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CHAPTER 1 

Business is vitally inleresle<l in Lhe subjecl of media 

relations. Very early in the lndustrial Revolution business 

found lhal Lhe press could be influenced or persua<le<l Lu 

promote the sale of business product~ by ne~papers 

publicizing and getting them into print. In the early days of 

American commerce, opportunistic corporate heads saw the 

need to employ staff men1bers who would act as publicity agents, 

hawking the stories about the latest and greatest company 

products to the news media. An industrial public relations 

person was charged with dn1mming up publicity about the 

company's products and promoting favorable publicity events 

and galas and getting them into print, whenever and however 

they could. 

Generally business and the press got along amiably until 

newspapers began to expose some of the excesses of big 

htL~ine..~~, such as monopolie..~, and the poor working conditions 

in many industrial plants. The malaise that resulted from the 

pre.~~ taking a critical appraisal of American husine..~, wa.~ the 
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genesis of Public. Relations, or Media Relations as we know it 

Lo<lay. Media Rdatiuns became more cruciaJ wilh the a<lvenl uf 

the 1960's and 1970's, with many of America's youth rejecting 

their parents idea uf business as a benign benefadur uf us all. 

With Watergate, the Union Carbide accident at Bhopal, India, 

and other scares, the press began to view business' ethics and 

responsibility in a more ominous light. In reality, the press 

which now includes television, radio and spedalized media, has 

tilted toward a more. critical view of business and tries to cover 

business news now 1no1-e than ever, believing that business 

affects all of our lives and is "everybody's business." 

The problem facing business and the press to some extent, 

1s that they have a credibility gap to be bridged. There now 

exists an adversarial relationship between the two that 1s not 

likely to go away anytime soon. 

The press and big business ICX>k at the problem of how to 

improve media relations from vastly different perspectives hut 

business has more to lose by ignoring the problem. Chester 

Hurger was aware of media relations problems when he wrote in 
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the July-August issue of the Harvard Business Review: "My 

own experience, CirsL as a television network news executive an<l 

later as a management consultant, convinces me that there is no 

more mysterious reason for management's failure lo 

communicate effectively with the news media than that it simply 

does not know how" (Burger 61 ). 

Business people are neivous about talking to the media 

and that can negatively affect their company image. Burger, 

having worked as a journalist prior to becoming a public 

relations consultant feels that businesspeople should be 

confident: 

Although businessmen are as intelligent ~ memben 
of the working press, they are unskilled in the art of 
effective communication. As Bos Johnson, 
president of the Radio-Television News Directors 
Association, says, "Busine.ssme.n are often so 
frightened or wary of the reporters that they come 
across looking suspicious. And there's no reason to 
be. They should put their best foot forward, speak 
out candidly, assuming they have nothing to hide." 
(Burger 61) 

Businesspeople have a basic misunderstanding of the role 

of the press which only complicates matters. Burger says that 

one misunderstanding is what is newsworthy and what is not: 

Business managers know from experience that 
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newsmen will not hesitate to cover (i.e., write or 
film) a story that may be damaging to their company. 
From this perception, it is easy to conclude that the 
reporters are basically hostile to business. However, 
management often fails to understand that the 
reporter's first responsibility is to produce a 
newsworthy story that will interest his audience. 
The reporter frankly does not care whether that 
"public interest story" will help or hinder the 
company . The reporter will select, from his bag of 
techniques, whatever method he believes will 
produce an interesting and informative story. 
(Burger 63) 

Business bas had to redefine their motivation in relation 

to the media. Cooperation and coexistence with the media is 

now advised as the way to relate to the press for a win - win 

situation. Business doesn't agree as to what media relations 

means, but Donald Blohowiak in his book No Comment!. shares 

his advice as to how corporations should conduct their media 

relations program: 

Even without grand plans for sophisticated image 
crafting and expensive publicity campaigns, many 
companies pay employees or consultants to deal 
with the press. Their mission usually is to 
anticipate, prepare for, and intercept media 
inquiries and to generate a little positive publicity 
about the company. A press-oriented public 
relations function is virtually a necessity for public 
companies ... private as well as public companies 
aresubject to media scrutiny. The proliferation of 
business coverage in the mass media generates 
morepress interest in companies. Employees 
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trained in the ways of the news media can help a 
company successfully negotiate routine inquiries 
and assist the corporation in times of crisis when 
rnmors or unsubstantiated and conflicting 
information threaten stability (Blohowiak 69). 

In reality media relations are more often than not 

characterized by disharmony, distrust, and dissatisfaction on 

both sides. From the business perspective the media doesn't 

understand how business operates and that the media has an 

anti-business bias. Writing in Business Month magazme, 

influential writer Leonard Silk says business has mostly a 

negative attitude toward the press: 

In the mid-1970' s ... I attended ... a series of closed 
door conferences of top business executives. . . I 
found extreme antagorusm in the corporate world 
toward the press, which it blamed for the low public 
esteem of business. The executives strongly felt that 
the public would give the country's corporations 
better support if it really understood business, but 
that the press ("the media") denied the public that 
knowledge. "What good is it have a story to tell if 
the media won't let you tell it?" said a businessman. 

Business believes that the press wields great 
power to shape public opinion, but that its power is 
consistently used, as one CEO put it, to "defame 
those in authority, promote dissension and political 
division" and to "use the poor performance of a few 
to castigate the entire business community." Other 
characteristic views expressed were these: 

"Even though the press is a business, it doesn't 
reflect business values." "The press is forever at war 
with the creative minds of free men." "Unle.~ the 
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press stops tearing down our system and begins 
telling the public how it works, business leaders will 
not be permitted and future participation in the 
formation of social goals." 

"The media are simply destructive and 
misinformed." I am afraid little or nothing has 
changed in business attitudes toward the press in 
the years since. (Silk 93) 

In general, business' reaction toward the press is one of 

paranoia. In order to improve media relations between 

business and the press we have to examine attitudes held by 

each side, seeing the problems and possibilities inherent in 

each sides statements. 

Business' fear of the media is compounded by other public 

figures heing humed hy the press in the past. At the close of the 

Vietnam War, General Westmoreland was ambushed in a 1V 

interview for which he thought he was prepared, having heen 

given a list of questions that would be asked. What he didn't 

and couldn't know wa.~ that some questions buried near the end 

of the list became the focus of the interview and inevitably the 

press made Westmoreland look like a fool. Leonard Silk goes 

on to paint an accurate picture of the fear that business feels 

when they have to deal with the media: 
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The press in a capitalist society is inherently a 
schizoid institution; it must make money to survive 
and grow. The split or tension within a given 
newspaper, magazine, radio or television station or 
network is that while it asserts its dedication to the 
public interest, it also pursues its own interest. For 
that reason, the best news media have always sought 
to enforce a strict separation between their editorial 
and business sides, while the worst allow the 
business side to dominate and manipulate the news 
and editorial functions ... the press itself needs to be 
criticized, without fear or favor; it does too little of 
that itself. 

Many business executives live in mortal fear of 
the press, anxious about what it can do to their 
companies or themselves. Margaret Longley, 
president of Gramercy lnkmational, a public affairs 
adviser to business, says businessmen are often 
apprehensive in discussing their companies' affairs 
with reporters because they are not sure how they 
will be understood and projected. "They are 
worried about the mind-set of the reporter," she 
said. "They are concerned about their personal 
image-they want to come acr<>M as a 'good guy', 
sincere and real, so people will accept what they're 
saying. Some business execul ives are titans inside 
but scared wht;n they go outside-scared of being 
misquoted or misinterpreted." (Silk 94-95) 

What hlL~ine.~~ doesn't understand is that the puhlic, 

rightly or wrongly, depends on the media to help them 

understand big business. Too many past events have happened 

which have stirred public curiosity about business. With the 

advent of Reagan's deregulation of many industries and the 
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spread in the 80's of merger mania, many Americans feel they 

nee<l lo know whal business is up to; a fearful curiosity 

nonetheless. 

Bart Min<lszenlhy, director of oorponde public aITairs, 

C.I.L., Inc. - Canada, writes in a Public Relations Journal 

excerpted a1ticle from the Business Quarterly, March 1987 

writes: 

The argument about whether or not organualions 
can achieve a peaceful and productive coexistence 
with media has been going on for years. What is 
seldom understood, let alone accepted, is that the 
media are perfectly entitled to gather information, 
digest it, and regurgitate it in a way that they find 
best. Of course, there are abuses on the media side, 
too ... 

A surprising nun1ber of both career-conscious 
public relations people and critical executives have 
justified a negative attitude towards media because 
that is the most expedient and comfortable attitude 
to have. But I think all that i.~ coming, an end. 
(Mindszenthy 15) 

Business' affairs are coming under greater public scrutiny 

and no comment, doesn't mean that there isn·t a story. On the 

contrary the story most often will be written anyhow, usually 

from the unfavorable perspective of the company's competitors 

or detractors. Mindszenthy goes on to explain how a 
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fundamental shift has occurred in the public's attitude toward 

business: 

People have an intrinsic curiosity about things. We 
are a society that feeds on huge doses of 
information--uscful and irrelevant-via the media. 
And since part of the intent behind most stories is to 
lin<l uul who is lo blame an<l whal wenl wrung. We 
have developed a high level of doubt and concern 
about organizational credibility ... More and more, 
organizations are realizing that they operate by 
public consent. If the answers to questions and 
concerns are not forthcomi rig, with and through the 
work of media, the public will reconsider its 
consent. It can withdraw consent through boycotts 
or political pressure. (Mjndszenthy 15) 

Corporate media relations problems are as much the 

result of business insensitivity to the needs of reporters as they 

are just philosophical differences. Business public relations 

people have offended the media by their incompetence and 

their manipulative approach. So naturally reporters have a 

different view of the cause of the impasse in business-press 

relations. Roger Ricklefs, reporter for the Wall Street Journal 

gives three versions of the status of business' relations with the 

press: 

Research & Forecasts Inc. conducted a swvey for 
the American Management Association which 
illustrates the confusion existing between executives 
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and the media. 
The survey gathered the opm10ns of chief 

executive officers, public relations directors and 
business reporters. 

Some 36% of the business journalists think 
executives "often lie" to reporters. While only 7% 
of the public relations directors think so. Similar 71 
% of the executives polled consider themselves 
"usually accessible" to the media, but only 27% of 
the reporters think executives are this easy to reach. 
. . Some 25 % of the PR directors think they are "very 
open" in discussing sensitive issues with the press. 
Exactly 2% of the journalists agree. . . 

Some 35 % of the PR directors think that when a 
reporter calls an executive for information, he 
already has a 'slant' on the planned story. About 
20% of the reporters agi,ee. . . 

But 83% of the PR directors think sloppiness is a 
greater cause of inaccurate stories than bias. Nearly 
as many (82%) believe that reporters don't research 
their topics thoroughly -and 64 % of the reporters 
agree. 

Some 73% of the executives polled believe that 
fewer than half of the reporters understand the 
subject they are writing about. Some 38% of the 
executives say repotters should know n1ore about 
finance. Only 1 % want them to know more about 
ecology, however. 

But in one area, the reporters get lower marks from 
themselves than from the companies. About 6% of 
the PR directors say reporters are "dishonest about 
their intentions when interviewing busin~ people" 
-and 14% of the reporters agree. (Rieklc.i Wall 
Street Journal 1) 

Even though media relations 1s still viewed as far from 

harmonious, editors are willing to work with business, provided 
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that it realizes the needs that the press has. Frederick Andrews, 

Lhe business an<l finance e<liLor of Lhe The New Yurk Times 

offers his advice to Public Relations executives who want to 

know how lo ~ller relate lo e<lilors. Andrews who was 

interviewed by Randall Poe, The Conference Board'i director 

of co1ru11unications, had this to say in the Public Relations 

Quarterly: 
The mosl dTeclive public rdalions <leparlmenls are 
those that can put the right people in contact, even 
when there is conflict. I have no doubt that PR 
people are working for their clients and not for us, 
but even in difficult situations, I don't think it's 
terribly useful or beneficial to stonewall or tum 
away inqmnes. I think that large organizations in 
our society are expected to go about their business 
in ways that can stand public sc1utiny, and that they 
will be better off addressing this public concern in 
some intelligent and organized way. (Public 
Relations Quarterly 8) 

Although corporations may like to complaju about a 

liberal anti-business bias, the Ricklefs smvey this reveals that 

they don't really beHeve it. TI1eir real complaints have to do 

with reporter's sloppiness or lack of knowledge about business' 

operations. 

