Maintaining Effective Media Relationships: 27
Instructor Guide



Session 27: Maintaining Effective Media Relationships

Time: 1 hour


Objectives:



At the conclusion of this session, the students should be able to:

27.1 Discuss and illustrate key elements of the rumor process.

27.2 Describe and illustrate four guidelines for dealing with the media.

27.3 Identify three organizational factors that enhance crisis communication.

27.4 Summarize the basic elements of a disaster report checklist.

27.5 Illustrate the presence of disaster myths in media reports.

Scope:

Introduction to principles and procedures for effective media relationships; elements of a disaster report checklist

Readings:

1. Required Student Reading

Darrell M. Lankford. 1998. “Working with the Media During a Crisis.” NCCEM Bulletin 15 (January): 6-7.

2. Professor Reading

Francis J. Marra. 1998. “The Importance of Communication in Excellent Crisis Management.” The Australian Journal of Emergency Management 13 (Spring): 6-8.

3. Background References

T. Joseph Scanlon and Suzanne Alldred. 1982. “Media Coverage of Disasters: The Same Old Story.” Emergency Planning Digest 9:13-19.

Gary A. Kreps. 1980. “Research Needs and Policy Issues on Mass Media Disaster Reporting.” Pp. 35-74 in Disasters and the Mass Media: Proceedings of the Committee on Disasters and the Mass Media Workshop. February, 1979 edited by the Committee on Disasters and the Mass Media. Washington, D.C.: National Academy of Sciences.

Requirements:

It is recommended that the professor select two photographs from a newspaper for the rumor exercise. Copies of the student handout should be prepared (“Disaster Report Checklist”). The professor should review the recommendation made for Session 13 (Supplemental Considerations, 1) and bring notes to class based on student contributions.

Remarks:

Objective 27.1

Rumor

Process

1. It is recommended that a class exercise be implemented at the start of this session to illustrate key aspects of the rumor process.

a) The professor should select four to five students and ask them to wait outside the classroom. A photograph from a recent newspaper should be shown to the remainder of the class while these students are not present.

b) One of the students should be directed to return to the classroom and be shown the photograph.

c) The professor should instruct: “I want you to study this photograph for 30 seconds.”

d) A second student should be brought into the classroom after the photograph has been hidden from view. The professor should instruct (speaking to both students): “Student A has just seen an interesting scene; I want him to describe it to you. Please listen very carefully.”

e) After the first student briefly has described the contents of the photograph to the second, the professor should direct a third student to return to the classroom.

f) The second student should be directed to explain to the third student what they just heard, e.g., “Student B has just heard about an event that occurred recently. He/she wants to tell you about it, so please listen carefully and try to remember as much detail as possible.”

g) The same procedure should be followed quickly so that the fourth and fifth students are separately advised of the contents of the photograph. Finally, the instructor should ask the last student to describe to the class the event based on the information received.

2. Following the exercise, the professor should initiate analysis through guided discussion of the following questions.

a) “During the rumor process (as information was exchanged from student A to the last student), what details were added?”

b) “During the rumor process, what key observations or details were deleted?”

c) “During the rumor process, what details or observations were distorted?”

d) “During the rumor process, what details or observations became a point of focus or exaggeration?”

3. After a brief analysis it is recommended that the exercise be repeated with a different photograph. “Now that you understand the process and how difficult it is to convey information accurately from one person to another, let’s repeat the exercise with a different group of ‘rumor carriers’ and see what happens.”

4. This exercise will enhance student understanding of the rumor process and provide specific examples for illustration.

Objective 27.2

Media

Guidelines

1. Refer students to the assigned reading (Lankford 1998) and ask the following questions.

a) “What are four guidelines that Lankford (1998) identified that emergency managers should use to establish effective relationships with the media?” Among the numerous guidelines offered, be sure to include the following:

1) “Critical to this process is credibility—demonstrating that you can provide the information they need, in a usable form, within their deadlines.” (Lankford 1998, p. 6).

2) “Promptly return media calls and other inquiries.” (Lankford 1998, p. 6).

3) “Provide photo and interview opportunities, including media access to safe zones within the affected area.” (Lankford 1998, p. 6).

4) “A news conference should take place within one hour from the time of the accident, and sooner if possible. The media will not wait on you or your organization; they will go with what they have.” (Lankford 1998, pp. 6-7).

b) Ask students: “If you were the manager of a tourist business, which of the guidelines that Lankford specified for emergency managers would not be relevant?” Through discussion of this question, press students to identify the similarities and differences in the priorities of private business managers and public officials.

1) Similarities include such matters as establishment of public trust, concern with assistance for victims, accurate communication of damages, projection of recovery needs and time for reopening, etc.

