion and the sharing of information on dl sides of important
community issues.

An active stance is even more crucid to loca government’s efforts to disseminate factud, objective
information about public services, specia events, public hearings, voter registration, and the many
other matters of which governments would like their citizens to be informed.

The purpose of this chapter is to hdp locd officids in their efforts to develop and maintan an
effective mediardations program. This chapter covers the following subjects.

v

Developing a media-rdations program;

»  Building aworking rdaionship with media contacts;
» Badgctoolsin mediardations,

» Effective newsreleases,

» News conferences and briefings;

v

Theinterview;

Author’s Note: This chapter is primarily a compilation of information taken from the following two
guides. Dealing Effectively Withthe Media—What Local Gover nment Officials Need to Know About
Print, Radio and Television Interviews, a Loca Officids Guide from the Nationd League of Cities
(NLC) and Effective Communication — A Local Government Guide from the International
City/County Management Association (ICMA). All rights and permissions were granted for use of
the materid in this manner.
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» Deding with “problem” journdigts,
» A primer in communications law, and
»  Public information training.
DEVELOPING A MEDIA-RELATIONS PROGRAM
The successful practice of media relations by loca government is based on severd basic principles:

» Knowing the news media in genera and the characteristics and needs of the loca media in
particular;

» Being willing and able to understand the journdist’ s viewpoint;
»  Building credibility through honesty, consstency, and availahility;

» Respecting the agenda of the media, even though it is often at variance with that of local
government; and

» Dedicating suffident daff time to plan and implement campaigns, develop and distribute
information, and make media contacts.

The planning and organization of a mediardaions program should follow essentidly the same
process used in developing other local government programs. The first task is to set redlistic gods
and objectives, consdering the particular needs of the local government and the community as a
whole, and establishing priorities within the congraints of staff time and funds.

An important initid consderation, particularly for smdl loca governments, is deciding who will
be responsible for developing and implementing the media-relations program.

The important thing is to assgn someone primary responsbility for media relations.  Doing that will
gve reporters, editors, and news directors a source to call on when they want authoritative
information from the loca government. It will aso give the loca government a measure of control
over itsimage in the community.

The long-term gods of the public information program, which includes media relations, should
incdlude the fallowing:

» Developing and mantaining an informed dcitizenry that participates in the loca government’'s
decison-making process and uses city or county services effectively;

» Ensuing that loca government services meet the needs of the various components of the
community;
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» Enauring that dtizens are aware of the depth and breadth of services of loca government and
the qudifications and dedication of the people providing those services, and

» Fogering a sense of community among loca citizens.

An effective rdaionship with the news media can contribute to the fulfillment of the above long-
term gods. In the short term, you need to develop media plans that ded with specific issues or
promote individud, services, or facilities.

BUILDING A WORKING RELATIONSHIPWITH MEDIA CONTACTS

To function effectively in the dud roles of being (1) a news source and (2) an aggressve promoter
of the loca government’s services and activities, staff members who work with the media must
develop and mantan credibility. The basis of credibility is honesty. Reporters and editors vaue
condstency and rdiability above dl other qudities They respect the news source who admits it
when he doesn't have the answer to a question and then comes back as soon as possible with the
requested information, or puts the reporter in contact with someone who can help. Once stung by
a source who “wings it” or, even worse, intentionadly mideads them, reporters are wary of future
contact.

Professondism is aso important in developing credibility. Reporters expect their sources to be
familiar with format requirements, deadlines, and the organization of various media, and to share
the information with others in the loca government who work with the media.  One newspaper
reporter, for example, says she often receives criticiam for a headline or for the placement of her
aticles from government offidas who apparently do not realize that she has no control over those
factors.

Besides understanding the genera requirements of the various news media, you must aso become
familiar with the loca media What are the deadlines for the various editions of newspapers, for
radio and televison broadcasts, for regiona magazines? What are the requirements of different radio
and tdevison dations for public service announcements? What is the least hectic time to cdl a
televison news assgnment editor to ask for some discusson of a locd issue or to talk about an
event?

To be successful in media relations, staff members mugt read loca daly and weekly newspapers,
noting bylines and issues currently being covered; watch the news and become familiar with
interview, talk, and public affairs programs on locd TV; and keep up to date on the format, public
sarvice policies, and interview and tak programming of loca radio dations. This kind of cose
observation of the locad mediayidds severd types of information:

» Reporter’s current beat assgnments;

» Issues and trends aready being covered;

» Theagesand interests of the audiences of certain media outlets,
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» The frequency with which spedific radio stations use public service announcements, the time of
day they are aired, and their typical format and wording, and

» The exigence of loca interview, talk, and public affairs programs on radio and tdevision that
offer opportunities for coverage.