Rickers Wall Street Journal survey reveals some 
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surprising things. Both sides seem to agree that business is not 

especially optm wilh lhe media, (75% business vs 98% media). 

More openness to scrutiny on the part of business, more trust 

building from lhe press an<l urganizalions seems lo be the right 

direction to head in to ease tensions. 

Dealing with the real causes of poor media/business 

relations is all the more important now that the public is 

becomh1g more cunous about how organizations are 

accountable to their publics. 

One positive step towards p1·omoting ongomg 

communication between business and the media is to establish a 

bi-partisan task force to report on business/press relations and 

offer suggestions for improvement. 

Considering the preceding articles and my own research 

and o~tvation, its clear to me that relations between business 

and the media need a lot of improvement. Organizations have 

much to gain by initiating positive changes in the way it 

approaches and deals with the media. They can expect more 

accurate coverage of their position and more opportunities for 
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corporate image enhancement. I propose in the balance of this 

paper lo e.xamine lhe progre~ion of me<lia relations lo Lhe 

current state of affairs, and offer a positive how to approach to 

proaclive me<lia rdalions lhat will pru<l ucx more e[foctive 

results for business and the media. 
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CHAPTER II 

Husiness is more interested in media relations hecause of 

the critical attention that is has received in the press. This 

trend was propelled by Watergate and the downfall of then 

president Nixon. The term crisis communication was not part of 

media relations much before that time. Now cns1S 

communication is the buzzword in public relations. 

There are several crisis communication case histories 

which illustrate how business has learned to relate to the power 

of the media. The 1982 Tylenol case is one of the most famous 

examples. Peter Miller, writing in the Summer 1989 issue of the 

Public Relations Ouarter:lY gives the background: 

The 1982 Tylenol poisonings in Chicago illustrate 
the best way to handling emergency. Here, in an 
actual example, a lunatic had laced drug capsules 
with cyanide and several people died, In full view of 
the public, the manufacturer removed capsules 
nationwide from store shelves and took back 
capsules purchased by consumers. The cost to the 
company may have been as high as $250 million, a 
staggering expense. But not much later Tylenol was 
hack in the market a.~ a. bestselling painkiller. '11,e 
public saw lhal lhe manufacturer had acleu quickly, 
that it was willing to take tremendous losses to 
protect its customers and that in a sense it too was a 
victim. A marketplace catastrophe was turned 
around, in large measure by the manufacturer's 
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willingness to deal openly with a terrible problem 
and by the widespread sense of trust which followed 
as a result. (Public Relations Quarterly, Miller 30) 

When coinpanies have turned a negative situation to 

their advantage, most learned the hard way that a bunker 

mentaHty not only didn't make the press go away, it did more 

hann than gcxxl. You cannot protect a company's image any 

longer by stating no comment. When a business representative 

says nothing to the news media, reporters im~tinctively sense 

that he has something to hide. Donald W. Blohowiak describes 

the reluctance on the part of business leaders to talk to the 

media as a "Mother Hen" theory of press relations: 

Contrary to the gains that apparently would be 
made by fostering an atmosphere of corporate 
approachability, many companies employ media 
relations personnel as tight-lipped palace guards 
rather than as information facilitators. 

For these businesses, good PR is not measured in 
the column inches .. or minutes of air time devoted to 
covering the company or its products, but rather in 
the lack of same. A good week is one where the 
company name was successfully kepl oul of Lhe news. 
Press curiosity be damned; no ne\VS is good ne\VS. 

This approach gives rise to the "Mother Hen" 
theory of public relations. "We try to function more 
as a screen than an open window for ac.cess to 
corporate executives," says a spokesperson for a 
large manufacturer. . . Companies subscribing to the 
Mother Hen method instruct their employees to 
have all press inquiries directed to the public 
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relations staff (Blohowiak 79). 

Some companies have had to learn the hard way that they can't 

ignore the media, hoping that they will go away. A case in point 

is the Adolph Coors company, which for years had reflexsively 

said no comment when it came to talking with the media. 

Fortunately for Coors, they learned that by cooperating they 

had at least a chance to communicate their side of the story. 

Blohowiak explains that Coors'' recent experience with the press 

in a situation of crisis changed their whole media relations 

philosophy: 

The Adolph Coors company, a privately and closely 
held brewer, shunned media contact for years. But 
in 1982, the company found itself the subject of a 
boycott movement resulting from serious allegations 
made by union organizers. The charges against 
Coors included physical searches of employees, 
confiscation of workers' personal property, misusing 
lie detector tests of potential employees, and racial 
prejudice in hiring. This attracted the attention of 
CBS's "60 Minutes." 

Coors consented to cooperate with a request for 
an interview because il was confidenl lhal a full 
examination of the company and the charges against 
it would vindicate the brewer completely. After 
intense internal preparation, the firm gave the "60 
Minutes" team carte blanche access to the company's 
employees. Mike Wallace, the quintessential 'IV 
interrogator, queried employees and executives 
alike. The resulting story was very pro-Coors, fuH of 
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glowing testimony from real working people as to 
what a wonderful employer the company was. Had 
Coors not consented to (and not prepared for) the 
"60 Minutes" interview, Wallace and company may 
have run a Coors story anyway, but painted a 
radically different picture, (The once reclusive 
Golden, Colorado, company ran ads in journalism 
magazines inviting queries from reporters under 
headlines like "Silence is no longer Golden" and 
"We used to say no comment. Now we·re asking for 
your questions." (Blohowiak 100) 

Case histories of other companies are a vivid way to teach 

puhlic relations practitioners, hecau..~ they give a real life 

example of how actual companies have dealt rightly or wrongly 

with the media. Not too many years ago few examples of crisis 

communication were available hut now there are many. 

Nowhere have the hlunders of poor media relations heen 

more evident than in the area of crisis communication. The 

reason is that when a crisis hits, even the best prepared company 

may not be prepared. The full extent of a crisis is usually not 

apparent in the first crucial hours. Most companies do not have 

a crisis communication plan. Those companies that do have a 

plan are at an advantage, but only if they follow their plan. This 

is made more difficult by the speed at which crisis events occur. 
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Tom Lester writes in Marketin~ magazme that confusion 1s 

Lh~ order of day when a crisis occurs: 

Crucial decisions affecting the company may have to 
be taken there and then. The public, provided by the 
media with a ringside scat, will judge the managers 
and their actions as they are presented, not as they 
really are, and official alliludes will rd1ecl lhal 
image. Not surprisingly, PR companies specializing 
in these affairs find no shortage of customers. 

Michael Regester, joint managing director of 
Charles Barker Traverse-Heal, whose cause celebre 
was the explosion of a super tanker while unloading 
at Gulf Oil's Bantry Bay terminal (he was the public 
affairs manager at the time), points out that in a 
disaster of that magnitude, the management is 
simply overwhelmed by the speed of events and the 
volume of enquiries. It may be called upon to 
respond to 2000 calls in a day, from the media, 
concerned relatives, customers, suppliers and 
officialdom ... 

Communicating with th_e media in such 
circumstances can easily be given a low priority - the 
management's task is to save lives, etc., and the 
company image has to have a lower rating: 
( Lester Management 34) 

Communicating well during a cns1S lS difficult for 

business leaders but it also represents an unprecedented 

opportunity to project a positive image of the company or 

control damage to their image precipitated by the crisis. One of 

the more difficult crisis communication scenarios is a takeover 

battle in the press. Paul Bernish writing in the July 1989 issue 
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of Across the Board gives a corporate executive's account of 

how Kroger slores slave<l oIT a hoslile lakeover allempl. IL 

focuses light upon how the press and business often have a 

f undamenlal oonllict over how a lakeover shoul<l re oovern<l in 

the news media: 

In hindsight, I think the coverage of Kroger's 
restructuring was pretty good. Looking back on the 
hundreds of clippings we accumulated, I find little 
to complain about in terms of overall accuracy. 
Some of the interpretations and analyses, however, 
we were spectacularly wrong, and some of the 
"experts" who were quoted about our situation were 
so consistently off target as to be laughable. 

From the outset of the crisis, most analysts were 
quick to write off our ability to remain a public and 
independent company ... A few months later, when it 
became clear that we would not be taken over these 
same analysts were singing our praises as an 
aggressive retailer with many advantages that would 
undoubtedly cany us through our restructuring. 
(Bem,sh Across the Board 25-26) 

The media cannot understand a company's perspective as 

well as the business itself because they are on the outside 

looking in. What all this means is t.hat corporations need to 

work with the media, giving them their side of the story ; both 

the good and the bad. It doesn't do any good to hide unpleasant 

truth because it will usually come out in a a way less desirable 
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than the way it could have been presented. Bemish goes on to 

explain whal Kruger leame<l abuul rdaling lo lhe me<lia in a 

cns1s: 

One thing about a takeover, it dramatizes the 
fundamental clash between the press and business. 
Reporters are attempting to cover an extremely 
complicated story while the corporation is trying 
ver:y hard to mange the flow of information. Let's 
not kid ourselves: This is a real conflict. A 
threatened takeover is a crisis for the targeted 
company. In our ca.~, we were fighting for our very 
existence as a public corporation. As a result, once 
Kroger was perceived to be "in play", we put into 
effect a specific game plan-one . that included 
extensive communications component--and for the 
next two months we stuck to it . . . normally 
responsive com panies--as I like to think Kroger is 
most of the time-tend to clam up until the crisis 
passes ... 

It was essential for us to keep reminding 
everyone-the media included-that the broad scope 
of our plan was the logical outgrowth of strategies 
we had been following for at least the past two 
years. ( Hemlrh Acms.~ the Hoard 26-27) 

Two companies that approached the media differently m 

the midst of a crisis are Exxon and Ashland Oil companies. In 

both companies' case each was culpable, but rather the way they 

shared lhe unpleasant facts <lelermine<l how inlacl lheir 

corporate images came through the crisis. One factor m 

hindering heller media relations is Lhal a company's legal 
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council are likely to tell leaders to clam up and shun any 

liability. The question becomes to whom does a CEO listen, 

how quickly and well he communicates is of critical 

importance. 

Progressive organizations communicate well--with their 

employees, shareholders, managers, customers, vendors, the 

press, and their communities. Some have learned the hard way-

when a crisis makes good communications essential, or when a 

poor public 1D1age proves that they are not doing it well. 

Ashland Oil and Dow Chemical are examples of how to 

cooperate with the media during a crisis, but Exxon is not. 

Both Ashland and Dow chose to confess their mistakes and, in 

effect, ask for public forgiveness. Because of this, they both 

dramatically boosted their images. Jeani Nelson-Herchler 

wriles in lhe April 16lh i88ue of lmluslo Week comparing how 

Exxon and Ashland differed in handling their problems: 

Why did Exxon fail and Ashland triumph in the 
arena of public opinion? It was not because 
Ashland was blameless. In fact, "we admitted some 
embarrassing facts," concedes Dan Lacy, vice 
president of corporate communications. For 
example, Mr. Lacy says, the company had to publicly 
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acknowledge that it did not have written 
confirmation of all the permits before construction 
of the ruptured tank began, that normal welding 
practices were not followed, and that the tank was 
not subjected to a full hydrostatic test in accordance 
with current American Petroleum Institute 
standards. 

It was initially humiliating. Ilut Mr. I fall's 
decision to publicly acknowledge all mistakes-as 
soon as they became known to management-was a 
major key to Ashland's public relations triumph. 
"What we didn't want to happen was for some 
outside investigation to reveal unpleasant 
information," says Mr. Lacy. "Then, charges of 
cover-up could undermine a company's credibility 
overnight." 

