Media Relations

POINTS TO COVER 

Spokesperson.  Designate who is authorized to decide when to respond to media inquiries and designate trained spokespersons. Designate only one spokesperson for any particular emergency.  Your policy should list the individuals trained to respond to the media and how to reach those persons.  Ideally, you will have trained several people so someone will always be available for any emergency. 

Statements by unauthorized individuals.  Your policy should state that no employee other than the designated spokesperson may speak on behalf of the company.  You probably cannot tell employees not to speak to the media because of the right to free speech contained in the United States Constitution, as well as a number of state constitutions.  However, you can make it clear that employees may not speak on behalf of the company, but can only give their personal views.  Any employee who speaks on behalf of the company without authorization is subject to discipline. 

News media access.  Your policy should state when you will permit news media access to a facility.  For example, you would not want to permit access if there is personal danger to the members of the news media. If possible, post photographs regarding the emergency on your company’s website.

Accuracy of information.  Your policy should state that you will only provide accurate information and not speculation.  Never lie.  Your policy should state that your spokesperson will never lie or cover up any events.  That is not to say that you cannot present the information in the most positive light; rather, it means that you do not lie. 

Means of communications.  Different emergencies may require different types of communication.  You should have procedures for using radio, television, newspapers, advertisements, letters to the editor, websites, and videotapes.  Maintain current facsimile numbers and e-mail addresses for rapid dissemination of accurate information.

Information concerning injuries or death.  Your policy should state that you will not release information on the identities of anyone injured or killed until the families of those persons have been notified and you have obtained clearance to provide the information.  Certainly, you would not want family members to learn of the injury or death of a loved one through a news broadcast.

Review by your attorney.  Your policy should provide that a media statement will be reviewed by your attorney prior to its release.  In ideal circumstances, you will have the time for your attorney to review any public statement to avoid any inadvertent violation of a law or the creation of any cause of action such as invasion of privacy, defamation, and the like. 

Return phone calls.  Your policy should state that you will make every effort to return any telephone call from the media, even if you will not be answering questions.  Not only is such a course common courtesy, but may it also gain you their respect. 

Off-the-record statements.  Your policy should provide that you will never make “off-the-record statements.”  In fact, there is no such thing.  If you do not want the information to appear in the media, do not make the statement.

LEGAL POINTS

Defamation.  Untrue statements may lead to a claim of defamation.

Privacy.  Publication of private facts (e.g., the reasons for firing an employee) may lead to a lawsuit for invasion of privacy.

Emotional distress.  Untrue statements, release of private information, intemperate statements, and other missteps can lead to claims for intentional or negligent infliction of emotional distress.

Awareness of legal restrictions.  Courts issue “gag” orders directing parties to litigation not to comment about the litigation.  Laws can also limit your comments to the media.  As an illustration, comments by a publicly held company to the financial media are often governed by rules of the Securities and Exchange Commission.  Your policy should incorporate such standards. 

Obstruction of justice.  The media often focus on criminal investigations of corporations. Lies and destruction of documents can lead to criminal charges of obstruction of justice.

THINGS TO CONSIDER 

Preparation.  An emergency occurs (a workplace accident, an incident of violence, a natural disaster, a robbery, a death of a customer, a charge of discrimination or financial wrongdoing, or an oil spill), and suddenly you are in the media spotlight.  During the intense pressure of the emergency, it will not be possible to create and follow a policy for media relations.  To avoid gaffes, adopt a policy that sets forth the who, what, where, when, and how to respond to the media. The key to a successful media relations policy is preparation.  Without a planned response for emergencies, your spokesperson will not do well.

Training.  Train several spokespersons and periodically retrain these individuals.  As your business changes, the type of emergency that you may face may alter, and thus the type of media contact will also change. 

Acknowledge your bias.  Acknowledge any self-interest of the company with respect to the topic being discussed.  Otherwise, the company’s credibility will be undermined. 

Avoid jargon.  Company jargon (such as “eighty-six” to refer to a reduction in force) will, at a minimum, confuse the reporter and may offend the audience with what might appear to be insensitive terminology. 

Do not argue.  When dealing with the media, never lose your temper or argue.  

Question “facts.”  When confronted by a reporter with a “fact,” if you do not know the statement to be true, do not admit it.  It is much better to say “I do not know,” “I’m not familiar with that,” or to otherwise indicate that you do not agree with the so-called “fact.”

Provide updates as needed.  An emergency may require you to provide information more than once to counter misinformation.  Your website may be a perfect place to post such updates.

Rehearse.  Prior to speaking with the media, your spokesperson should briefly rehearse.  Do not rehearse to the point that it sounds stale. Instead rehearse enough so that any inconsistencies and the like can be determined and eliminated.  

The audience.  Prior to preparing any statement for the media, consider your audience.  Is it your employees, your shareholders, the public at large?  Write your statement with the audience in mind. 
SAMPLE POLICY

The company cooperates as fully as possible with news media inquiries and communicates truthfully with the media on company matters appropriate for public knowledge.  The company frequently solicits news coverage of its important new developments, products, services, or special events to support sales, marketing, and public relations objectives.