The Human Factor in the Equation

Local government officials need to get to know key people in the print and broadcast media —
reporters, managing editors, editoriad writers, news managers, wire-service staff, and even camera
crews. Keeping information on contacts current is a time-consuming and continuous process
because of the news medid s tendency to make frequent changes in format and personnel; however,
it will bring rewards. By cultivating rdationships with journaigts, you are likeier to be rewarded
with fair, substantive coverage of issues important to your local government.

Local government gaff members who work with the news media should aso be sendtive to the
congant space-congraint problem facing newspaper editors and the time limits of the broadcast
media. Failure to use a news release or to cover an event should not be regarded as a personal put-
down. Sharing information about media congtraints with other loca government employees — such
as the fact that a local tdevison station has only one crew on weekends and is thus limited in the
number of eventsthat it can cover — helps prevent misunderstandings and enhance cooperation.

It has been sad that “good media relationships can be best achieved by the practice of a few basic
principles: (1) shoot squardly, (2) give service, (3) don't beg or carp, (4) don't ask for kills, (5) don't
flood the media, and (6) keep updated lists.”*%%®

Here are severd other hel pful suggestions that eaborate on these basic principles:

Always be honest. Mark Twain said we should aways tdl the truth, because it will please haf the
people and agtonish the other hdf. This doesn't mean that you have to tell media representatives
everything you know — only that everything you tell them should be true. Ddiberate attempts to
midead the news mediawill dmost dways backfire.

Don’t play favorites. It is adways tempting to give preferential trestment to one reporter or editor
over another, especidly if that person seems more sympathetic. Over time, this approach generates
resentment among others in the media.

1088 Seott M. Cutlip, Allen H. Center, and Glen M. Broom, Effective Public Relations, 6 ed.
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1985), p. 431.
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Be consistent, no matter when the newsis good or bad. It's a bad idea to court the media when
times are good and then hide when things go wrong. Remember your public role. You are
representing your municipdity and not yoursdf. Don't use media relations as a means of sdf-
promotion.

Be available. The media contact for the municipdity (whether it is the city clerk, a deputy clerk,
the director of communication, or the public information officer) should be avalable around the
clock. The media should know who this person is and have phone numbers for his office, home, car,
and beeper. The contact should take all calls from the media or return calls as soon as possible. In
cases of emergency, the contact — or someone else temporarily designated as the media contact —
should be available at the scene of the emergency or in an easily accessible center.

Develop two-way relationships. Getting to know the people in the media during times when there
are no deadlines or crises builds rapport. Go to lunch with an editor, or set asde some time to talk
with reporters in a relaxed setting to explain a complicated issue that soon will be in the news. Get
to know them and their interests, and let them get to know you.

Be sincere in your approach. Make sure the rdaionships are genuine. As with anything in life,
trying to develop phony friendships is just a way of trying to manipulate a Stuation, and it will
sooner or later backfire. 1t's a good idea to give media representatives candid feedback about their
news and feature reports, being as specific as possble about the good points and the weak points of
their reports.

Be positive in your attitude. Don’t complain about every story in the newspaper and on tdevison.
Tdl the media representatives when they do things right as well as when they do things wrong.

BASIC TOOLSIN MEDIA RELATIONS

Staff limitations may prevent some munidpalities from assigning even one person to handle media
rdations full time. This limitation does not, however, prevent such governments from being
accessible to the media. Loca governments can use several methods — with little impact on either
resources or Saff time—to assst the news media in covering the city begt.

Media representatives point to a caendar of city events as the most basic piece of informeation they
need. A calendar is useful because it aerts editors and reporters to the times, places, and dates of
public hearings, board and commisson meetings, voter-registration deadlines, and other public
activities.

Although calendars are less informative than news releases or public service announcements on
individud events, they do have several advantages. They can be assembled quickly and easily, and
they provide a lot of information. Also, the news media can be directed to the appropriate point of
contact for each event in case they need further information.

Another service that the media regard as basic is being mailed an agenda severa days in advance
of each council or board meding. Editors and reporters review agendas to decide whether they
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should cover a medting. Often the agendas dert them to issues and legidation likdy to merit future
coverage.

Sending out background material on agenda items severa days before meetings is helpful to
reporters who cover local government. This service gives reporters time to review materias in
advance so that they can follow discussions of the issues more easly and gather supporting
information they need for their ories, which are often written to meet tight deadlines. Generaly
it is to the advantage of local government to provide as much information as possible to reporters.
Thedirect result isthat loca resdents will receive more accurate and substantive news accounts.

To add depth to their Sories, the media need access to the municipdity’s dected officials and to top-
leved gaff from whom they can obtain more information and statements. Reporters aso need direct
quotations from key officids — a feature as important to the vitaity of a news story as didogue is
to anovd.

Elected offidds and daff should make every effort to speak to reporters when they call or else to
return their telephone cdls promptly. A return cal after the deadline for a newspaper or a news
broadcast has passed is worthless. Failure to return calls promptly is the most frequent complaint
among reporters about loca government officdds  Could these officids be the same ones who
continualy complain that the media never tell the government’ s sde of the story?