By being proactive in admitting mistakes, the 
company was able to convey "the genuine concern of 
Ashland's management," believes Mr. Lacy. "As a 
result, much of the natural public anger and 
frustration was dissipated ... " The cornerstone of all 
Ashland's sucesses--in legal communications, and 
crisis management--was the immediate decision by 
top management to be open and to accept 
responsibility for the spill, says Mr. Lacy. (Nelsoo
Hcrc/Jkr Industcy Week 21-22) 

The media hold~ up Exxon's chainnan I .awrence Ci. Rawl, 

as the classic example of how not to handle a crisis. Exxon's 

chairman did not accept responsibility; and even more 

damaging than Exxon's verbal stonewalling was their delaying 

an interminably long time before starting a cleanup. For Exxon, 

the tarnished reputation persists to this day, even after 

spending billions on trying to clean up the spill. 

For an industry spokesman to say they're sorry is not 
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necessarily an invitation for lawsuits. Still, most lawyers would 

recommend against a<lmilling fault fur foar of an avalanche of 

litigation. Ms. Nelson-Herchler rounds out Mr. Hall's 

comments on lhe mun:~ forthcoming approach of Ashlan<l by 

saymg: 

As might be expected, Ashland's lawyers advised 
against admitting any mistakes. After all, the press 
at that point was saying that millions of people had 
been affected by the spill, and God only knew if that 
would translate into millions of claims and lawsuits. 

But, after gathering information for about 60 
hours, Mr. Hall believed he had to be candid about 
the company's mistakes and that "it was only right" 
to say he was sorry. "rd like to apologize to all of 
you, as citizens of Pittsburgh, for the inconvenience 
we've caused you," the chairman humbly said in his 
soft Southern accent in opening several public talks. 

In contrast, after its oil spill, Exxon's Mr. Rawl 
was quoted as saying , "It's not really clear to me why 
everyone 1s so angry." (Nelson-He.rm/er lndustzy 
Week 22) 

Not only oil and chemical companies have the media to 

contend with in a crisis, but corporations and banks do as well. 

Although at first glance their problems may not seem as 

dramatic as a chemical spill would be, a crisis can effect stock 

prices and consumer confidence in disastrous ways. 

As an industry, banks demonstrate their aloofness too 
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often by stonewalling the press, but that approach will not make 

lhe press gu away as Michael Stedman advises in his article 

entitled "Stonewall or Stroke the Press? in the. March 1988 

issue uf Bankers Monthly: 
For too many bank CEOs, crisis management - the 
thoughtful and responsible superv1s1on of an 
unexpected or developing problem with urgent 
proportions - is an art tom, beyond their rapacity to 
appreciale. 

Allan Cox, author of Inside Corporate .Amen'ca 
and head of an executive development firm in 
Chicago, attributes the way several of the more well
publicized bank crises have been handJed. 

"People stonewall, thinking the bad news will 
pass," he said. Since the public expects answers in 
crises, "I didn't know" is unacceptable. Under fire, a 
CEO might do better to say, " 'This was my decision. 
Perhaps a mistake was made but I entered into it 
sincerely,' Whenever you make a fortress of yourself 
you make an attack inevitable," Cox added. 
(Stedman Hankers Monthly 67-68) 

Depositors and investors have an obvious interest in 

knowing what direction their bank is headed but reporters want 

a story and if they are treated badly or lied to by financial 

institutions they can and will retaliate. Stedman goes on to 

relate how journalists react to stonewalling and what the 

results can be: 

Journalists are especially incensed at those who 
conceal the facts of a public relations emergency. 
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Perhaps part of the problem is that many bank CEOs 
and chairmen don't have a fuJly developed 
understanding of where operating responsibility 
becomes synonymous with public relations policy. 

Bill Zimmerman, an editor of a New York 
newspaper, was clear on the issue. "It always hurts 
when a bank doesn't come right out in the early 
stages of a crisis and tell its own story. It ends up 
being very damaging since reporters will be forced 
to go to outside sources to file their stories, 
disgruntled employees or customers, competitors 
and regulators," Zimmerman explained.( Jtedmao 
Bankers Monthly 68) 

Some of the most influential writers in the field of media 

rdalions are Michael SLe<lman, Frdnk Seild, James Grunig, 

Donald Blohowiak, and James Robinson. Michael Stedman 

and James Grunig's wrilings were lhe mosl useful Lo Lhis slu<ly. 

Stedman has talked to many reporters and shares his insights 

gained from gathering the news media opinjons on how to 

improve me.dia relations. Jame.s Grunig's writings were very 

helpful because he has through extensive research identified 

some very important emerging trends that will effect future 

media relations by asking the question is there really a mass 

media anymore? 

Some emerging trends that I discovered in my study were the 

dawning of the spin doctors; academic preparation for new 
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MBAs in how to face the media, and approaching editorial 

boards; a<lvoat.<-)' a<lverlising; an<l how corporale 

communication is shifting to new mediums to reach the public. 

The Lenn spin <lodor is a relalivdy new Lenn an<l refers lo 

politic~} or business spokespersons putting their own spin or 

version of how an event should be interpreted before the media 

has the chance to define the issue. Fonner President Reagan's 

public relations operatives were n ,asters at it. David Shaw of 

the Los An.iele5 Times relates how the new "spin doctors" work 

when called to control damage: 

When a client comes to John Scanlon's New York 
office wondering how to put a favorable "spin" on 
media coverage of a cause or company, Scanlon 
often starts with a simple exercise. 

"I always try to write the repo11er's lead," 
Scanlon says. "I actually sit down and. . . try to write 
the first two or three paragraphs, and then I. .. try to 
convince .. . (the reporter) that, in fact, that is the 
story." (S/Jaww An2eles Times 24) 

A new proactive approach to improving executive media 

relations skills is training MBA"s students for prime time. 

Allen Shaw illustrates how Wharton School of Business is 

preparing students to face the camera: 
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"Our pnmary concern is to get our students 
polished," says Dave Wolford. assistant director of 
communications programs at the Wharton School of 
Business. "If you make a mistake in any type of 
communication encounter, it's noticed. Our job is to 
teach students how to avoid making those mistakes." 

Business professors acknowledge that 
communicating with the public and media is fast 
becoming the primary measuring stick by which 
executives are evaluated - and that many of today's 
top managers are unprepared. Executives from 
every level of an organization, they note, are now 
likely to face-off with print and broadcast 
journalists many times during their careers: how 
well an executive handles the media spotlight could 
very well determine how high he or she climbs on 
the corporate ladder (Allen Shaw Public Relations 
Journal 29). 

Another trend that looks like an end run around editors 

to get in print is advocacy advertising or "advertorials." Donald 

Blohowiak calls advocacy advertising face advertising because 

it represents corporations attempts to frame their image or issue 

the way that they want to. Mobil Oil company has been using 
' 

advertorials since the oil crisis in the 70's and the attending 

media criticism over what the media characterized as the 

immoral profits of the big oil companies. Mobil used the 

advertorials to take on the media, taking them to task and even 

attacking the media through paid full page ads in newspapers 
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and magazines. Blohowiak says that reporters are not great 

fans of fare aclvertising though: 

What I call face advertising is what many people 
refer to as image or identity promotion. Image to 
me1 connotes something something false or illusory, 
su I prefer nul Lu LIBe lhe Lenn. Beller Lu lhink in 
terms such as reputation or public perception. Face 
ads promote the corporation as a folksy corporate 
citizen, a great place to work, a concerned 
environmentalist, or as possessing other self
aggrandizing characteristics. 

Critics of this kind of advertising are not hard to 
find. Advertising .Age suggests that many corporate 
image ads look as if they' re created by "refugees 
from some positive mental attitude symposium." 

E.F. Hutton, after admitting it committed 
felonies in the way it managed its money, used face 
advertising to say thank you to its customers and 
employees for their loyalty during . the "trying times 
of these past few weeks." The full page ads 
addressed the company''s skeptics in both the public 
and private sectors by saying, "If you judge us on our 
merits, we are confident of your conclusions." 
(Blohowiak 17 4) 

Advertorials are not welcome from a journalist's point of 

view though. Joel Pomerantz writes in the Winter 1990 issue of 

the Public Relations Quarterly that journalists see advertorials 

as an encroachment on their territory: 

The increasing use of so-called advertorials
normally prepared by a public relations specialist-is 
another irritant that se-ts journalists to grumbling. 
They are seen as devious attempts to encroach on 
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newsman's terrain by blunting the reader's ability to 
distinguish between bona fide editorial matter and 
a public relations message. Although, from a 
client's perspective, they can be useful in 
counteracting unfair and misleading reportage, they 
are not all helpful in changing media attitudes. 
( Pomerant.z Public Relations Quarterly 13) 

Another 
. 

emerging trend lD me.dia relations lS 

approaching and working with newspaper editorial boards. An 

editorial board is made up of the senior editors and contrary to 

popular opinion are generally receptive to hearing from 

companies that have a well researched opinion to express. 

James Caudill writes in the March 1989 issue of the 

Public Relations Journal that editorial hoards are great to work 

with once you know how: 

To many public relations practitioners, editorial 
boards represent a "great unknown ... " Actually, 
influencing editorial boards is not as difficult as it 
might seem. These boards generally consist of the 
publisher, the senior editors (including the 
editorial page editor, if the paper is large enough to 
have one), and other editors who are called in when 
their expertise is wanted ... Contrary to the normal 
portrayal of the practitioner-journalist 
relationship, the editorial page is one section of the 
newspaper that actively seeks assistance and 
insights from public relations professionals. Most 
editorial boards want to hear from experts and those 
involved in issues, and they depend on public 
relations people to help identify issues and arrange 
for people to share ideas. 
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They think of PR personnel as an issues "Yellow 
Pages." Editorial boards recognize that, whenever a 
controversy erupts, there arc at least two sides to the 
story. Because most publishers and editors t.ake 
their responsibilities very seriously, they want to 
hear from everyone before advocating a 
position ... What editorial boards definitely don 1 
want is to meet with "a dynamic company that will 
change the face of America by introducing Product 
X" ( Caudill Public Relations Journal 31 ). 

The last emerging trend that I uncovered was that of 

Grunig's theory that the mass media may not be truly reaching 

the masses now. He goes on to pro~ that a corporation's 

publics may be communicated in a more efficient way by 

targeting them through specialized media or personally. 

One of the reasons why Grunig believes media relations is due 

to change is that public relations is becoming a more 

sophisticated profession. He feels this is being fueled by rapid 

advances in academic theory and research. Grunig proposes a 

situational approach to communicating with the public. He 

relates that there is really is not a single public per se any 

longer. The population is segmented by many more social 

factors than has been the case in American history. The recent 

science of Demographics is devoted to discovering and mapping 
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out how the public is segmented into vanous interest groups. 

All uf this means lhal lhe public is less hurnugtmuus Lhaa ever 

before. James Grunig explains that the practice of media 

relaliuns has Lu change because lhe public has changed: 

Recent theory suggests that practitioners should 
rely less on the mass media than they have in the 
past. At the same time, it shows that public relations 
should h;we an interactive rather than a 
rnanipulalive rdaliunship with Lhe rne<lia-a 
relationship that wouJd drasticaJly change and 
minimize the effect of public relations on the 
media .. .ln the early years of public relations, 
practitioners strived nearly exclusively to get 
attention in the mass media for the organizations 
they represented. Most would have described their 
target audience as a mass audience or a general 
public. Competition for space in the media was 
intense, and journalists experienced many abuses 
from public relations people. Yet many of these 
practitioners have been and continue to be 
succ.es.~ful; several studies done in the 1960's and 
'70's showed, for example, Lhal about half uf lhe 
content of the average newspaper comes from 
public relations sources (Cutlip,1976, pp. 19-21). 
( Omnig l'uhlic Re/a/ions Qwdcr/K 18-19) 

Grunig's situational theory of publics will defuse much of 

the tension now in media relations since using better research 

and working through specialized media will lessen the pressure 

for .space in the present mass media. 

E.W. Brody, writing in lhc Summer issue uf the Public 

Page 32 



E.W. Brody, writing m the Summer issue of the Public 

Relations Ouarlerlyi exlemls Grunig's discussion lhal media 

relations is about to undergo a maJor change in the way it 

relates lo lhe mass media: 

We live in the midst of a communication revolution 
of a magnitude that defies comprehension. There is 
accelerating deterioration in the efficiency of mass 
media ... 

Whal changing conditions? Public relations 
traditionally has been focused on mass 
communication. Practitioners' primary 
responsibility has been to induce behavioral change 
by transmitting information through mass media 
serving a homogenous society. 

