Media Guide for Grassroots Speakers 

Carol Rissman and Charlotte Ryan,  MRAP
It’s always hard to get your message across in the news media. But the task becomes even harder when you are the person providing the “human interest” angle. When a reporter wants to talk to you because you’ve experienced an important problem—for instance, with immigration or health insurance or AFDC—you’re not only giving a message about the issue. You also are telling about your life.  

This booklet prepares you to talk to reporters in a way that gets your message across clearly. It shows you how to protect your private feelings at the same time. Learning these methods offers a better chance that the news story will come out the way you wanted.

Recently, homeless women, shelter providers, and housing activists met with members of Boston College’s Media Research and Action Project, MRAP, for this type of training. Much of the advice and many of the stories in this booklet came from those workshops. 

Why Do You Want To Talk to Reporters Anyway? 

Homeless women and activists came up with many reasons why they don’t want to talk with reporters—reasons you may share: reporters’ attitudes can twist the story, spread blame, or paint you as powerless. Their rules seem secret: What will they ask? Do you have to answer? Can you stop an interview? 

There are plenty of reasons to say no to interviews.  But there are important reasons to say yes.

News coverage offers some of the best chances to teach people about issues and problems. Reports can change public opinion, and attract political support, funding, and volunteers to push for the changes you may be working for. People care even more about issues when news stories report the impact on people like you. 

Do you or don’t you want to talk to reporters?
Many of us hesitate to talk to reporters for some very good reasons.  And yet we know that refusing to talk to reporters is also a problem.   Let’s list the reasons ---to avoid reporters and to approach reporters.   Then we can discuss how to maximizes chances of a good experience and minimize risks.
	I don’t want to talk to reporters because
	I do want to talk to reporters because

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Journalism 101

The interview will turn out better if you know a little about reporters and their rules. And then prepare well before talking with them. 

1. Most reporters try to get their stories right. Two things push them off course: they haven’t shared your experience. And they’re trying to make the story fit with what they think they know already. That means you have a lot to teach them if you can explain the important issues.

2. Before you are interviewed, watch, listen or read the reporter’s work a few times.  Try to get a feeling for the attitude of the reporter or host. That will help you predict the questions he or she might ask, and help you prepare answers. 

3. News stories usually follow a pattern: we hear from a leader who is in favor of an issue, a leader who is against, and you, the example of how people are affected. So, even though you’re not talking face-to-face, you can predict what your opponent might say and plan an answer. 

4. TV and radio stories especially are short, simple, and dramatic. Anything that is complicated is made simple. Drama is played up. And “sound bites,” or quotes, are very short—an average 8 seconds. That means you should keep your message short and simple. Use colorful words and dramatic examples, evidence, or stories. 

5. Interviews begin when you say hello and end when you stop talking, even if the camera or microphone is off or the reporter’s pencil is down. Everything you say can be used in a news story.

6. Once the interview is over, it is against the rules to ask a reporter not to use something you said. It is against the rules to ask to read the script or story before it appears. While you certainly can ask the reporter to let you know when the report will appear, it is very likely that he or she won’t. Often, they don’t know until the last minute. 
Exercise:



Off the record and other ways of NOT telling

Not only are there right ways to say things, but right ways to keep some information to yourself. 

1. Saying information is “off the record” means it can’t be reported. Off the record is used for information you want the reporter to understand, but don’t want written about. For example, imagine the reporter asks about the superintendent of police. You think the reporter should understand you’re unhappy with the Superintendent’s recent decisions, but you’re not prepared for the information to be made public.   You need to cooperate with the superintendent on many projects, and some of the police’s problems are funding issues beyond the superintendent’s control.  You fear the reporter won’t get the balance and tone right.

2.  You may tell the reporter, BEFORE YOU GIVE THE INFORMATION,  that it is off the record. And BEFORE YOU GIVE THE INFORMATION, be sure that you and the reporter understand the rule in the same way. You can say something like this: “What I’m about to tell you now is off the record. That means you can’t use my name and you can’t report the information, right?” Say when you’re going back on the record. Don’t be surprised if the reporter double-checks at the end of an interview whether you would mind him using some of the things you said off the record. Sometimes you may change your mind.

· If you want information known publicly but don’t want it tied to you, tell the reporter, before you say it, that the information is “on background.” That means the information can be reported, but your name is not to be used. The reporter might say “a source” told him. 

· If a reporter asks you an embarrassing question, or one that is too personal, don’t say it’s off the record or that you have no comment. Just smile and say, “I’m sorry, that’s personal.”

· If a reporter asks something you don’t know the answer to, it’s fine to say you don’t know. If possible, offer to find out and get back to him or her.

· Practice drawing attention to the point you want to make. When the reporter’s question seems off-track or unimportant, say, “I think the more important point is…” or “We don’t see it that way. We think…” and then return to your message.

How to Frame Your Message

For most purposes, framing
 can be simplified to three key questions:

· What is the main issue or problem (from your perspective)?

· Who is responsible?

· What are the viable solutions? 