Regardless of Sze, nearly al municipalities face some hard work persuading editors and reporters
to cover softer issues, to do stories on routine government programs and services, or to be interested
in the noncontroversid items or “product publicity.”

Besdes becoming familiar with the genera demands of the various media, leaning particular
requirements of the loca media, and developing personal contacts, there are specific techniques that
are hdpful in working with editors and reporters in the various news media.  Although loca
methods may vary, the following suggestions will be generdly hdpful:

Learn what news is, from the media’s point of view. Many loca government offidds give in to
the temptation to define news as what they would like to see printed or aired — a sure way to invite
corflicts with editors and reporters.  Many definitions of news have been offered, but most
incorporate the ideas proposed by pioneer journdism educator William Bleyer: “anything timely
that interests a number of persons, and the best news is that which has the greatest interest for the
greatest number.”

Tie news stories to today’s interests To do this wdl, you mug stay informed on current iSsues,
socid trends, and socid change on both the local and the nationd levels.

Look for a human interest or an unusual angle. Such materid is interesting to people smply for
its own sake, regardless of its effect on them. Stories gppeding to the emotions or exhibiting irony
or coincidence have human interest. The cliché that children, old people, and animas are winners
for coverage il holdstrue.
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Place newsof important decisions made at evening council meetingson thelocal wire service or
fax it to appropriate mediathat night, when it may be difficult to reach reporters. Thisdiligence
can bring coverage on late evening radio and televison news broadcasts, on high leadership drive
time radio news programs, and in morning newspapers. Follow up the next morning with individud
cdlsto the principd broadcast and print media to provide additiona information.

Givereporterscopies of complex documentssuch asbudgets, with accompanying newsreleases,
as far in advance as possible That will dlow time for reporters to digest the materials and for
visuds to be filmed for tdevison. It is possble to give reporters information with a release date
in the future, as long as they agree to the release date in advance. Make sure they clear this
arrangement with their editors.

Follow up on major releases. Reporters and editors urge loca government communicators to make
follow-up telephone cdls after maling news releases, because of the vast amount of mail received
by themedia Follow-up differs from nagging in duration, frequency, and level of indstence.

Keep media lists up to date. If a dl possible, address releases by name to reporters, critics, editors,
or news directors. If you don’'t know the name of the person to whom to send, it is preferable to
address public service announcements to titles like “Public Service Director,” and send calendar
notices to “Cadendar Editor,” etc., rather than persst in sending information to staff members long
gone to other jobs.

Send releases only to appropriate media. In addition to categorizing media mailing lists by
editoria pogtion, organize lists around such topics as peforming arts, sports, business, and red
estate, so that the appropriate media receive only releases of interest to them. Sending releases
about the symphony to business editors or information about recregtion programs to red-estate
editors projects an unprofessond image. Worse, recipients of irrdevant releases soon will toss
away dl unopened rdevant mailings from that source.

Don’t take the first no as the final answer. Reection of astory suggestion by areporter does not
preclude contacting the lifestyle editor of the same newspaper; nor should a turndown by a broadcast
reporter mean that the news director cannot be called.

Schedule requests for coverage to correspond to slow news periods. It is usudly easier to get
coverage in Saturday, Sunday, and Monday issues of daily newspapers.

EFFECTIVE NEWS RELEASES

News releases will vary in form, depending on ther intended purpose, information packages, and
subject. But, in most Stuations, the traditiond inverted-pyramid style will be the most appropriate
form for releases to newspapers. The term inverted pyramid is a graphic description of the form of
organizetion of the standard news story. The most important information is placed in the first few
paragraphs (at the apex of the pyramid), with following information in descending order of
importance. The who, what, when, where, why, and how (the “five Ws and the H”) of the story are
explained in the first few sentences.
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News releases that follow the formula provide some related advantages for loca government
offidds  Reporters and editors need only a few paragraphs to obtain the gist of the release and to
determine whether they will print it, cover the event described, or take any other action that the
rdlease dicits If the release is used but must be cut, the makeup editor will probably cut
information that the writer considered the least important.

Although some public reations textbooks recommend limiting news releases to a single page, for
important stories more detailed informetion is both appropriate and appreciated. In some instances
you should digtribute a detailed release on a subject such as the budget, but soon afterward follow
it with a brief verson that provides only the highlights and some new information, such as dates for
public hearings. Some newspapers may use both; others that will not devote space to a long budget
story may use the shorter version.

Using Cdendar Publicity

Cdendar editors should aso recelve announcements about events.  Such information should not
necessitate a treasure hunt for the who, what, when, and where. A short paragraph or two, with a
telephone number for additiond information, is adequate.

The closer any release is in length, degree of ddail, style, and format to that of the finished
newspaper product, the better the chance that it will be used.