Unfortunately, neither the monogenous society 
nor the mass media now exist. Society has 
fragmented into a host of special interest groups. 
Media executives intent on their own survival have 
responded by reshaping channels of mass 
communication. Broadcasting has been supplanted 
hy narmwcasting. Metropolitan, general interest 
newspapers have become specialized in local news. 
Those seeking national, international or financial 
information must tum to llJe New Yod' Times, 
Chris/Jan Science Monitor, or Wall S~t JolJJ7JaJ. 
instead of or in addition to once-dominant dailies . . 

As the words "mass media" increasingly tend to 
become an oxymoron, traditional public relations 
strategies will play diminishing roles in 
organizations' communication programs. With 
change inevitable, interpersonal, behavioral and 
environmental communication become logical 
extensions of public relations practice. ( Brody 
Public Relations Ouarterly 20) 
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CHAPTER Ill 

Two of the most important authors I smveyed were James 

Grunig and James Robinson. Grunig is important and notable 

both because he uses reliable methods of research and because 

he postulates a visionary proposal for change in media relations 

based on the theory that the mass media don't reach mass 

numbers of the public like they once did. 

Robinson is the other most important source because he 

provides the missing perspective of the reporters. editors, and 

other members of the mass media. He explains their side of the 

story making vivid the frustrations the media encounter in 

dealing with public relations representatives. 

Robinson gives a psychology of the media that would be 

helpful to any public relations practitioner. He tells us what we 

can expect from the media: 

Skepticism: Rather than overtly displaying 
political or ideologicaJ bias, reporters approach 
business and govermuent with an attitude of 
skepticism and irreverence. 
Arrogance: Many reporters believe they are on a 
daily mission to ferret out what they consider the 
objective truth in a world where all viewpoints 
exrepl Lhdrs are subjeclive. 
Strain: Reporters usually are under great pressure. 
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Pressure to meet a deadline. Pressure to get the 
facts straight. In most cases, they will not be experts 
on the subjects at hand 
Competitiveness: Many reporters are greatly 
influenced by their peers. They fear missing a story 
that everyone else is writing about, yet at the same 
time they dream of discovering a story that no one 
else has found. 
Ambition: Visions of fame and fortune affect most 
of us-so too with reporters. In the aftermath of 
Watergate, journalism schools were flooded with 
would-be Woodwards and Bemsteins, aH bent on 
uncovering the next great scandal. (Robinson 23-24) 

Robinson also examines the issue of whether the news 

media i.8 biased and he a88erls lhal is indeed lhe case and cites a 

sutvey done in 1981: 

I'm surprised. there is any debate at alJ about 
whether the pre~ is biased. While there is a healthy 
diversity of media throughout our country, media 
opinion-n1akers do, in general, inhabit the left side 
of the political spectrum. 

Of the many studies of the pre~ that have been 
conducted, one of the most frequently cited is that 
of S. t{ohert I .ichter and Stanley t{othman. In 1981 , 
they sutveyed 240 leading journalists, along with 
middle-and upper-level news executives. Their 
conclusions are clear: 

We found tl,at tl,e media elite does /Jave a mo.re 
liberal and cosmopolitan social outlook than either 
business leaden or the geneml public. On 
eronomic issues, they aro ,n:U lo the left of 
businessn1en. lliey are also suspicious of and 
/Josh7e Iowa.tr/ business, are far mo~ cn'tl'cal of 
Amen'can institutions,. and aro much moro 
sympathetic to the :new moralil)'" toat developed in 
the l!WJ~r. 
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The survey draws this picture of the handful of 
people who decide what IS news and how it will be 
portrayed: 
• 95% are white • 84% voted for Johnson 
in 1964 
• 79% are male • 87% voted for 
Humphrey in 1968 
• 93% are college graduates • 81 % voted for 
McGovern in 1972 
• 46% earn over $50,000 • 81 % voted for Carter 
in 1976 
• 54% say they are liberal 
• 50% have no religion 
(Robinson 20-21) 

While the Lichter and Rothman survey seems to point 

toward a left political persuasion for journalists, it should not 

be forgotten that only a computer records information 

objectively. A reporter isn't so much a sponge that soaks up the 

stream of current events as a piece of cheesecloth through which 

the stream flows invariably filtering and editing the news. 

James E. Grunig is the most important author in the area 

of media relations because he has through extensive research 

identified a trend that he believes will revolutionize media 

relations. Mr. Grunig has been conducting his research over the 

past 20 years. Grunig and his five colleagues have researched 

organizational effectiveness through a literature review. The 
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literature review he and his associates conducted was for the 

IABC lnlemalional Associalion of Business CommunicaloTh 

e.rce/Jeoce project. The colleagues were David Dozier of San 

Diego Universily; William P. Ebling of Syracuse Unive11>ily; 

Larissa A Grunig of the University of Maryland; Fred Repper, 

a retired vice presjdent of public relations for Gulf States 

Utilities; and Jon White of the Cranfield School of 

Management. 

A central focus of Grunig's theory is on what he call the 

strategic theo1y of publics: 

The strategic approach to public relations shows, in 
contrast, that there is seldom a good reason for an 
organization to communicate with a mass audience. 
On1y when absolutely no research is available to 
segment the mass audience into publics would the 
practitioner resort to mass communication rather 
than communication wilth publics (Grunig, 1989a). 
A practitioner who has done formative research to 
identify publics could use that research to choose 
specialized media, other specialized channels, or 
interpersonal communication to communicate with 
strategic publics. The result is leM preMure for 
space in the maM media and less influence on the 
media. 
( Omoig Public Relations Ouarterly 19) 

Mr. Grunig makes a distinction between active and 

paMive publics, 



a characteristic that takes into account that some segments of 

lhe public oouJ<l care l~ss aboul a particular issu~ whil~ anolh~r 

group will feel 1.trongly enough about it to get involved 

personally. 

Active. publics are the opinion leaders on an issue. They 

define what issues are important for organiz.ations and threaten 

their autonomy. Passive publics may hear about and issue but 

they n1ay not w1derstand the implications or care one way or the 

other. Grunig stresses that the active publics are the ones that 

organizations should direct their me~ges to: 

The situational theory of publics implies that only 
the unsophisticated public relations practitioner 
would try to communicate with active publics 
through the mass media. Mass audiences do have 
segments embedded in them that conIB1unicate 
actively, and me~ges directed at an unsegmented 
population may reach the active segments. In 
general, however, mass audiences consist primarily 
of what I have called apathetic publics (e.g., Gnmig, 
1983)-the most passive and unresponsive publics. 
( Omoig Public Relations Quarterly 19) 

Grunig goes on to describe how in a strategic public 

relations model organizations do not need to depend so much 

on the mass media for communicating their me~ge: 

Although organi7ations and their puhlic relations 
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practitioners do want to influence the culture of 
which they are a part, they are much more concerned 
with publics that create problems for them now. The 
conclusion: Strategic public relations does not 
need the media so much as traditional public 
relations, and the pressures of public relations on 
the media should decline ... 

I believe that much of the practice of public 
relations has been built on a set of presuppositions 
that has made it less effective than it could be, has 
led to unrealistic expectations for the effect of 
public relations, and has limited its value to the 
orgaruzation it se1ves. In addjtion, the unrealistic 
expectations often have forced practitioners to 
pressure and to abuse the media system. ( Orunig 
Public Relations Ouartcdy 20) 

What G1unig proposes as a theory is workable, but much 

depends on how organizations will respond. Are they prepared 

and do they have public relations personnel that have trained 

themselves academically to excel at communicating to the new 

multifaceted publics. For organizations to succeed m 

communicating effe.ctively with segmented publics, they will 

have to be sophisticated enough to do the research to know how 

to communicate well and which segments to target and who 

cares about what. Grunig illustrates how building m 

excellence in public relations will change not only how 
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organizations c.ommunicate but also lessen their dependence on 

a less efficient mass me<lia: 

Many public relations pract1t1oners believe that the 
fate of their organizations and of their careers "live 
and die with the media." That perceived lifc-and
death situation leads many practitioners to take 
<lespt:rale means lo control what an<l how Lhe me<lia 
report about their organizations. Ironically, the 
better public relations practice becomes, the less 
public relations practitioners will need the media. 
If they practice public relations strategically, they 
will communicate with key publics about problems 
and relationships long before they become issues 
that interest the media. The final irony, therefore, is 
tbat excellent public relations needs tbe media less 
than does poor public relations and as 
organizations depend less on the media the better 
their relationship with the media wiJI become. 
( On,nig Public Relations Quarterly 23) 

Other than James Grunig, all other research 

sources used their own experiences in the media or 

intervie~ with members of hoth husiness and the 

media to put their articles together. 
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CHAPTERS IV II. V 

The results of my study on how to improve media relations 

were that in order to propose a solution one has to see clearly 

the positions of both corporations and the media. /\s with any 

problem there are two sides of an issue and before meaningful 

solutions can be offered the full scope of the issue has to be 

surveyed. 

From the press' perspective they grudgingly admit that 

they benefit from the information and material from public 

relations practitioners but they find the manipulative methods 

of PR people rub them the wrong way. The savvy media 

relations representative of any organization would be wise to 

listen to what the media is saying about the problems in press 

relations today as well as heed their advice for improvement. 

One article that I discovered that portrays the dilemma faced by 

reporters when dealing with organizations was an article by 

Charles Honaker in the March 1989 ~ue of Association 

Mana&ement, entitled Bad Nei~ for New.5' Releases, explains 

·why most news releases end up in the round file and what 
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communications professionals can do about it: 

I am convinced 90 percent of all releases are not used. 
Here are a dozen deadly sins that doom releases to 
my round file. 
1. Out-of-date mailing lists. I discard unopened all 
releases addressed to long-gone staff. One 
organization still sends releases to the attention of 
a former editor who is. now a New York City taxi 
driver. 
2. A req uesl for a tear sheet and/or rel um of pholos 
accompanies the release. Why should I have to do 
extra work for covering their news? 
3. The release says "For Immediate Release" but is 
undated, with an announcement of something said 
or done "today." 
4. Failure to differentiate between a country weekly 
and a metro daily. Small local papers want dean's 
lists, the association's officers, and the like - big 
dailies generally don' t. 
5. Missing basic information. For example· No 
telephone number or name to contact; release 
emanates from an a:.~~iation for a particular 
in<luslry bul omits a boilerplale i<lenlilkalion of Lhe 
constituency and its composition; a press 
conference is scheduled but the site or date is not 
included. 
6. Releases that are too long. One page is be.st. A 
two-page release must be airtight, with a lead that 
has a very low fog index. Adding a punchy, clear 
headline can grab attention. 
7. Downright illiterate. How can I cover your story 
if you can't communicate clearly what it is? 
8. Cutesy leads. Just present the facts, usmg 
standard news story criteria: the five W's (who, 
what, when, where, and why). 
9. Sending the same release 10 Limes lo 5 <liITerenl 
people at the same publication. Find out who your 
contact should be and direct the news to that 
person. 
10. Blatantly promotional pitches for publicity in 
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lieu of paid advertising. 
11. Releases that arrive after the embargo (release) 
date and/or the event. 
12. Releases with busy, fancy printing, die-cut paper, 
or other expensive gimmicks. Let your information 
sell itself. (Honaker Association Mana1:ement 87-
88) 

Honaker and other journalists agree that some press 

releases are tarnished by all or most of these problems. 

Honaker goes to point out that another more significant 

problem with news releases is the sheer number of them. With 

many reporters and editors drowning in mountains of press 

releases and press kits, more often than not the vast majority 

end up being thrown away. ( )hviously quantity does not mean 

quality. 

There wouldn't be such a barrage of releases if public 

relations people were practicing strategic public relations; 

those designed to communicate to narrowly focused active 

publics who need to hear the organizations message the most. A 

refrain I heard again and again in my reading was that 

journalists decry the absense of local angles, rail at the 

inaccuracies and poor writing, and contend that this avalanche 

of babble serve.s to either drastically reduce, or even eliminate 
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the chance of a good release being used. 