2) Differences include focus on entire community versus single business; public official versus authority to release information without authorization from owners and/or corporate office.

2. Discuss and illustrate these additional tips for media relationships during disasters:

a) Identify one or two media contact points within your business; unlimited comment from multiple employees will be a disservice.

b) Think through the media contact point for your business, include it clearly in your disaster plan, and be sure all employees understand it.

c) Secure legal guidance to identify information that ought to be withheld from the media to protect customers and employees.

d) Participate in a community based post-disaster community information campaign to insure that prospective tourists and other types of customers are informed fully of the recovery.

e) Plan to implement a “rumor control unit” within your business so that media representatives, customers, and employees can acquire accurate information quickly.

Objective 27.3

Organizational

Factors

1. Marra (1998) has identified selected organizational factors that enhance crisis communication. Four are noteworthy:

a) Pre-disaster relationships: “. . . an organization that has strong pre-crisis relationships with its relevant publics will suffer less damage than an organization with weak on non-existent pre-crisis relationships.” (Marra 1998, p. 7).

b) Staff autonomy: “Organizations, therefore, need to give its public relations staff the necessary autonomy to talk with these audiences.” (Marra 1998, p. 7).

c) Organizational culture: “Many practitioners devote significant resources to produce a crisis communications plan that is destined to fail because the technical strategies contained in the plan contradict the dominate and accepted communication philosophies used by their organization.” (Marra 1998, p. 8).

d) Strategic communication: “Expert public relations practitioners can suggest what publics need what information and how and when these publics should receive it.” (Marra 1998, p. 8).

Objective 27.4

Disaster Report

Checklist

1. The student handout should be distributed and reviewed (Disaster Report Checklist).

a) Senior level managers should have a checklist to use as a guide to insure that information related to all five key questions has been obtained.

b) Ask students to illustrate the generic nature of this check by using a few examples, e.g., a bomb threat, hurricane warning, flood alert.

2. Use student responses to illustrate the possible construction of agent specific checklists that line personnel might be encouraged to use. Many businesses use such devices, but all derive from the general set of key questions, i.e., who, what, when, where and why.

a) Ask students: “If a bomb threat were made, what additional information might the staff member be guided to record?” Consider such details as: characteristics of the threat maker, details about the bomb, etc.

b) Ask students: “If hurricane warning was issued, what additional information might the staff member be guided to record?” Consider such details as: name of agency issuing the warning, telephone contact for confirmation, evacuation areas and routes, etc.

c) Ask students: “If a flood alert was issued, what additional information might the staff member be guided to record?” Consider such details as: name of agency issuing the warning, telephone contact for confirmation, evacuation areas and routes, etc.

Objective 27.5

Disaster

Myths

1. Refer students back to the activities completed during Session 13 (“Human Responses To Disaster: Myths and Realities”).

a) Remind students of the newspaper and magazine articles they brought to class during the subsequent three or four sessions (see “Supplemental Considerations”, sub-section 1).

b) Ask students: “Going back to the several articles you brought to class following Session 13, what illustrations do you recall of disaster myths that were contained in these media reports?” It is recommended that the professor guide the discussion so that a summary is made of the key myths and specific illustrations from these sessions.

c) Ask students: “Based on the examples you brought to class, which myths appear to be most common in media reports?” 

d) Ask students: “As future business managers, what could you do to reduce the amount of disaster mythology that may appear in future media reports?”

e) Ask students: “As future business managers, how does your knowledge of media reporting and disaster mythology improve your capacity for effective disaster responses?”

Supplemental

Considerations

1. Instead of the use of two newspaper photographs, the professor may wish to select two video clips that illustrate two different types of disasters, e.g., hurricane impacts on hotels, bomb threat responses, etc.

2. As an exercise, the professor might divide the class into teams and assign each the task of designing a “Disaster Report Checklist” for a specific disaster agent, e.g., bomb threat, hurricane, earthquake, etc. These could be completed in class or as an out-of-class assignment and then compared in class presentations.

3. A simulated press conference could be conducted with students assigned to role play the positions of business manager and media representatives. This would provide important opportunity to practice the creation and presentation of media reports.

Course Developer
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DISASTER REPORT CHECKLIST

1. Who? (Warning Source) (Who or what is the source of information regarding the threat?)

2. What? (Potential Event) (What is nature of the event, e.g., bomb threat, hurricane, etc.?)

3. When? (Length of Forewarning and Duration) (How soon is the expected impact? What is the anticipated duration?)

4. Where? (Scope) (What is threatened? How extensive is the potential and probable impact?)

5. Why? (Causality) (Is this a natural or technological disaster, or is a conflict situation, e.g., terrorist group?)


Emergency Management Principles and Application for 

Tourism, Hospitality, and Travel Management 
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