To provide a sense of identity, your municipdity can develop a standard heading for preprinted
news-release gationery, probably a variation on government letterhead. The news release gationery
should provide space for the date of writing and the release date, which specifies when the release
may be printed or aired; at least one, but preferably two contacts, with telephone numbers, and the
address. Although many news release headings dso include headlines, they are dmost never used.

Devdoping Useful Fact Sheets

A handy complement to the news release, for journdidts, is the fact sheet. Fact sheets can be used
to summaize important information, gving the who-what-when-where-how in a smple format.
A rdative of the fact sheet is the question-and-answer (Q&A) format, in which key questions are
anticipated and succinct answers provided. That information can be supplemented by other
background information such as biographical data, brief histories, examples, and case histories.

All of these components — the news release, fact sheets, Q& A sheets, and background information
— can be packaged in a news kit. Some locd governments have preprinted news kit folders that can
be used for many occasons. Others smply buy blank folders from stationery suppliers and then put
a label on the outsde when appropriate. News kit folders are especialy useful when several sheets
of information are to be givento each representative of the news media. They are aso useful to the
local government in packaging information to be retained by reporters and editors for background.
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NEWS CONFERENCES AND BRIEFINGS

Anyone who has been responsible for a news conference on a subject and briefings that the media
did not find worth covering can attest to the embarrassment for everyone involved. In generd, the
fewer the news conferences the better. The generd rule is that when you need to give the same
information at the same time to everyone in the media, and when it is information that they want and
need quickly, then a news conference is in order. When in doubt about caling a news conference,
don't call one.

Local government officdas may find it appropriate to cdl news conferences to announce important
economic development proposals, to discuss labor/management disputes, to bring the media up to
date during natural disasters or other crises, and to provide briefings on other timely and complex
subjects.

The Types of News Conferences

A news briefing is a low-key dternative that can provide the advantage of offering additiona
information to the media without the fanfare of a news conference. Reporters can be given a news
rdease and background materid in advance and told that if they wish further information, a briefing
may be held, depending on the response.

A dmilar approach is to digribute materids and tdl the media that the mayor, city manager, or other
spokesperson has cleared his caendar for a spedific period and will be avalable to handle inquiries
from the media concerning the topic. This sometimes is referred to in the journaists trade as a
“mediaavallability.”

Locdlities that reserve the full-fledged news conference for topics appropriate for such a buildup can
be more confident that reporters will atend when conferences are schedul ed.

Having determined that a topic warrants a news conference, local government staff members should
plan carefully to ensure its success.

An agenda should be set, speakers sdlected, and time set aside to brief staff who will be involved
in the conference. Likely questions should be determined, information gethered, and the local
government’s stance defined, if appropriate.  In many ingtances it is wise to have a practice
conference, with staff asking questions of the planned speakers. This type of exercise can be helpful
when the city faces any controversa issue, whether or not a news conference is cdled. It helps
daify the government’s podtion and can reved any incondgtencies or gaps in the avalable
informeation before policy statements and news releases are developed, reporters are faced in
interviews, or inquiries from the public are fielded a hearings or forums.

Practical Preparation for News Conferences

When scheduling a news conference, consider deadlines for print and broadcast media. The specific
restrictions on weekly newspapers should also be a consideration if their reporters are the ones who
cover locd government most regularly.
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Before meking the final decison on the day and time for the conference, check into the possibility
that other events dready scheduled will compete with the conference for media coverage.

Phone representatives of appropriate media to inform them of the news conference. Even if written
announcements are distributed by mail or fax, follow-up calls are a good idea, both to remind the
mediaand to give local government an idea of who plans to attend.

Select a room for the conference that is appropriate for the number of reporters, photographers, and
video crew members expected to attend. When in doubt, go small. It is much better to pull in some
extra chairs if the turnout exceeds expectations than to provide a huge room for two or three
reporters and alone photographer.

Depending on the subject of the news conference, a news release may be supplemented with
background materid, photocopied documents, photographs, artist’s renderings, and color dides or
even videocassettes for tdlevison. The media packets should be given in advance to the speakers
to dlow time for review. The packets can aso be sent to reporters unable to attend the conference.

If possible, provide something of greater visud interest a the conference than a row of people
behind a table. Modes, maps, charts, graphs, diagrams, and other props are important for both
televison coverage and newspaper photographs. In selecting props, remember that any copy should
be eadly readable, that smdl details will mogt likely be indiscernible, and that the fabrication should
be of high qudity. If televison coverage is expected, provison should be made for cameras, lights,
and microphones.

Allow some time &fter the conference when speakers will be available for taped interviews with
radio reporters, videotaping for tdevison, or mini-interviews with newspaper reporters who want
to develop specia angles that were not presented during the news conference.