PR agencies came under especially heavy lire [or 

shoveling out releases and press kits on behalf of clients. A 

familiar complaint was oflen the PR agen")' <licln'l know their 

clients business well and didn't tell their client what they 

should reasonably expect fron1 a media relations campaign: 

Merit Kimball, a former PR person who defected to 
journalism, is now an editor with Healt/Jweex 
newspaper in Washington, D.C... Kimball loathes 
the releases and blames the ineptnes..~ of l'K 
agencies. Nol only are lheir releases shallow an<l 
promotional of products in general, she says, but the 
agency staffers are notoriously derelict in 
responding to a reporter's request to interview an 
expert. 

Says an editor at the Long Beach ll!depcndenl 
Press-Te/egr.mJ, California: "1 have the impression 
most press releases are written (by PR agencies) for 
clients and not for reporters. This is• a dumb 
practice because it lessens the effectiveness of PR 
people in dealing with news people." 

This is the heart of the problem. Public relations 
is still too much pres.~ agentry and puffery. 

Jon Van, a C/Jia1gu Tn'bunc mooical writer, says 
he just wants "straightforward releases-not fancy 
press kits." 

These writers and editors, representing the 
majority viewpoint among journalists, all stress the 
importance of personal contact. During 16 years as 
director of communications for a medical 
association in Chicago, I was successful in booking 
scores of members on talk shows, national television 
(one on. the Donahue Show), and radio, and the 
coverage of our meetings was excellent... I learned 
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very early that mass mailing of fat kits was a waste of 
money. It is far cheaper and more rewarding to 
place a story on the Associated Press wire through 
discussions with a reporter than to mail 1,000 
releases nationwide and have them all end up as 
rubbish. ( Honaker Association Mana&ement 88) 

What Honaker and other journalists seem to be saying is 

that they might use the news releases sent to them more often if 

they were well written, and most of all, relevant to the media's 

audience. Honaker interviewed Beverly Lawrence of the 

Washin&ton Post and she offered constructive guidelines for 

preparing news releases that have a good chance of being used 

by reporters. Quoting Ms. Lawrence Honaker shares her advice: 

The best releases are "timely and of news value, tied 
to larger issues, such as the deficit and the 
environment...explain the timeliness," Lawrence 
explains. 

Lawrence welcomes backgrounders and releases 
of substance and quality, but also seeks personal 
contact, via a breakfast or lunch, and the open
ended rapport this provides. ( Honakr Association 
Mana&ement 88) 

Honaker close.~ out his advice on how public relations 

personnel can avoid having their prized news releases end up 

in the round file by urging them to understand the media person 

and outlet that they are sending their release to: 
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Herc arc few guidelines: 
1. Know the media. Hefore you contact an editor, he 
sure you read the publication. Tailoring your 
release to the focxi editor or to the aviation editor, 
for example, with knowledge of his or her style and 
special interests, will increase chances for usage. 
2. Prepare fact sheets instead of releases. 
3. Keep your mailing lists up to date. Send the 
release to the right person. ( Honaker Association 
Maoaaeroent 89) 

Another author who has intetviewed influential 

journalists is Michelle LoDeslru. Writing in the July 1990 issue 

of /ABC Communication World, LoDestro describes how 

editors put the fear of God in publicists and what PR people 

can do about it: 

Knowing what it is you do for a living is critical in 
getting editors' attention. Frederick Andrews of the 
New Yod' Times describes publicists as "facilitators 
who put reporters and sources together. "Sheila 
McCann, senior vice president for Janet Diederichs 
& Associates, Chicago, ILL., agrees: "The role of 
publicist is that of a liaison between the client and 
the media. More than just selling an idea, you are 
building a relationship." 

Michael Klepper who now owns his own New 
York, N.Y. public relations agency and is author of 
"Getting Your Message Out-How to Get, Use and 
Sutvive Radio and Television Air Time" says, "I 
think what start~ me out in public relations was 
that I was the recipient of pitch letters that were 
self-serving and poorly written. No matter who the 
editor is, less is more . . . 

Klepper says, "The pitch letter should be newsy, 
not groveling. It shouldn't read 'respectfully 
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submitted' or 'I need this one' or 'my client is 
breathing heavy.' You are never asking for a favor, 
you arc submitting good topical, newsworthy 
material that is directed to a decision-maker." 
Follow up the letter of equal caliber. (LoDes/ro 
Communication World 17-18) 

Once a public relations representative does get to talk to 

a reporter he or she needs to have something knowledgeable to 

talk about. One of the greatest turnoffs to a journalist is 

finding out that the publicist doesn't know his client well or the 

subject that they want the reporter to publish. 

One truth that comes out of the reading available on the 

subject of media relations is that, sadly most agency and 

corporate public relations personnel don't know how to relate 

to the media. The good news is that by understanding what the 

press' needs are and what the ingredients of a good news 

release are you can become effective in media relations. 

Ms. LoDestro advises publicists to read, listen and watch the 

particular media you want coverage in: 

Equally important to knowing your subject matter is 
studying the people and venues who benefit most 
from it. That means doing your homework ... 

Gene Honda, assistant program director WLIT
FM radio talk show "Sidelines," says, "I don't care if 
people listen to our station, but they better know 
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who does listen because that's critical. The Public 
Service Directors Association publishes listings of 
radio shows and station formats. That's important 
for publicists to know. That knowledge catches my 
attention." Honda compares a misdirected pitch to 
a record promoter telling him a rap song is perfect 
for his soft music format. "The promoter's only 
concern is to get the record played, not 
understanding at aU who we are," he says, "A person 
who doesn't do their homework and who doesn't 
know what kind of presentation we do here tells me 
two things: Someone is not doing their job and some 
client got cheated." ( LoDe.)'/Jv Comn1unications 
World 18) 

The art of media relations is easier to master if you as a 

publicist are prepared, know the media you're targeting, know 

what your objective is, and the right person to direct it to. 

Mustering your confidence before calling the media will help 

you gain the media's respect and maybe the coverage you want. 

Realizing that the media need you and the information that you 

provide go a long way toward alleviating the fear in calling the 

press. Ms. LoDestro addresses PR stage fright and what editors 

have to say about it: 

Armed with knowledge of your subject, your target 
media, as well as the rules of professional courtesy, 
you need only go forth with confidence. 

Laurie Scanlon, senior account supervisor in the 
Travel, Tourism and Entertainment Group at 
Edelman Public Relations makes talking to the 
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media a motivating experience. How? Confidence 
inspires confidence. "Our job as publicists is do 
everything before we make that call to an editor," 
she says, "because if you have confidence behind 
your client and behind your information, you are 
going to do a great job." 

Joe Barr, edito:r and publisher of Cbicago 
AdvertJsing £f Medm, agrees. "If a person is really 
nervous to talk to me, then I don't have a great 
respect for them. I want them to be confident. That 
means they have a gcxxl story to tell. And if they 
have a good story to tell, I want to hear it." 

Media relations is an art never wholly mastered. 
Here are suggestions to help refine your craft: 
Abandon hype for objectivity; make resources such 
as research, expert interviews, photographs, 
competitive information and quotes readily 
available; listen carefully; be sensitive to tone; stay 
relaxed; be creative and be available. ( LoDestro 
Communications World 19) 

An emerging trend in media relations that I uncovered in 

my research addresses the problem of how lo improve press 

relations; working with editorial boards. James Caudill, a 

media relations professional with Ketchum Public Relations in 

San Francisco, has met with success in working with editorial 

boards. He has learned that an editorial board is looking for 

issues to write about and generally are receptive to using your 

firm as a resource. What editorial boards definitely don t want 

is to meet with "a dynamic company that will change the face of 

An1erica by introducing Product X" 

• 
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Contrary to what some PR practitioners might think, the 

e<lilorial page is one seclion where Lheir company's opinion on 

controversial issues would be welcomed as long as it's objective. 

an<l well researched for accunu,-y. Caudill explains how he has 

worked with editorial boards to c.ommunicate his clients 

me~ges to the public. Writjng i.n the March 1989 issue of the 

Public Relations Ouarterlyt Caudill writes that editorial boards 

can be quite receptjve: 

Actually, influencing editorial boards is not as 
difficult as it might seem . . . Contrary to the normal 
portrayal of the practitioner-journalist relationship, 
the editorial page is one section of the newspaper 
that actively seeks assistance and insights from 
public relations professionals ... 

Editorial boards recognize that, whenever a 
controversy erupts, there are at least two sides to the 
story. Because m~t publishers and editors take 
their responsibilities very seriously, they want to 
hear from everyone before advocating a position. 
( CaudJJI Public Relations Journal 31) 

Getting your meMage across by means of a newspaper 

edilorial, i8 a proaclive me<lia relalions approach lhal will 

accomplish several key objectives of PR operatives, including 

publicity, putting your "spin" on the story, and management of 

sensitive public issues by giving your version of the story before 

detractors do. 
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Another factor to consider about communicating through 

an editorial board is the credibility Lhal is buill inlo e<lilorials. 

The smart organizational communicator will also send 

background information Lhal will hdp lhe editors bone up on 

the issue before a meeting takes place. A way to gain their trust 

is to include insights froan ti ,c opposition and coW1ter-

arguments. '.!.'his strategy will enhance your credibility 

uruneasm·ably with the editors. Mr. Caudill finishes his article 

by giving the mechanics of setting up and c.onducting a meeting 

with an editorial board: 

Before ever setting foot inside the newspapers's 
office, you should have a clear idea of what you 
want to accomplish with the meeting. Is it to gain an 
editorial supporting your cause'l To balance 
negative views of your company by demonstratmg 
that you are accessible, concerned, and honest? To 
put your company and its executives on the paper's 
list of frequently-contacted expert resources? . . . 

Because editorial boards hear so many things 
from so many people, it's critical that you keep your 
message down to three or four key points. Repeat 
these points in different ways throughout your 
presentation to be sure the message sticks. 

Visual aids always help the presentation. These 
can include overheads, boards, charts, maps, and the 
like. Keep these aids simple, though. You don't 
want them to distract from your presentation, and 
you also don't want to come across too slick and 
corporate-minded ... 
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The best time to meet with an editorial board is 
long before the editors come looking for you. Once 
you get on the "wrong side" of a story, one editor 
noted recently, it's tough to get back to neutral. 
Public relations means understanding the 
environment and your organization's role in it. It's 
critical to get in front of the issue before it becomes 
one ( OJudi/1 Public Relations Journal 32). 

A reality and a constraint to improving relations between 

business and the media is the reluctance that most executives 

have when interviewing with the media. Fonner president 

Reagan, the great communicator, displayed a reluctance to meet 

lhe mooia bul because of his position am.l power he was able lo 

speak out on the issues and influenc the masses by 

manipulaling the forum for communicalion. Reagan slructure<l 

news conferences in such a way that he could frame an issue the 

way lhal he wanle<l. He was also well prepared, although 

toward the end of his presidency he faltered a bit in front of the 

cameras. The l~n here is that even in the most hostile 

environment you can get across your message if you make 

yourself available to the media, are committed to telling the 

ugly truth at the appropriate time, and roll with the punches 

that reporters will send your way. 
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As I discovered through my literature review, business's 

reluclance Lu Lalk lo lhe press may be on lhe a<lvice of Lheir 

corporate legal council. Lawyers and public relations 

spokespersons usually <liff er greally m how Lhey see 

communication strate.gy during a company crisis. Some 

executives have learned the hard way that no comment doesn't 

mean there will no discussion of the issues. Michael Stedman, 

one of the more knowledgeable writers that I smveyed, writes in 

the March 1988 issue of Bankers Monthly 

that in one case study, listening to the lawyers was the wrong 

move: 

Many o~rven; slill recall Lhe <lays in 1985 when 808Lon's 
former First National Bank was led by chairman and then CEO 
William L. Brown into the night horrors of bank public 
relations - an indictment. Bad enough that the Treasury and 
Justice Departments were pressing criminal charges for failure 
to report large cash transactions, but Treasury official John M. 
Walker, Jr., was testifying before a congressional hearing that 
when the bank accepted $500 million in small bills it should 
have known that it was actively involved in "the laundering of 
drug money." ... Rather than facing the situation head~n and 
preempting the government's cause, Brown balked. His press 
release, drafted by the bank's lawyers, argued hollowly that the 
Hank Secrecy Act doe.~ not require banks to invade their 
cuslumen;' priva<,-y. The bank was fined $500,000 ... reporter 
Chris Chipello writes:"The publicity and the bank's combative 
and unapologetic handling of the problem tarnished its 
reputation." To be fair to Brown, he was in uncharted territory 
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as the first banker indicted for currency transaction violations. 
He relied on his attorneys and excluded the public relations 
office. After all, this was an indictment... "If we've learned 
something, it is that if you're going to avoid crises in the future, 
you've got to make your communicators part of the process and 
keep them up to speed," he said (Stedman Bankers Monthly 69-
70). 

