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Epochal times confront journalists, affect PR practitioners

By Pam Parry

Mounting economic pressures and
technological advances are transforming
American journalism today, translating
into more stress for PR practitioners who
must dig deeper to become even more
accommodating.

“The more stress reporters are under,
the more stress we're under,”says Jon
Pushkin, APR,, president of Denver-based
Pushkin Public Relations and the
Colorado Chapter of PRSA, in response
to a study tided, " The State of the News
Media 2004."

The study was funded by the Pew
Charitable Trusts and released March 15
by the Project for Excellence in
Journalism in Washington, D.C.The
report learinghouse on U.S. journal-
ism with data from a variety of sources.

“It’s one of the most comprehensive
reports on the topic I've ever seen,and

I've been following the media since high
school [about 30 years|," says Ed Cafasso,
senior vice president at Morrissey & Co.
in Boston and a member of the executive
committee of PRSA’s Corporate
Professional Interests Section.

The study states that journalism is
undergoing epochal change, which
makes the profession more complicated
than ever. For example, the report notes
that the media are converging and frag-
mentng simulaneously as conglomerates
merge news operations, and cable and the
Internet split the audience.

The report, located at www,journal-
ism.org,. identified eight key trends that
are shaping this transformation:

* A growing number of news outlets
are chasing relatively static or even shrink-
ing audiences for news.

* Much of the new investment in
journalism today is in disseminating the
news, not collecting it.

* In many parts of the news media, we
getting the raw elements of
news as the end product. This is particularly
true in newer, 24-hour media.

* Journalistic standards now vary even
side a single news organization.,

* Without investing in building new
audiences, the long-term outlook for
many traditional news outlets seems prob-
lematic. If traditional media continue to
maintain profits by cutting costs, including
cutting back in their newsrooms, social sci-
ence research on media suggests they will
accelerate their audience loss.

* Convergence seems more inevitable
and potentally less threatening to journal-
ists than it may have seemed a few years

dare mncres

ago.At least for now, online journalism
appears to be leading more to convergence
with older media rather than replacement
ofit.

*The biggest question may not be
technological but economic. [fonline
proves to be a less useful medium for sub-
scription fees or advertising, will it provide
as strong an economic foundation for
newsgathering as television and newspa-
pers have?

*Those who would manipulate the
press and public appear to be gaining lever-
age over the journalists who cover them.
As more outlets compete for news, it
becomes a seller’s market for information.

A much-neéded window into
the news media

This study opens a much-needed
window into the news media, Cafasso
says. The media is a gatekeeper to PR
audiences, so the more practitioners
know about the news business, the more
effective they will be, he

Pushkin says PR practitioners and
Journalists need to work together and help
cach other, but they often fail to do so.

“Itis always good for us to know
about what issues journalists are facing in
their business, what pressures they're
under, what kinds of stresses they might
be under,” Pushkin says.“It’s part of doing
our homework.”

John Guiniven, Ph.D., APR,, Fellow
PRSA, associate professor of public rela-
tions at Elon University in North
Carolina,says PR practitioners should be
concerned with the ethics and credibihity
of the media.

“It upsets me sometimes when Lhear
that PR people enjoy it when the press is
in trouble, because we have a real vested
nterest in the credibility of the media,”
Guiniven says.

However, he also notes that the news
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media spend too much time talking about
themselves.

“I do think there's too much navel
gazing in the media; too much studying
this and too much bre:
much collective guil
media are huge operations, and they are
going to have problems; correct them and
move on.”

Economics and other tensions
Pushkin notes a troubling trend: The

line between journalism and entertain-

ment is blurring because media outlets

beating and too

he says.

“The more stress
reporters are under,
the more stress
we're under.”

— Jon Pushkin,APR

need to make money. This stress can influ-
ence editorial decisions about which sto-
ries to cover, Pushkin says.

Economic tensions have created at
least one positive outcome for PR profes-
sionals — an expanding market for video
news releases, Greg Bailey, APR a partner
in KatcherVaughn & Bailey
Communications in Brentwood, Tenn.,
and president of PRSA's Nashville
Chapter,says local TV stations use VNRs
particularly in the early morning and
midday newscasts.

Other ecconomic pressures, such as
staff cutbacks and limited time for report-
ing, also affect journalists, Baile
Pushkin say. When PRSA% Colorado
chapter invites journalists to speak to its
members, the reporters always talk about
tight deadlines and phone calls and ¢-
mails they cannot return, leaving PR
practitioners only seconds to pitch astory,
Pushkin sa

“Their main pet peeve to me seems
to be lazy PR people who don't do their
homework and are not prepared when
they contact that journalist,” Pushkin says.
“So, we need to be aware of that, and we
need to do a better job of presenting our-
selves as professionals. If we do that, we'll
have better relationships with journalists.
We need to be better PR people.”

Guiniven agrees that cutbacks in
media staft and reporting ime place a
burden on PR practitioners who want to
communicate their client’s message.

“It puts more responsibility on the
PR person because reporters are vulnera-
ble now to being lied to and being taken
because they are under pressure,”
Guiniven says. They don't have the time
to devote to the story.”

Reporters are so pressed for time that
PR practitioners have to make their

For more on the future of the media, please see Page 22.

pitches in as whole a package as possible,
Bailey says.

“They don't have time to do a lot of
the research; they don't have time todo a
lot of the background work,so you'd bet-
ter give them a pretty complete picture
when you make your pitch,” he says.

A former newspaper reporter, Bailey
says the study shows that the placement
opportunities are shrinking in the print
arena but growing in other media, partic-
ularly cable television. With the develop-
ment of 24-hour, seven-day-a-week news
operations, PR professionals have more
opportunities for placements, he says.

“I don't believe the audience is
shrinking,” Cafasso says."I think there’
larger audience for news and informa-
tion. | just think that audience is now
being scattered across different kinds of
mediums.”

The end to assembly-line practices
Media relations in this diverse and
changing news market means that PR
practitioners “can no longer in good con-
science conduct assembly-line public
relations and expect to succeed,” Cafasso

For example, he says PR agencies
can no longer just put their first- and
car associates on the phone or
e-mail and start contacting the media.

“What it means for us is that no
matter what platform you're talking
about, the stories are shorter, the stories
are clearer, and that means that we need
to be shorter and clearer in the way we
work with the media,” Cafasso says.

PR practitioners must demonstrate
their value as sources if they want to dis-
tinguish themselves, he says. The best
practices in public relations, which
emphasize quality over quantity, have
not changed in the past 10 to 15 years,
Cafasso says.

Although the relationship is some-
times adversarial, reporters will listen to
credible PR practitioners with a track
record of giving them good stories, he
says. Regardless of time pressures,
reporters will listen if PR practitioners
have a good story to sell.

“Any PR person will tell you that
half the battle is just getting [them to |
ten] with an open mind,” Cafasso says. €
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