THE INTERVIEW

If you thoroughly know your subject and if you have confidence because you have prepared and
practiced for the mogt difficult of interviewers and questions, a media interview can actually be an
enjoyable and stidying experience. Even though you are deding with a professond using that
person’s medium of communication, and most times are on their home turf, you have some
important and unguestionable advantages over the interviewer.

First Contact

When a contact is firs made with you or your office about the possbility of your participating in
ascheduled mediainterview, be mindful of the following condderaions:

» Don't be pushed or pressured into making a decision at that very moment unless, of course, you
are familiar with the program or publication contacting you and dready know that you would
like to participate. Buy yoursdf a bit of time to think about the offer, but be available BEFORE
their deadline.
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Before replying, give yoursalf ample time to decide if you are the right person for the interview,
if the program or publication is a good match for your message, and if your appearance at this
time would be most advantageous to you and your community.

Usudly the person cdling you doesn't expect an immediate answer unless that person is
working on an urgent news story for that day’s broadcast. A reporter may try to use a deadline
to try to pressure you. If the story is truly urgent, but you don’'t have an answer, ask for the
deedline time and make sure that you respond — however incomplete your response may be —
by the deadline. But remember that you are not obligated to solve the reporter’s problem if
doing SO might damage you, your message, or your city.

Take the time to check out anyone who purports to be a reporter or journalist. Never do an
interview over the telephone until you have verified the person’s credentials.  You can do this
by calling the place where the person is employed.

Avoid at all costs dismissing the media caller without the courtesy of an explanation. If you are
able, hdp the person find another possible interviewee, perhgps a person with a samilar
viewpoint or someone better served to handle the particular interview subject.

If the media person contacting you is seeking a comment from you to use as a quote on a topica
issue, or if he wants a quick interview on a current sendtive matter, never respond “No
comment.” To be associated in any area of the news with the words “No comment,” or “A city
spokesperson refused to comment,” is to be perceived by the public and the media as having
something to hide that is very negative, not in the public interest, or downright dishonest.
Publicity of this kind is exactly what any elected officid or municipd employee does't need.

Before the interview, be aware of the following points:

>

No matter how wdl the interviewer has done his homework, you will always know infinitely
mor e about your city and the issues.

Y ou can think much faster than the interviewer can tak.

It is virtudly impossble for a sraightforward, pleasant, and cooperative person who looks
and/or sounds professional to make a negetive impression on an audience.

You know exactly what you want to get across in the interview. You know the full facts, the
good news, the positive aspects of your community or cause.

N o reasonable question should come as a surprise. In fact, you should be able to think of many
more questions specific to the subject than the interviewer’s research could ever have devel oped.
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If an unreasonable question is asked of you, audience members or readers will normally
recognize it and not expect you to dignify the question with an unblinking response. They will
expect areaction and an answer appropriate to the question.

You have no obligation to keep an interview moving. That is the interviewer's responshility.
You don't have to keep talking once you've fully answered a question or made a point. “Dead
ar’ on radio and TV broadcasts is not your concern and cannot make you look bad to the
audience. (If gppropriate, use along pause to move on to another main point.)

Y ou are under no obligation to tell something that is damaging to you or to your community.

Y ou can make podtive points to your advantage regardiess of the pattern of questioning or the
interviewer’slack of preparedness.

One or two memorable comments by you can be of inestimable benefit to you. On televison
and radio, the audience will hear those comments. (Unfortunately, in a print article the readers
may or may not read them, depending upon the writer’ s decisons.)

On tdlevison and radio, if the interviewer interrupts often or doesn't alow you to answer fully,
or is genedly rude and obnoxious, the audience will recognize what's happening; and their

sympathy will quickly go to you.

By virtue of being interviewed, you develop ingtant credibility and importance. In fact, you are
perceived as being much more important than the interviewer. You are needed by the media
Think of yoursdf in thisway.

Production and Staff Personnel

Do your best in a sSncere way to be pleasant to al the personnd with whom you come in contact.
Production and gaff people can be of great assstance to you on the day of the media event. They
have the answers to practicaly dl the questions you might ask, and they will be helpful in their own
rushed way if trested in a pleasant, professional, non-demanding manner.

Be prepared to deal with a wide variety of types of all ages and levels of experience. And keep in
mind that these people have some input as to whether or not you will be used again.

Interview Guiddines

>

Never liel Never say “No comment.” Never go “off the record.”

Be yoursdf. Don't try to develop a different persona for media interviews. Don't attempt to
become what you think you should be as a media guest. Rely on your own character,
personality, and experiences.

Stressthe positive. Relate good news and helpful information as much as possble.
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Settle on what you think is a proper and comfortable way to address the interviewer. Opinions
of experts vary on this matter. Some say use the interviewer’'s firg name. Do what is most
sincere and spontaneous for you, but don’t get too friendly. Doing so will weaken your position
with the audience. Certainly, friendly exchanges are gppropriate for many topics on tak shows
and for light, informationd articles.