In all fairness to the executive who has been burned in a 

media interview, sometimes the press will admit savaging the 

reputation of a company, but for good reason t.hey contend. 

Continental Illinois Bank was in a similar cnsts as Pirst 

National-B~ton. Stedman quotes an officer responsible for 

investor relations, at a National Investor Relations Institute 

luncheon who hlame..~ the management of Continental Illinois 

Bank for the run on Continental and its subsequent 

nationali7ation.: 

"We had pleaded with the bank's top management to 
open up to the media, but the bank was so old, so 
prominent, so important, I guess they felt we were 
above it. So when the story broke, the press relished 
the chance to AAvage the hank. Hut by then there wa..~ 
no solution. The problem was historic. We weren't 
there when they came calling in the past; likewise, 
when we knocked on their door for understanding 
and sympathy, the shoe was on the other foot. .. and 
they kicked us in a soft spot." ( Stedman Bankers 
Monthly 70) 

More times than business leaders would be willing 
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to admit, they and their organization have blown it. Some 

leaders think they can control the damage done or keep the 

unpleasant truth out of the media. The textbook definition of 

public relations is the troth weU told but what a burden on 

practitioners, when they are charged to hoodwink the media or 

at least conceal the facts. Occasionally the media is right on 

target in blasting a company that has been guilty of wrongdoing. 

Stedman quotes a well respected leader of one of America's 

largest public relations firms that it's to a company's advantage 

to fess up, and as early as possible to lessen the damage: 

Richard E. Cheney, chairman of Hill & Knowlton, 
the country's largest public relations firm, and one 
of the most knowledgeable bank public relations 
experts in .AJnerica, gave this prescription to bank 
CEOs who wish to avoid making bad problems 
worse. "First the CEO and chairman have to face 
facts, then address those facts. Nobody can expect 
public relations to put a gloss on facts or change 
them," Cheney counseled. Public relations, he 
explained, must address the facts, and for that there 
has to be a total fact-finding mission: there has to be 
a conscientious, responsible effort made to address 
the facts. Then the besieged bank must explain why 
and how it acted responsibly. 

"A lot people say, "The press misunderstands us.' 
But they should be asking, 'Does the press really 
misunderstand?" A lot of the time the press might 
understand them only too well," Cheney added 
( Stedman Bankers Monthly 71 ). 
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In media relations few activities have to be as carefully 

thuughl out and prepared for a8 an interview wilh the media. 

There are many dynamics at work in an interview, especially if it 

is ~[ ore a live television camera. 

A reporter is looking for something newsworthy in the 

intetview while a con1pany CEO or spokesman will be wanting 

to communicate his me.ssage within its own context-- the way~ 

sees the issue. TI1e problen1 for the unsophisticated executive is 

that they have been trained to explain all the me.thodical steps 

that they have taken before stating their conclusion: the bottom 

line. Radio and 1V are media that communicate quickly and to 

the point so as to hold and keep the listener and viewers 

interest. A broadcast media reporter will want the 

businessperson to tell him the bottom line first and, if there is 

time or interest, include the preliminary material. Newspaper 

reporters are trained to write and structure their story with a 

technique called the inverted pyramid style. The reason for 

using this style is to catch and hold the reader's interest by 

giving them the m08t important facts "up front" and tilling in the 
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details later. Chester Burger writing in the July 1975 issue of 

Lhe Harvard Busint<ss Rttvittw, darilies how an execulive should 

conduct himself in a press interview: 

State the most important facts at the beginning. 
Years of training and experience, often without 
conscious thought, h~ve accustomed the typical 
corporate executive to respond to questions in a 
particular way. If the executive is asked, "What 
should we do about our new product?" he will 
frequently respond along these line, "We are facing 
shortages of pbu~tics. And their co.~t is rising ~ fa.~t 
I don't think we can price the product at an 
attractive level. Moreover, we recommend we don't 
take any action now to develop the product." 

The executive's format lists the facts that lead his 
final conclusion and recommendation. But such 
organization of his material will fail when it is used 
in talking with the news media. There are both 
psychological and technical reasons why. 
Psychologically, we tend to remember most clearly 
the first thing that is said, not the last. So when you 
speak to a reporter, you should tum your statement 
around to begin with the conclusion, "We don't plan 
to develop the product. We are facing materials 
shortages. Our costs are going up, and we also have 
a shortage of skilled labor." In such a reverse 
format, the most important statement is likely to be 
best remembered: "We don't plan to develop the 
new product." ( Bu.Q!t'-r HaIVard Business Review 
67) 

Preparation before an interview will help allay the fear 

that an executive is likely to feel. A public relations 

practitioner can help the executive better prepare for a press 
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intetview by using a technique that sales trainers use-- mock 

inlerviews. In Lhe same way lhal salespeople are Lraine<l how lo 

respond to objections and stalls in trying to close a sale, 

executives can praclice in a mock interview selling . A mock 

interview will give the company spokesperson the "feel" for an 

intetview, and if made realistic enough give them a chance to 

answer tough questions before the press arrives. Leonard Silk 

writes in the December 1988 issue of Business Month that 

executives need to be fully prepared to deal with the press and 

gives some sound advice: 

How can an executive facing an intetview, especially 
when there is some unfavorable news about his 
company, best deal with the press? The short answer 
is to prepare for the interview carefully, thinking 
through what he'd like to see in print. He may be 
well advised to write out the questions he can expect 
to get and his answers to them. 

As one who has been on the receiving end of 
countleM interviews, many in.~tn1ctive and valuable 
and many useless, annoying or worse-and 
potentially damaging to the interests involved--1 
would urge the businessman to be as open as 
possible, and as truthful; rather than lie, it is always 
possible to say, and have a reporter accept such 
responses as, "I can't comment on that" or "I'll get 
back to you on that later." 

The businessman inevitably knows a lot more 
about the matter at hand than the reporter. So the 
executive should be clear, clear, clear, and not 
hesitate to declare and explain the obvious-obvious 
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to him. He should point out the connection between 
this development and that development, explaining 
them if they arc relevant to story and can help the 
reporter--and the reader or listener--to avoid 
misunderstanding. It may not all get in the story, but 
there is at least a chance that it will if the executive 
explains it all. And it will enhance his or her 
credibility .. . don't try to do a "PR" or hype job on 
the reporter. If he's any good at all, he'll see 
through it and you will do yourself and your 
company only harm. You will do much better to tell 
the truth and not sidestep tough questions. Any 
experienced repo11er will tell you that a company in 
some kind of trouble will help, not hurt itself by 
being straight with the pre~. If the top guy and his 
spokesman arc honest, it will be very disarming. 
C.onversely, nobody-not only reporters but their 
readers, including other business people-wants to be 
duped by hype or falsehoods. "Oh, boy," they'll say, 
"we were really had." And if they were, they'll be 
looking to get even. ( Sill.· Business Month 96) 

The more information that a company can give a reporter 

before and during an interview the less likely hostile sources or 

competitors will be consulted. It would be an unreasonRble 

expectation to believe that a reporter will be prepared for the 

interview. Specifically, he or she may not have much knowledge 

about your firm. All the more reason to provide the reporter 

wilh background informalion. 

Donald Blohowiak, in his book No Comment! An 
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E,~ecutive's EHential Guide to the NewQ Media, writeQ that 

anolher parl of inlerview preparalion • ') knowing lhe media 

personaliti ... s that your dealing with and if possible know the 

individual reporler's slyle and past performance: 

Understand with whom you'll be dealing in your 
intetview. Most media intetview requests come on 
short notice. It's to your advantage to have someone 
in the organi7.ation ( or on retainer) who's familiar 
with lhe media you may encounter. 

You'll want to have the answers to the following 
important questions. Who is the reporter? Is he or 
she familiar with the company? What is the 
reporter's and publications's reputation for 
fairne~? What audience is reached by the 
publication? Should we expect a cordial or 
combative s~ion? If the interview will be 
broadcast, ask: Is it a live broadcast? Will the 
intetview take place before a live audience? Who 
else will be there? Are they ~urned to represent an 
opposing viewpoint? Know thy potential adversary. 
(Hlohowiak 105) 

In a press interview there is an opportunity to achieve 

more than just coverage of your event or a chance to answer the 

reporters questions, so that you can give your side of the issue. 

For the well prepared spokesperson there is a way to 

proactively set your own communication agenda: put your own 

spin on the story. Blohowiak goes on to explain how this can be 

accomplished: 
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You don't have to restrict yourself to just answering 
questions. Use questions as an entree to effectively 
communicate your side of the story. Give reporters 
the facts you want them to report. Before the 
interview, write down from one to five positive 
message points you wish to interject into the 
conversation. Rank them for priority. Create a few 
quotable remarks, usin,g iJlustration, analogies, and 
witticisms to convey that information. You don't 
just want to talk in an interview - you want to 
impress your ideas upon your audience. (Blohowiak 
108) 

A press conference called to make a new product 

introduction or to comment on some newsworthy corporate 

event is easy when compared to the special skills needed to 

communicate to the media m the mid~t of a maJor 

organizational cns1s. The field of crisis communication is the 

fastest growing in public relations today. The reason that there 

is so much attention being given to crisis communications is that 

during a time of trouble there is a lot at stake. An organization 

stands not only to lose its gcxxl name if it is found to be at fault 

or causes harm, but the crisis could cause the firm to close if 

consumer confidence is lost. A good corporate image is 

critical to the swvival of the company. 

Public relations practitioners that deal with the banking 
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industry have had many opportunities in the past few years to 

lest their cru;is communicalion mettle. Michael Stedman an<l 

Fraser Seitel both have closely observed how to respond to the 

me<lia when a cru;is occun. Even lhough Mr. Seild a<lmils lo 

dreading a media face-off in a crisis, he gives a few of his own 

ideas for confronting the media in the January 1989 issue of 

United States Banker: 
1) F1wbilily is lhe key, particularly when 
you're on the defensive. When you're on the 
wrong end of things, having a crisis plan can be a 
great help in preparing for the inevitable shock 
waves. But when a crisis erupts, pandemonium 
follows. Most of the time, you can~t even find the 
crisis plan, much less follow it. That's when you 
need to be flexible. 
2) The media may prefer many spokespeople, 
but provide them with only one voice. In a 
crisis, it is best to have one trained spokesperson 
communicate the official bank position to the 
public. He or she should be available to one and all 
in the press. And everyone in the bank should 
understand that it is that person's job and his or hers 
alone, to convey information to the outside world. 
3) While the media insist on speaking to the 
•top man•, don't let them. Sometimes, exposing 
the chief executive to the media is the worst thing 
you can do. It is much better to offer a trained 
spokesperson, knowledgeable and experienced in 
dealing wjth the idiosyncrasies of reporters and the 
media. 
4) Don't always take lawyen' advice. A lawyer's 
job is to protect the organization from challenge in 
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a court of law. But a lawyer's advice often may not 
be responsive to the likely perception of the 
institution in another critical court - the "court of 
public opinion." 
5) Don't wait to respond until you've got all 
the facts. If you sit there waiting for all the data, 
you may still be sitting after the public has branded 
you "guilty as charged." . .lf nothing else, a quick 
response shows the public you are not going to 
accept the accusations without a fight. 
6) Juat because the media ask doesn't mean 
you have to answer. 
7) Squawk if you are wronged. If the media have 
printed inaccuracies about your bank, blast them 
back. Call the reporter and demand a correction. 
Correct the public record. ff you don't, the 
inaccuracy ... will become a "media fact." 
8) Don't always keep the media at arm's 
length. A joumalists's job is to get a story, 
whatever that entails. Your role is to be an advocate 
for your bank. As long as you both understand and 
respect each other's position, cooperating with a 
journalist can often be in the bank's best interest. 
9) Share information with your allies. 
Employees, customers, even stock.holders are your 
allies, and they can be valuable agents in the 
community to convey your point of view. They've got 
to be briefed on the issues involved and the bank's 
position. 
10) Remember you can lose the media battle 
bot still win the longer-term war of retaining 
your credibility. Sometimes, if you're wrong, the 
most sensible thing to do is admit it. (Se1ic/ United 
States Banker 53) 

Fraser Seitel's advice on how handle the media in a crisis 

shows that preparation is the key to confronting the media and 

winning, or at least not losing. 
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I am in agreement with one important point that he makes. 