Routine press releases will be posted on our website and sent to local media outlets.

Media Inquiries

In order to maintain accuracy and consistency, employees who receive inquiries from the news media must follow these guidelines and procedures:  

1.
No employee may grant an interview concerning company business to a national general interest or business publication or national broadcast media without the approval of the vice president of public relations/public affairs or the public relations director.  Examples of such media would include Business Week, Fortune, The Wall Street Journal, Forbes, Time, Newsweek, The U.S. News & World Report, Associated Press, USA Today, New York Times, ABC, NBC, CBS, CNN, CNBC, Fox News, and MSNBC.  In most cases, inquiries from this type of national media will be handled directly by corporate officials.

2.
Certain types of routine inquiries and contacts with local news media or informational requests from trade publications may be handled directly by employees designated by the vice president of public relations/public affairs or the public relations director.

3.
Since the company is privately owned, it is not required by law to publicly discuss its sales, profits, or other financial data.  However, the company does announce its total consolidated annual sales figure.  With the exception of this overall corporate sales figure, no employee may disclose to the news media any sales or profit figures without the approval of the vice president of public relations/public affairs or the public relations director.

4.
With respect to company matters that are appropriate for public knowledge, the company cooperates with news media inquiries and communicates truthfully with the media through designated spokespersons.

Procedures

•
Any requests for interviews by the national media will be referred to the vice president of public relations/public affairs or the public relations director.  During the time an employee is attempting to contact this person, reporters should be told that a spokesperson is not available.

•
No employee other than the designated spokesperson may speak on behalf of the company.

•
Any employee who speaks on behalf of the company without authorization or violates this media policy is subject to discipline, including discharge.

•
Courtesy and common sense should always be used in dealing with reporters.  The employee should ask the reporter for his or her name, the name of the publication or television or radio station, a telephone number, and the topic that they wish to discuss.  The employee will then contact the vice president of public relations/public affairs or the public relations director with this information.

•
The spokesperson will be objective in media statements and will provide accurate, factual information as quickly as possible.  There will be no lies or cover-ups.

•
No statements are made off the record.

•
When approval is given to allow photographs in a location, a photo release form should be completed and sent to _______________________.

Procedures for Response to Media During an Emergency

1.
Whenever there is an emergency and a need to respond to the media, always contact one or more of the following persons:

•
President (or assistant to the president) (can authorize media statements)

•
Executive vice president/operations (can authorize media statements)

•
Vice president in charge of public relations/public affairs or the public relations director (can authorize media statements)

•
Chief financial officer

•
Vice president/legal or company counsel


Depending on nature/severity of emergency contact the following:

•
Facilities manager

•
Vice president in charge of personnel or human resources director

•
Risk manager or risk management consultant

A list of the office, home, facsimile, and cell phone numbers and e-mail addresses of these individuals is attached.

2.
When there are injuries, the following steps are to be taken:

•
Factual information on any customer or employee concerning personal injuries should be provided to the family as quickly as possible.  Ideally, a general manager who is familiar with the person will dispense the information.  The caller will have been trained how to handle the situation.

•
No information is to be released to the media on the injuries until the families of those injured have been notified and clearance given by persons listed as authorized in item 1.

3.
Employees should not speculate on anything to the media or anyone else.


The media spokesperson will be one of the trained individuals listed on the attachment.  Ideally, there will only be one spokesperson for any one emergency.

4.
When feasible, and when approved by individual listed in item 1, the company will initiate contact with the media.

5.
Only when the situation warrants, when appropriate management is on site, and when approved by one of the authorized persons listed in item 1 is news media allowed access to our facilities. Emergency press releases are to be immediately posted on our website.  Even then, the media is allowed access to areas only within safety guidelines.

6.
No one is to give damage estimates or other cost information to the media until they can be accurately assessed.  Only the company spokesperson can release this information. 

7.
Any media spokesperson should emphasize the company’s safety record and precautions that have been taken to avoid incidents of this nature.

8.
If the situation warrants, use every means of communication to present factual information that will offset rumors and misstatements.  These include radio, television, newspapers, advertisements, letters, videotapes, and facsimiles, voice mail, or e-mail broadcasts to members of the media. Facsimile and voice mail numbers and e-mail addresses for some media contacts are listed on the attachment.

9.
Contact the outside public relations advisor listed on the attachment.

10.
As a matter of courtesy, someone will always return media calls, if only to state that a spokesperson is not available, or no comment is available at this time.

11.
As the situation warrants, updates will be provided to the media.

12.
All statements to the media will be as objective as possible.

13.
Generally, any quotes in media releases should be reviewed by the person quoted to ensure accuracy.

Emergency Communications with 
Employees, Customers, and the General Public

Before communicating with employees, customers, and the general public, review these goals:

•
Provide for safety and well being.

•
Calm and reassure.

•
Do not lie.

•
Provide accurate, factual information as quickly as possible.

•
Maintain positive relations.

•
Foster favorable, accurate perceptions.

Communications with Shareholders

Before communicating with shareholders, review these goals:

•
Provide accurate, factual information

•
Maintain positive relationships

•
Never lie to shareholders