Keep your message smple. Comments should be brief, to the point, and easily understood by

the generd public and the media people with whom you are deding. If you do this, your words
are more likdy to be remembered and you'll have more time to make more points. Long,
rambling answers and comments should be avoided.

Don't use jargon. If you must use terms not generaly known to everyone, briefly define or
explain them.

It's dways better to say something important more than once than to say severd unimportant
things

Don't try to make too many complex points, especidly in atelevison interview.

Don't be afraid of not answering a question, but explain why you can’t. Viewers, listeners, and
readers don’'t expect anyone to know everything. If otherwise credible, you will many times
gain added credibility by saying “I don’'t have the complete data at this time, but I'll get it for
you tomorrow.” Follow up on your promise. As long as it's obvious that you're not trying to
be evasve, you become more believable in generd by admitting there are things you don't
know.

Don't dlow the interviewer to take up vauable time on matters that are unimportant or unrelated
to your gods. Politely interrupt, if necessary, and bridge to your positive points.

In generd, the tougher the question, the shorter should be your answer and the calmer your
demeanor.

Never lose your temper, shout, or ydl. Always remain cdm and courteous. The more
inflammatory the interviewer or fdlow pane member, the cooler you should be. Remain firm
in your comments and adways in control.

Don't volunteer negative information or opinions that may damage you.
Immediately correct any statement that is inaccurate, especidly if the statement weakens your
postion.  This includes statements made by anyone — the interviewer, other guests, audience

members, calers — even you. If you do make a meaningful error, admit it, apologize, quickly
explain, and then go on.

359



Don't let the interviewer misinterpret your statements.  Politely interrupt and set the interviewer
draight asto your meaning.

Don't legitimize loaded or negaive words by repeating them. In your response either point out
the loaded words or change them so as to disarm them.

Keep in mind that you don’t have to use the words used by the interviewer. Paraphrase the
interviewer’s questions or comments in a positive way that will better suit your purpose.

Don't let the interviewer interrupt often. If you raise your voice dightly, then continue, most
radio and tdevison persondities will back off. The exception is the host who is known for
harassing guests. If you've done your homework, you'll know about this fact long before your
appearance on the program.

Once you have fully answered a question or made a point, sop taking. Don't be pushed into
adding something that is unnecessary or that you don’'t want to add just because the interviewer
remans slent. Inexperienced media guests are sometimes fooled by this technique to get you
to reved information beyond what you intend.

Don't be sucked in by hypothetica or leading questions. Turn them aside with “I wouldn’t want
to speculate on that,” or “I find that discussing hypothetical Stuations takes time and energy
away from more important, red-life Stuations,” or “That's redly a leading question, and | find
that a leading question often leads to a mideading answer,” or “1 don't have a crystal ball, but
| doknow that . ..,” and Sate a positive point.

Provide evidence to support your points and claims. For example, don't say “We're concerned
for the safety of your children,” or “We are very ecologicaly conscious” unless you can
describe actions by you and your city that illustrate such statements.

Develop or locate anecdotes, analogies, quotes, and metaphors that illustrate and enliven the
points you want to make. People love stories. Think up a dogan or easly remembered catch
phrase that plants an idea in the minds of audience members or readers. You can't tell too many
dories or give too many examples.

Have a ready supply of visuds (photos, videotape, film clips, charts, illustrations) for televison
producers, audio tapes for radio producers, and high quality photos and other materias for print
journdigts and writers. Be sure to tell the television producers about them before the interview
— by severa days if possble — in case they want to use a special camera or specid equipment
on them, or put a phone number on the screen. None of this can be done at the last minute. The
media people may or may not use your materid, but it is best to have it avallable. TV, radio,
and print editors and producers are aways looking to add variety in a program or article.

Let the viewers or lisgteners know if you're surprised on a program by materid that is not yours
and that you didn’'t expect and had no opportunity to peruse before the program. Don't respond
to it until you have read it. Promiseto read it and respond to it, and do.
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Normadly you should have no notes or papers with you during a television interview unless some
very specific and complex information is to be discussed. Don't read prepared answers or
statements except during press conferences.

During any type of media interview, don't allow distractions to throw you. Crew conversations,
background motion, and other extraneous noises are easy to disregard if you expect and
anticipate them.

When deding with other guests or pane members during an interview, treat them with dignity
and courtesy no matter how they behave. Be assartive, but not overbearing, in getting your share
of the time dlotted. Try not to interrupt or contribute to otherwise disruptive behavior. Politely
but firmly get the time you need.

It's good to show genuine emotion, but don’t alow the emotion to take over. Laugh, show
surprise, disgppointment, even indignation, if doing so helps you accomplish your gods in the
interview or shows a postive facet of your character. Just don't let an emotion cause a flood of
words that will detract from your message or image.

During an interview, repeet key points severd timesin dightly different words.