Whilt! no organiL.ation cht!risht!s il.s boul.s with reporters, the 

fact is, business needs the media. 

~ important as it is lo know how lo deal sucressf ully with 

the media during a crisis, it's more productive and longer 

lasting to build a long term relationship with repo1ters. TI1e 

fastest and longe.st lasting way to develop a relationship with 

the media is to help repo1ters with special feature story ideas 

that you generate and document. I discovere.d in rny reading 

that one effective way to develop an idea which a reporter or 

editor will use is to research the literature in the appropriate 

field to see what is being covered. Then look for an idea that 

will shed light on the industry, including such aspect~ as the 

expected governmental and regulatory response and local issues 

of significance to the reader. 

That approach will signal the fact that you understand 

what the reporters need and you are a pmfe.cisional who looks 

beyond your organization's profit agenda to the global scope. 

Proactive media relations need to have an up cl~ and 
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personal aspect to it as well. While it would not be practical or 

desirable Lu lunch with every reporler and editor in town, 

getting to know them personally can be an asset. Like investing 

money fur future emer,genc1es, invesling m building 

constructive relationships with media personnel is a handy 

resow·ce to be able to draw upon in good times or bad. 

While knowing the media and building constructive 

relationshjps with reporters is important, a more significant 

issue is, does a better way to reach the publics that your 

organization wants to communicate with besides using the mass 

mass media exist. 

The most significant results of this study on how to 

improve media relations, is the implications of James Gn1nig's 

research on the changing definition of the mass media. Does 

the mass media reach and communicate on a meaningful level 

with the public? James Grunig defines what strategic public 

relations is, how this method put.~ le.~ pres..~ure on the mass 

media, and does not need it as much as traditional public 

relations models that smack of puhlicism. 
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James Grunig writes in the Fall 1990 issue of the Public 

Rdaliuns Ouarlt,rly Lhal the publi<.:8 lhal count are Lhe active 

ones: 

An organization that practices public relations 
strategically develops programs to communicate 
with the publics, both external and internal, that 
provide the greatest threats to and opportunities for 
the organization. These strategic publics also can 
be called "stakeholders." 

Strategic public relations is essential because 
organi7.ations strive for autonomy from publics in 
their external or internal environn1ent that limit 
their ability to pursue their goals. 

Organizations also ti)' to mobilize publics that 
support their goals and thus increase their 
autonomy. Having the autonomy to pursue goaL~ is 
important to organizations because they are more 
effective if they are able to ch~e goals that are 
appropriate for their ,environmental and cultural 
context and help them achieve those goals. 

Autonomy, however, is an idealized goal that no 
organization ever achieves completely. Thus, 
organizations work toward this 
ideali7.ed goal hy managing their interdependence 
with strategic publics. TI1ey manage 
interdependence by building stable, long-term 
relationships with key publics ( Omo.ig Public 
Relations Quarterly 18). 

Slrdlegic public relaliom. m prdclice, acoortling lo 

Grunig, is therefore analogous to using a rifle to hit the mark 

instead of hoping something will hil lhe largel by using a 

shotgun. 
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Since most public relations people came from journalism, 

il is not surpru,ing thal Lhey gravitate loward ~ing the mass 

media to reach their intended audiences. The outcome of this 

relationship between public relations an journalism i~ hat it 

continually produces conflict because many PR staffers will do 

whatever it takes to gain exposure for their client or 

organization in the media. 

In the san1e article, G1unig calls this model of 

manipulation of the mass media by PR practitioners as the pre.ss 

agentry mooel: 

The pros.s ageotJy model applies when a public 
relations program strives for favorable publicity, 
especially in the m~ media. A. program based on 
the public iofonnalion model uses "journaJists in 
residence" to disseminate relatively objective 
information through the mass media and controlled 
media such as newsletters, brochures, and direct 
mail. Both p~ agcntry and public information arc 
one-way models of public relations; hey describe 
communication programs that are not based on 
research and strategic planning. Press agentry 
usually produces conflict with the media. The 
public information model usually produces a more 
harmonious relationship although it, too, tries to 
control the media agenda through information 
subsidies as described by Gandy (1982). Press 
agentry and public information also are 
asymn1etricaJ models: they try to make the 
organization look good either through propaganda 

Page 67 



(press agentry - or by disseminating only favorable 
information (public information) (Grunig, 1989b). 
( Omoig Public Relations Onartcrly 21) 

Medfa relations from the corporate side of the issue is 

characterized by constant pressure being applied to public 

relations practitioners to get our message in the media. 

Practitioners are expected to fill the outdated role of publicist, 

using hype and hucksterism to produce media clippings. TI1e 

measure of success for most corporate media relations staffers L~ 

how many times they got favorable publicity for the 

organization and conversely how often they were able to deflect 

media curiosity or criticism. Thankfully with new research 

coming to light like Gn1nig's, that may be changing. 

My own experience as manager of public relations for a 

medium si7.e financial company, taught me how a company can 

cause its own media and public relations crisis. My former 

company, American Security Financial, specialized in credit 

card and catalog sales to consumers who are down on their luck; 

poor credit risks. I helieve that any hu.~ine.~~ can and should 

learn from other companies mistakes. American Security 
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FinanciaJ's problems were the result of deliberate deception by 

leadership. I wrule Lhese observalions about Lhe exlernal and 

media communic<1tion crisis at American Security Financial for 

Dr. Michael Kramer's class on OqJanu.alional Communication: 

Another external communication crisu. o f a 
different type was already being played out in the 
National Media as consumer complaints poured in 
to newspape~ carrying "gold card type" ad~ 
promising everything from erdsing an in<livi<luals 
bad credit to promising major bank cards for 
everyone. even bad credit history consumers. 
American Security Financial quickly amassed a 
large negative file with Better Business Bureaus 
Nationwide as a result of complaints of hundreds of 
disillusioned customers who quickly saw the luster 
leave their "gold cards". Large national newspapers 
including the Dallas Momin& News and the Boston 
Globe refused to run anymore "gold card type" ads. 
Major consumer organizations and newspaper 
columnists began to blast the gold card scams. 
Earlier in my tenure at AS F I was told that we 
should develop a proactive approach in relating lo 
the Media but now with the fallout of 
misrepresentation just beginning to settle in, a "hold 
the fort media strategy was demanded by leadership. 
As the manager of public relations at a firm as 
trustworthy as the Titanic, it would be tempting to 
jump ship in a communication crisis of the 
companfs own making. 
Initially the company president declared that as a 
part of our proactive media stance, we should send 
out positive press releases to newspapers and 
magazines around the country. When after many 
attempt.s there were no takers on that proposition, 
ASF gol some press relec:18eS published as a resull of 
virtually buying them. American Security Financial 
was approached by the National Business 
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Opportunity Journal to place a large display ad in 
the publication for a six month period with the 
incentive that ASF would receive two free PR 
articles as part of the deal. So ASF got some 
favorable publicity, but El a pnce. .. 

A published article that points out deceptive 
external communications practices on the part of 
American Security Financial is found in the 
Thursday, October 11, 1990 article in the St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch (Epps, 1990): 
Postal inspectors are investigating a Maryland 
Heights company ove.r complaints invc ing its 
offers to issue a credit card that can be us unly for 
items in the firm's mail-order catalog. 

A civil complaint filed in U.S. District Court by 
the Postal Inspection Service asked that the 
company'is mail be held up pending an 
administrative hearing scheduled for Nov. 28. 

The company, International Home Shopper, offers 
a credit card called the IHS Gold Card, authorities 
said. The card, offered nationwide is good for 
purchases from the IHS catalog, which offers 
jewelry, appliances, electronic equipment and other 
items. 

PostaJ authorities said many Gold Card holders 
were unaware of the card's limited use. In addition, 
authorities contended in an administrative 
complaint filed in May that IHS misrepresented to 
Gold Card holders that they were qualified 
to get a Mastercard or Visa credit card. 

Lee Harrison, a postal inspector here, said that 
customers cannot get a major credit card "just on 
IHS's say-so." 

John Weigel, who is named in the complaint filed 
Tuesday, said he was 'contesting the allegations. 

Weigel said he was chief executive of American 
Security Fmancial Corp., which has the same 
addre.~~ the complaint show for IHS. "We do feel we 
are right, or we wouldn't be fighting it," Weigel said. 
(St, Louis Post-Dispatch) 
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The article specifically uncovers misrepresentation 
involving misleading customers that they were pre
qualified to receive an unsecured Visa or 
Mastercard. Prospective customers might not be as 
attracted to the "Gold Card'' if they knew up-front 
that they would have to charge and pay off 
completely $500.00 in merchandise on their Gold 
Card before they could start the process of 
qualifying for the major bank credit card. In 
addition, consumers can't be late even once in 
paying the $500.00 requirement or they will have to 
wait to be eligible again by having at least three 
months of on-time payment h.isto1y before they can 
re-apply. 

What was not made clear by American Security 
Financial was that if a person has been turned down 
for a Visa because of bad credit hist.ory or no credit 
history then applicants can't qualify for an 
unsecured major bank card with anyone, including 
IHS Gold Card (American Security Financial a.k.a. 
Credit Plus). 

Another Post-Dispatch article shows that ASFs 
external communications problems have netted them 
imminent litigation. The Wednesday, October 17th 
issue of the Post-Dispatch carried the news of legal 
action by the Missow·i Attorney General (William 
Webster) against Tri-State Financial (American 
Security Financial) (Epps, 1990): 

A St. Louis catalog-sales company with more than 
200,000 customers was accused Tuesday of luring 
consumers with false promises to issue Visa and 
MasterCard credit cards. 

Mis.,ouri Attorney General William Webster filed 
a civil fraud suit Tuesday against Tri-State 
Financial Corp. of Maryland Heights. 

The company sells the "IHS Gold Card", a credit 
card that can only he used to order merchandise 
from the company's catalogs. 111e suit was the 
second legal action taken against the company by 
government agencies. 
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U.S. postal inspectors are asking a federal judge 
to halt the companies mail - a move that Tri-State's 
attorney say might put the firm out business. 

The postal inspectors charged that many people 
who paid for the IHS Gold Card weren't aware of 
the card's limited use. The inspectors said 
customers were falsely led to believe they were 
eligible for major credit cards. 

The IHS Gold C.ard is marketed across the 
nation by the company and network of local 
distributors. 

Brochures promise Gold Card customers 
"Approved credit!!! Reg,u-dless of previous credit 
problems." 

The card costs $79.95. The company promises 
buyers $80.00 in credit toward purchases from its 
catalog, which offers jewelry, electronics and other 
items. 

The company brochure promises customers a pre
approved application for a Visa or MasterCard with 
no security deposit required - if they buy $500.00 in 
goods on their IHS Gold Cards. 

Webster said customers never received the 
promised Visa and Mastercards. 

We contend that consumers were misled with 
false promises of a major credit card," he said. Our 
investigation indicates the company neither had 
right to sponsor unsecured Visa and MasterCard 
credit cards nor did it ever do so." 

Some customers who bought the IHS card 
received a brochure from a New Jersey company 
called Access Financial Setvices ... 

Named as defendants were John L. Weigel, and 
his wife, Sally Morrisette Weigel, of Chesterfield, 
owners of the IHS Gold Card operation ... Weigel 
referred questions to his lawyer, Richard 
Greenberg. Greenberg declined comment, 
explaining that he hadn't seen the suit. 