After focusing a core message or frame, we work to identify a story or catchphrase that captures the frame. When people think of message framing, they often think only of this final stage—the memorable metaphor, perhaps carried by an image, a story or sound bite

This is important but sadly many organizers think it is sufficient. They think communicating means finding the right image that conveys a repressed truth, that when publicized, the truth will expose opponents’ slick lies.  All one needs is the right image to get attention.  This ignores the fact that activists need to dialog with potential allies using many venues—not to ‘get the message out’ but to open an ongoing dialog.  Opponents don’t need to lie. They see facts differently.  Viewpoints change in conversation.  Conscious framing is the preparation for that dialog.

REMEMBER
· Facts do not speak for themselves.  
People often say, “We will just tell the truth.”  Facts do not speak for themselves. There are many truths in any conflict. From a given standpoint, some facts seem more important than others. From a given point of view, some facts seem irrelevant, others critical.  

· Framing assumes a point of view and a purpose.  
Storytellers frame the facts from a particular standpoint and they assume an audience. Storytellers frame the story to make sense to their audience.  Frames are born in dialogs and are intended to build dialog.  The goal of dialog—listening and talking is to build relationships that forward a vision.


· Messages grow from strategies. 
 Analyzing the political situation precedes media. The mantra is, ‘There is no communication strategy without an organizing strategy.’
· Everyone is a communicator. 
The public spokesperson at a press conference is one type of communicator. In social movements, everyone must be a communicator.  Everyone matters, and it matters that everyone adds their own lived experience into how they tell the story. 

· Reporters who ask the “hard questions” are not opponents.  
A reporter asks herself, “What questions would my audience ask?  Reporters seek to answer these questions—even if these misunderstand movement goals.  It is the movement organizers’ job to help the reporter understand movement goals. Through the reporter, the movement communicates its vision to wider audiences. 

·  Reflection on experience, not experience alone, is the best teacher. 
Take the time to learn from what you’ve tried so you can store it and share it with others. 


	Table 1        Framing Caucus Sheet   


	What are our key talking points?  Puntos criticos para enfatizar


 ______________________________________________________


 ______________________________________________________

 ______________________________________________________

© Jeffreys and Ryan  Communicating for Change.     Reprinted with permission.




	Table 1        Media Caucus Sheet  continued.

	What is our key message?    Revisa el mensaje clave.   Qual puntos es mas critico?

Good sound bites  to use (phrases, anecdotes, images, examples)


Da cuentos, ejemplos,  dichos, etc., que salieron en la conversacion y que captan las ideas centrales.   



Preparing for the interview

What are the hard questions a reporter might ask?  What is our response? 

Cuales preguntas dificiles van a salir?  Cuales respuestas ofrecemos?



	Post-event reflection
   

	Clip all press and review all broadcast coverage. 



	How did each report frame event?



	What elements of our framing were used? 

 Which ignored?  

Was messenger credible?



	What hard questions did we anticipate?  

Which did we miss?  

What can we learn?

	© Jeffreys and Ryan  Communicating for Change Reprinted with permission 


To reflect well,  put things in writing!
By practicing frames before contacting mass media, organizers create a written track record of what they want to accomplish.  Media advisories can then more easily follow the group’s intended framing.   Putting things in writing facilitates post-event reflection: organizers can compare the actual outcome against the desired message.  This last step, post-event reflection,   completes a dialog, action, reflection cycle, drawing lessons for the next cycle. 

Exercise



There are many other ways this issue could be framed.  Use the work sheet above to
above to plan a second approach.  
Now, back to the example about the radio report on gun violence. There was another guest on the program whose ideas were different. He said the responsibility for gun violence is not connected to how easy it is to get a gun, but lies with each person doing the right thing. His evidence was that, in other countries with as many guns, there is much less gun violence. If personal responsibility is the solution, then there is no action that government or communities can take.  

You, too, will have opponents. What will their ideas be? How will you answer them? Reporters will play devil’s advocate, asking you hard questions. What will those questions be? How will you answer them?   Talk about it, and then use the worksheet to outline your opponents’ frames.

Different frames appeal to different audiences
What makes sense to anyone depends on their life experience, their family and friends’ opinions and the opinions they read or see in media.   To communicate it helps to think about what your various audiences currently know and think about your issue.  So a second part of framing your message is to ask who your audience is. 

· Whom do you want to get the message: legislators, voters, funders, policy makers, public opinion leaders or others? Why? What can they do for you?

· What moves that audience to action? What can you say that will help them move? 
Sometimes the same frame works for different audiences but the stories and images that appeal to them will differ.  Practice listing your audiences and planning the most compelling story to reach each target audience.


Villain or victim

Reporters come to a story with ideas already in mind. They have some thoughts about where you fit in. Two attitudes are common. One, that you are the good victim of bad luck. The other is that you are a bad person ripping off the system. They can learn differently if you point out that many other people are in your situation, and which larger policy, issue, or problem is responsible. It’s important for people to understand that the answer is not only helping you, if you need it, but also changing the policy or problem that created the same situation for hundreds of others as well. Stressing that should also be part of your message.