Sometimes possessing a great deal of knowledge on a subject makes people forget to smplify.
Always smplify dl your comments and answers. Pretend that you are talking to a 13-year old.

Try to have the last word in a tdevison or radio interview. Don't dlow the interviewer to end
on a note negative to you and your interests.

Sit dill and in place at the end of a televison interview urtil you are certain that you are off-the-
ar and that your microphone is off. Make no additional comments! The same audio rule applies
to radio interviews.

Beng in contral is important, but trying to be in control may cause you to tighten up. Control
does not result from trying. A natural form of control results from the quiet confidence and
camness that you develop in knowing that you have thoroughly prepared and practiced.

Never lie! Never speak “off the record.” Never say “no comment.” (These bear repesating.)

After the Interview

The firg thing you should do after any interview is to thank the people involved. Mogt of the time,
it's very easy to be motivated to do this. There will, however, be times that you will not fed like
thanking anyone. Nevertheless, thank everyone who is conveniently near and available. If there's
time and it’s @ppropriate, you can seek out those who have been particularly helpful.
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Build up a supply of videotapes, audiotapes, articles, and pictures that demonstrate your best work,
your dyle, your expertise in a cetan area. When you fed you've done paticulally wel on a
broadcast, ask the producer for a tape of the program. Offer to pay for it or supply the correct format
tape prior to the broadcast.

These media materias are tools for obtaining more exposure. It is wise to keep updating them, even
to the point of having your best recent television and radio gppearances edited into brief composite
video and audio tapes.

Viewing or ligening to tapes of your appearances, or rereading articles in which your words are
featured, is a much different activity than second-guessing. In privacy, you should occasiondly take
time to view and listen to past interviews. Look for indications of not being properly prepared, not
dressing appropriately, not listening atentively, missing opportunities to make a man point, your
gpparent comfort level, and other mgjor points. Learn from the past, but don't liveinit.

Keep a journa and, after each media appearance, write down dl the pertinent information about it.
Be punctilious about recording the names and postions of major players in the event, especialy
those who impressed you or on whom you sense you made a good impression. Be sure to include
any other guests or pand members in your journd. Any or al of these people could help you in the
future. There is a great deadl of movement within the industry. Keep track of people who move up
or out to another media outlet.

DEALING WITH “PROBLEM” JOURNALISTS

Most locd government officids and journdists work hard a developing relationships built on trust
and respect. Sometimes, despite the best efforts of everyone, journalists seem to distort the news
and (perhaps intentiondly) make local government look bad. Here are some useful steps to ded
with problem journdids:

» Tdk with the journdig fird. Explan exactly why you are concerned. Point out specific
passages in news stories, features, or editorials. Do it on the phone or in person, as soon as
possible after the item in question is printed or aired. Don't mention threats or pendties. Listen
to the journdid’s response. Describe how you fedl about the sSituation (angry, embarrassed,
disappointed) and ask the journdist how he feds. Give him the benefit of the doubt (at least the
first time). Give the journdist feedback the next time he writes or airs something about you —
especidly if it seemsto indicate that the Stuation, from your perspective, has been corrected.

» Discuss the stuation with a friend or colleague. If the situation perdgsts, have a confidentia talk

about it with someone you trust — preferably a third party who is not affected by the subject of
the news item. Seek that person’s advice as to whether you are being to critical or sengtive, and
ask for his evduation of the seriousness of the Studtion. Ask the third party if he thinks you are
judtified in taking corrective action.

» Tdk with the journdist’s editor or boss, either in person or by phone. Be cam and anayticd.
Explan exactly what the problem is, as well as the results of your discussions with the journdist.
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Ask if others have complained about the journalist’s reporting.  Expect the editor to defend the
journdig to a point and don’t press for corrective action on the spot. Give the editor a chance
to look into the Stuation, tak with the journdist and get back to you. Listen carefully to the
editor’ s feedback.

» Continue trying to work the dtuaion out. Don't panic or fed paranoid, especidly if the
gtuation gets worse in the short term (as it wel may do). Continue to speak specifically with
the journdigt to make it clear what you expect him to do. Continue to test your feelings and
ingtincts with third-party friends. Keep in touch with the journalist’s editor.

» If nothing seems to work after a few months, take action within your city to rectify the stuation.
Make efforts with other journdists to get you story to the public, or (even better) develop direct
communication links with the target publics to get you message across. Treat the problem
journdigt with specia care — consder tdling your saff to refer al inquiries from that journalist
to you. Tape conversations with the journaist or have a third party present when you talk with
him. (You may want to check with your city attorney to make sure you are not violating any of
the journdid’s rights — such as access to public information.) Tel the journdist what you are
doing and why and make it clear that you are not seeking preferentia treatment, that you only
want the journdigt to trest you professondly and impartialy.