Greenberg said hearings on the postal inspectors' 
suit have 
been delayed until next month "with the intention 
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of working out a resolution ... " (St. Louis Post
Dispatch) 

The outcome of the postal inspectors hearing was 
that there was no hearing per se, but American 
Security Financial, on the advice of corporate 
council Mr. Greenberg, signed a consent decree 
prepared by the postal inspector. While not 
admitting any wrongdoing or guilt, they would 
agree to cease and desist from the questionable 
activities that the postal inspector alleged. 

The organizational communication breakdown at 
American Security Financial is not without 
precedent regarding Mr. Weigel. Approximately 
three years ago St. Louis TV stations were reporting 
an expose on the illegal activities of a certain 
Second Chance Auto business that attracted the 
attention of authorities because of a scam involving 
auto loan "massaging." Specifically, Mr. Weigel was 
a silent partner and bankroller of the infamous 
Second Chance Auto loan program. Second 
Chance.Auto offered to arrange a deal whereby a 
consumer who was about to have his auto 
repossessed would allow Second Chance Auto to 
arrange for another customer to take over the 
payments and possession of his soon to be 
repossessed car. All of this was done without the 
consent or notification of the bank or financial 
institution that originally financed the loan and 
had a vital interest in the whereabouts of the auto 
that they held lien to (Epps, 1990a ). 

Being a public relations manager at American Security 

Financial during its crisis was an experience that taught me how 

ool lo conduct a public relations program. Some companies 

like ASF have gotten into the throes of a media relations crisis 
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by their own doing. What Mr. Weigel did was to sabotage any 

pruspecl u[ handling his company's crisis, by nul allowing his 

public relations ~taff to be involved in the very type of activity 

where they ooukl be Lhe musl hdp; a crisis. Mr. Wcigel's 

response to the negative publicity and legal procee.dings was to 

let onJy his lawyers speak to the media. When the media 

contacted the law firm they were stonewalle.d and stalled. 

Stonewalling, in tWs case, as in 1nost, proved ineffect ;ve. 

Although Mr. Weigel didn't consult me regarding the 

company's public relaHons and legal crisis, he did get advice 

from all of his top managers that he should admit that there 

were problems that the company should correct. Instead Mr. 

Weigel decided to pursue a tnlly reckless course of action; take 

on the Attorney General. He tried to hire the services of two 

top public relations agencies, Hill & Knowlton and another top 

firm the name of which I was unable to discover. Neither PR 

finn U{Xln closely examining the fact~ of the situation decided to 

take American Security on as a client. 
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Mr. Weigel's bizarre plan to influence the authorities and 

lhe m~ia was lo send oul a c;uslomer newsldler aimed al 

Missouri customers only. His reasoning was since his legal 

problems cenlere<l around lhe fraud allegalions from Lhc 

Missouri Attorney General, he only needed to influence 

Missouri customers. If customers in the show me state could be 

influenced to think well about ASF, then when the bad news 

reached them by means of a letter fron1 the Attorney General's 

office, offering customers a c.omplete refund they wouldn't want 

to cancel their Credit Plus Card. What Weigel wanted to avoid 

was having to refund all the money that he had made off sales of 

the Credit Plus card and catalog. As I learned from first-hand 

observation this was not the way to practice public relations or 

deal with the media. 

The way ASFs president wanted public and media 

relations practiced was the press a.gentry style. I Iis ploy to gain 

employee cooperation wa.~ to persuade them that the assistant 

Attorney General and his competitors were out to get him. I le 

demanded that favorable pre.~~ releases he sent to publications 
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nationwide. I learned that good public relations practice is the 

lrulh wdl lol<l, nol hoo<lwinking lhe public an<l lhe mc<lia. 

One of the most surpnsmg aspects of this study of media 

rdations was that much of lhe a<lvi~ meant for business 

executives who want to prepare for a media interview was so 

vague and general as to be of little unpo1tance. In reality an 

interview with the media is a very important occasion for a 

company spokesperson. What is needed is solid battle-tested 

advice based upon real life situations. One source that had 

solid advice based on in media inte1views was the book NQ. 

C'.omment by Donald Blohowiak. Blohowiak is a former 

journalist familiar with the tactics of reporters. In order for this 

study to be of the most practical value ~ible I have included 

his recommendations for conducting a media interview: 

Snow Respect for Your Interviewer. The very 
presence of a reporter seated across from your desk 
or on the other end of the telephone may remind 
you of your troubles, but don't shoot the messenger. 
The reporter is doing his job ... a favorable 
impression from your contact with the journalist can 
help. A negative impr~ion certainly will hurt. 
Resist Tcmpbltioos lo he Overly Familiar wit/J Your 
lnlerviewen; /Jon'l Patronize lhem. You may have 
seen their bylines, pictures, or Ldevise<l images in 
your home a million times before, but that doesn't 
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make them your acquaintance. Rather than 
addressing your questioner as Dan, Dianne, Tom 
Barbara, or Peter, respectfully refer to him or her as 
Mr. or Ms. Jones. 
Don 't Insult the R eporter By Questioning Hls 
Profession:J/ism. Do not demand to know all the 
questions the reporter plans to ask before the start 
of the interview. Do not ask the journalist to read 
your quotes back to yoµ. Do not stipulate that you 
must see the story before it is printed or aired. 
Never Remind the Reporter lllat Your Company 
JJ]Cnds Big Advertising Money with Hir 
Publication. First, the repotter doesn't care; the 
argument means nothing to him. Second, he 
probably doesn't like the advertising department 
guys anyway. And third, you've just implied a threat. 
When threatened, one's instinct is to retaliate. 
Reco.n:I I.be Interview. Your well-placed trust in 
the reporter need not be blind faith. It is acceptable 
for you to record the interview for your reference. 
This quietly signals you concern for fairness and 
accuracy to a reporter without being offensive. 
Allow I.be Reporter to Reco.n:I I.be Interview. The 
recording should aid the reporter in quoting you 
accurately, and that of course, serves your best 
interest. 
Listen Carefully to Jnrat You Are Being Asked and 
Ans.rer with Jl-?1at }VU Want lo Communicate. 
Keep Your Mind Focused on Whal Is Actualg, 
Being Asked. Listen to the whole question, really 
think about it as though you've never heard it 
before, and //Jen answer. 
ff I.be Inten4ewer Makes a Misla.lce in I.be P.romire of 
I ./is Question, Let I I.Im Finish the Question, and 
7nen Immemate,b,r Correct I.be Envr. If he offers 
you an incorrect statment- "You must be 
discouraged by fourth-quarter sales" -clearly and 
firmly disagree. "No , not at all. We're quite 
pleased." 
Schedule an Inteiview to Last No More lllan a Half 
Hour. You can only stay fresh and alert for so long. 
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mental threads. If the reporter needs more time, 
offer to schedule and additional session for another 
day, or even later that day, but take a break. 
Keep Yollr C-001 Even if you 're facing the firing 
squad using the "I'H tell-you" and lay-a-trap 
interview styles, stay calm and alert. Think your way 
out of this; don't shout, argue, name call,or punch 
your way out. 
Re.define toe Issues When Your IoteJViewer Strays 
into an Aroa Youa Li/ce to Avoid. 
Use simple Sentences and Simple Langu~'lge. 
(Blohowiak 109, 110, 111, 112, 113) 

The essence of what Blohowiak is saymg to those who 

wanl lo be well prepared for a media interview, is lhal people 

usually don't remember the specific arguments in an interview. 

People form an impression and give nearly as much emphasis lo 

how you say something as to what you say. Body language is 

impo11ant because if a spokesman fidgets or squirms during an 

interview the viewers may feel that he has something to hide. 

From my research I've learned that the way to improve 

media relations is to: personalize the relationship between PR 

practitioners and the 111edia, redefinine who strategk publics 

are, and use the m~t effective mode (mass media or other non

traditional mediums) to transmit the message. 

Page 78 



A truly professional public relations person should make 

il a priorily lo al leasl meel_ lhe reporlers an<l e<lilors wilh whom 

they will work. 

Much of lhe acrimony an<l lension now present in me<lia 

relations would be dissipated by organizatio~ adopting the 

theory and practice of strategic public relations proposed by 

Jame,s Grunig. Grunig says that it will take some rethinking of 

past methods but knowing who your publics are and tailoring 

your message to active members of the public. will result in 

clearer and more effective public relations: 

Many public relations practitioners believe that the 
fate of their organizations and of their careers nlive 
and die with the media. n That perceived life-and
death situation leads many practitione~ to take 
desperate means to control what and bow the media 
report about their organizations. Ironically, the 
better public relations practice becomes, the less 
public relations practitioners will need the media. 
If they practice public relations strategically, they 
will communicate with key publics about problems 
and relationships long before they become issues 
that interest the media. The final irony, therefore, is 
that excellent public relations needs the media less 
than does poor public relations and as 
organizations depend less on the media the better 
their relationship with the media will become. 
( Omnig Public Relations Ouarterly 23) 
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Much of the focus of this study has been on causes and 

effeds of slraine<l media relalions an<l on methods of 

improving those relations for the benefit of both business and 

the media. There is however, a missing element in this 

discussion of improvements. It is the unde;lying factor ►l 

organizational sttucture and style: how they tend to influence 

media relations, and how they tend to condition how business 

views it's responsibilities to it's publics. 111e type of 

organizational structure, c-0rporate philosophy, and 

management styles of key business leaders has a profound effect 

on the way that the organization defines it's communication 

objectives. Autocratic leaders often create dictatorial 

corporate cultures and prefer manipulative press agentry public 

and media relations methods. According to Grunig the best 

type of organizational stn1cture for effective harmonious press 

relations is participative management: 

Organizations with participative cultures are more 
like)y to have a set of organizational 
presuppositions that favor symmetrical public 
relations. They also are more likely to appreciate 
the value of a public relations program with the 
potential to practice that excellent public relations 
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(as described by the characteristics reviewed above). 
If the public relations department has the potential 
for excellence, the head of that department also is 
more likely to be included in the dominant coalition 
where he or she can influence how public relations 
is practiced. When the department has little 
potential, public relations programs are chosen by 
dominant coalitions with little understanding of 
modern, sophisticated public relations. When that 
happens, relations with the media as well as with 
other publics reaches the state of conflict and 
manipulation that so often characterizes relations 
between public relations people and the media. 1l1e 
reason: Dominant coalitions without a public 
relations executive from an excellent department 
generally choose a nonstrategic, asymmetrical model 
of public relations that maximizes the potential for 
such conflict. ( Omoig Public Relations Ouarterly 
23) 

The implications of Grunig's model of excellent public 

relations and smooth media relations is that expert power and 

organizational commitment to power sharing are the main 

elements for practicing excellent PR. 

In order for excellence in media relations to happen, 

public relations practitioners will have to be committed to 

improving their skills: This may mean getting further education, 

training, professional recognition--whatever 1s needed to 

surpass themselves. Status quo media relations is no longer a 

prescription for successful results or secure employment either. 
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The latter should be motivation enough for all us. The choice is 

exoollt:mx oul a fear of <loing olht:rwist: or confi<lt:nl 

asse.rtiveness based on knowing who your strategic and 

imporlanl publia; art:, Lailoring your mt:ssagt: lo op1mon 

leaders in special interest groups out in the public and seeing 

your organizational objectives met. 

My own thinking and rationale for improved media 

relations is this: 

1. Press agentry media relations is no longer making a 

significant impact upon the media the way it once did. 

2. Media relations staffers should adequately prepare 

leaders to communicate effectively with reporters. 

3. Get to know media reporters and editors and know 

what their needs are. 

4. Study, research and practice strategic Public relations. 

Your organizational communication goals will be met 

better hy using "narrowca.~t1ng" more often than 

broadcasting by means of the mass media. 
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The future of media relations as a field of professional 

inlcraclion needs lo be enhanre<l by practitioners realizing lhey . 
must excell in the disciplines of psychology, demographics, 

psychographics, an<l convcJrsanl with lhe approaches o[ 

interactive media relations. 

TI1e need for improven1ent in media is well recognized by 

those who interact daily with business or the media. An 

unmediate improvement is possible by applying an awareness of 

how companie.s and the mass media approach the subject and 

what each side's needs are. 

A more significant but more long range change needs to 

occur by implementing the findings of professionals like Grunig 

who have pointed the way for a new era in media relations in 

which it will be practiced strategically and more effectively. 

### 
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