Now that you have answered questions about  the issue,  the responsibility, and the solution,  and now that you’ve thought about who you want to reach and what might convince them to act,  you can create your message. 
Images and sound-bites – the last frontier
You now know what do you want to say.

How do you want to say it? 
Remember, keep it simple, short, and use dramatic or colorful language. 
Have effective evidence, examples, images or stories to tell along with it. 

Exercise  - Monitoring for images 

 

Then practice, practice, practice

Once you have agreed on the message, a couple of other key points, your evidence or story to illustrate your message, and you know how you will answer opponents and reporters’ hard questions, you are ready to practice. Do it until you are comfortable. That takes most people quite a while. Get a video camera and tape your practice interview with someone from your group playing the “reporter.” Do you look comfortable and sincere? Does your voice sound confident? Are you looking the “reporter” straight in the eye? Are you rattled by hard or personal questions? Or can you calmly smile and say, “I  really don’t think that’s the issue. The issue is…” If not, practice some more.

Once your group has developed its message, you won’t need to wait for reporters to come to you. If you have valuable information and experience to pass on, you may request a meeting with editorial writers and reporters who cover your “beat.”  (Watch or listen to newscasts and read newspapers to find out who they are and whether they share your point of view.) Let them know your view of the issues, feed them statistics, give them profiles of people affected by your issue. It’s good background information for them even if it doesn’t result in a news story right away. Write letters to the editor. 
Summary: Interview Do’s and Don’ts
· Take time to collect your thoughts and settle your nerves before an interview. You can tell a reporter who has taken you by surprise that you’ll get back to him or her in ten minutes. 

· Unless you’ve done lots of interviews, practice delivering your message one last time with a friend or workmate.

· Ask the reporter when the deadline is, and cooperate with that.

· For a hint of what the reporter already thinks the story is, you may ask who else the reporter plans to talk to or what the reporter’s angle is.

· You don’t have to answer every question. Practice phrases like, “We don’t think that’s the issue. For us, the issue is…” Or, “That’s not what I experienced/feel/see. What I see is…” 

· Don’t say anything before or after the interview that you don’t want reported. As long as the reporter is with you or on the phone, the interview is going on.

· Think about how to protect your loved ones from unwanted publicity. Should you talk with them before you do an interview? Before the interview, you can set reasonable ground rules for the reporter about what is out-of-bounds for discussion. (Obviously, it’s not fair to rule out information that is central to the story.) For example, if you don’t want your kids involved, say you won’t talk about them. Maybe it’s okay with you for the reporter to say that you have three kids but not to use their names. Negotiate. 

· To protect your privacy, it’s a good idea not to meet the reporter in your home. Meet in a community center or other relatively quiet, public place, or talk on the phone. For the same reason, it’s a good idea not to take your kids along. 

You may want to read this page again before you do your interview. Just as a reminder, write you message here:

Exercise


Box: colorful quotes


Stories: 

Practice interviewing with other members of your group—or with other groups. 


Work in teams of four. Two play reporters and two represent a group.


Pick a situation/scenario that you think deserves media attention.


The two reporters prepare interview questions. The group spokespersons prepare their message.


Conduct a ten-minute interview.


Debrief and swap roles using a new scenario.





Imagine your group is promoting hand gun controls.  Your committee, board or group about


what the issue is, 


who is responsible, 


and what the answer is. 





For example, a gun control advocate speaking on a radio program recently said 


the issue is that there is too much gun violence in the U.S. 


Gun owners and lawmakers who allow easy access to guns are responsible. 


The answer is to pass gun control laws.  





Watch the news and read the papers. 


What stories move you?  


When do you read to the end?  


When do you turn the channel?  





 Start analyzing the stories that move you to see how they present themselves.





Start a clipping file of colorful quotes and good stories. Here are some examples.








This says it all in about 2 seconds: On a proposed tax cut for Massachusetts, “That’s a recipe for financial disaster.”  Jim St. John, TEAM. 


 


Everyone can understand this comparison: On plans to use predicted, not actual, extra money for a tax cut, “You wouldn’t go out and build a big house because your boss said he might give you a raise.” Cynthia Tucker on the Newshour with Jim Lehrer. 





When I got off AFDC and got a new job, I agreed to a newspaper interview. The reporter asked irrelevant and offensive personal questions, like where was my daughter’s father. I was angry, but it was worse when I read the story a few days later: The reporter made me a victim, living in a dingy, stuffy apartment. The apartment may be stuffy, but it’s mine. She described me walking around in floppy bunny slippers and my daughter, who came home during the interview after a day of playing at school, as wearing grimy, white socks. 





Stories: I was walking with my mother on the Boston Common, and a reporter was shaking a homeless guy sleeping on a park bench for an interview. I said, interview my mother, she was homeless. But the reporter looked at her fur coat and refused to understand that you don’t have to be a derelict—anyone can be homeless at some time.  








� I drew heavily from both  Snow and Benford, 1988; Gamson and Lasch, 1983. 
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