A PRIMER IN COMMUNICATIONS LAW

As a locd offidd, you have found that your words and actions are congtantly spotlighted,
publicized, and scrutinized.  As an officid, it is essentid that you understand the laws affecting
communications. Here is a brief summary of sgnificant communications law aress. Have your city
attorney periodicdly brief you and your g&ff on the latest developments in the following aress of
the law:

Defamation: Referred to as “libd” if printed or broadcast and “dander” if spoken, it includes
communication that exposes an individud to hatred, ridicule, or contempt; lowers him in the esteem
of others; causes him to be shunned; or injures his business or caling.

Libel per seindicates the specific words of the defamatory message. Libd per quo occurs when
facts extringc to the exact words add additiona meaning that results in defamation. The U.S.
Supreme Court decison in New York Times Co. v. Sullivan held tha public officids may
successfully sue for defamatory communicetion that focuses on ther offica conduct only if they
can prove either:

» Known fasehood — the communicator knew the statement or comment was fase.

» Reckless disregard for the truth — the communicator acted recklesdy when consdering the truth
of the message.

Sloppy reporting is not the same thing. Look for fabricated quotes, headlines that defame by
digtorting the meaning of a ory, and other actions that show blatant disregard or ill will.
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Intentional emotional distress. In many states, an dleged victim who can prove an act or a pattern
of communication behavior intertionally designed to cause emotional distress may sue for damages.
A temperamentd official may be aquick ticket to the courthouse,

Privacy: Privacy is best defined as the right to be let done. “Invasion of privacy,” as the tort is
known, generdly involves one of four types of actions:

» Making any private matter public in violaion of State or federd privecy laws or community
norms.

» Intruding on a person’s physica solitude, asin trespass.

» Portraying an individud fasdy. Examples include placing a person’s name on a petition, or
fdsdy dleging their support for aview or program.

» Udng anindividud’s identity without his consent for commercid gain.

Check Missssppi’s privacy and confidentidity laws to make certain your city’s policies and daff
actions comply with them.

Copyright: Proprietary communicetion is protected by copyright. This may include written and
spoken communication, video and audio recordings, software, art, and other works. Be certain to
obtain written permisson before duplicating and distributing copyrighted work to your staff or the
public.

Freedom of information: Freedom-of-information (FOI) laws are written to provide public access
to government information.

While often considered a press tool, FOI laws should be given a broader view: they are written to
serve everyone. A wise public manager recognizes that cooperation with FOI laws can generate
public support, whereas a secretive approach may raise doubts and distrust.

Also recognize the research opportunities that state and federa FOI laws offer you and your Staff.
Use the opportunity to gather timely information.

Be hdpfu. Develop a “Glad you asked” attitude when dedling with FOI requests. Such an attitude
can generate public interest and awareness and stimulate public support.

Regulations of the Federal Communications Commission: The increased use of public
broadcasting and government cable-television channels by localities cals for awareness of the rules
of the Federal Communications Commisson. If you work for a large city, have your city attorney
include broadcast regulations as one of his specidty aress.
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A CHECKLIST

» The most important goa of a media relaions program is to develop a two-way rddionship
between locad government and the mediain which the local government takes an active role.

» A mediardaions program will be sgnificantly more effective if it is carefully planned and
organized and one person is made responsible for coordination with the media.

» Be sure to consder carefully the range of choice beyond draight news stories — public service
announcements, reader-exchange columns, and tak shows, for example — as you seek the most
effective way to get your message across in each instance.

» Effective media rdations depend on knowledge, professondism, and, above dl, honesty in
dedlings with reporters and editors.

» Keep in mind that the various media — newspapers, radio, and televison stations — have differing
patterns of organization, different formats, different deadlines, and different news policies.  If
isimportant to be aware of these differences and work within them consgtently.

» Learn to think and write like a reporter to increase the likdihood that your news releases will
get used by the various media.

» News conferences and media briefings provide opportunities for exchange and discussion of
issues and should be used only for topics that warrant the discussion format.

» All loca government gaff members who have contact with the media should be aware of the
legd implications of their actions.

PUBLIC INFORMATION TRAINING

The fdlowing organizations can direct local government gaff members to training in the fidd of
public information:

City/County Communications and M arketing Association (3CMA)
409 Third Street, SW
Washington, D.C. 20002-4414

Continuing Education for Professionals and Organizations (CEPO)
6990 Soqud Drive
Abtos, CA 95003

Inter national Association of Business Communicators (IABC)

One Hallidie Plaza, Suite 600
San Francisco, CA 94102
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Inter national City/County Management Association (ICMA)
77 North Capitol Street, NE

Suite 500

Washington, D.C. 20002-4201

Public Relations Society of America (PRSA)
33 Irving Place

Third Floor

New York, NY 10003

Local colleges and universties are dso increasingly likely to offer courses and even degree
programs in areas such as corporate communications and public affairs.
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