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Who’s spinning whom? 




June 25, 2008
Comms@08 'Angle vs. Spin' debate
Delegates’ notes by Joseph Peart
Let’s start with one of the more painful knee-jerk clichés uttered by envious journalists when a mate gets paid more for becoming a press officer.

“So you’ve gone to the dark side,” they say.... But: Should their successful target feel guilty?

By no means:  The only thing she should permit herself to feel is slightly smug, as she sweetly responds: “No. I have at last seen the light.”

Hilaire Belloc, the respected essayist, debater and travel writer, once wrote:

One cannot hope to bribe or twist -
Thank God - the British Journalist,
But seeing what the man will do
Un-bribed, there’s no occasion to.
Of course, unbribed, the journalist, whether British or not, whether man or not, will do quite a lot, but often at the behest of an owner or editor of a newspaper.
“The Angle calling the Spin Black!”

Consider for a moment the city of New York, the home of Joseph Pulizer, the mentor and conscience of American journalism.  It is a city where the four pillars of freedom stand tall.  It is symbolic of the land of the free, yet The New York Times seems increasingly to confuse angle with spin.  
Sometimes the Times is simply in the position of every news channel in the World, where the so-called angle is chosen to reflect the personal opinion adopted of an ideological journalist.

1. For example, Fidel Castro used to say, "I got my job through the New York Times"— meaning Times reporter, Herbert Matthews' self-opiniated coverage of the Cuban revolution of 1959.

2. Recently, some U.S. journalists with troubled consciences have twisted the Times slogan to "All the news that fits we print."  And that’s not Fox News that we’re talking about.

Even the Washington Post that brought us the Watergate expose is not immune. According to Ralph de Toledano, a leading journalist, on Newsweek’s editorial board, the Washington Post’s Executive Editor Benjamin Bradlee, was in the habit of preaching that his paper was not interested in "truth" but in "causes," 

Back in New Zealand, the Herald and Dominion Post now run campaigns and causes, reflecting a further triumph of ideology and sensationalism over fact.  Whether you support its view or not, the Herald’s current campaign to undermine the Labour Government is not so subtle that it could be called anything less than spin.
My next two examples are from the British Journalism Review, that authoritative journal written by journalists, for journalists.  
1. Its editors ran two stories in one issue, verifying their recognition that in many, many stories, journalists are complicit in allowing the spin to become the angle.  In an article entitled “The Road to Nowhere”, experienced travel writer Chris Moss bemoaned the number of journalists who are given a ‘junket’ by their editor as a reward or a bonus.  

The worst thing about this, he said, were the “unbearable PRs and government underlings” who expected their guests to “sell’ their ordinary, or worse, hotel, island or resort”.  And what’s more, we all know that such journalists regularly do this.  
2. In the same issue of British Journalism Review, David Leigh, investigations editor of the Guardian, wrote that it’s “Time to climb out of the sewer”

He was referring to modern journalism, where among his examples were an offer he had received from an employee of an arms company of documents for 20,000 pounds sterling.  He declined the offer, but guessed that the Sunday Times paid it, because they published the information.

It makes you wonder whether the Corrections Department file that turned up at the Herald was scrutinised to see if it was worth a price that might have been asked.

Further examples, if you need them, of “The Angle calling the Spin Black!” are those that lurk among the dark arts of journalism, which most people would call cheating and lying and journalists call justifiable deception.

You will all remember the case of the false Sheik who posed as a possible client of the Countess of Wessex, Sophie Rhys-Jones.
After comments she reportedly made during that meeting were published in the News of the World, Buckingham Palace issued a statement that said remarks attributed to the countess about politicians were "selective, distorted and in several cases, flatly untrue".  In a series of detailed rebuttals, the Palace said it was untrue to claim the countess had "deeply upset the Queen" nor had she been disrespectful to the Queen or the Queen Mother.

The journalist involved was Mazher Mahmood, an undercover reporter for the News of the World.  He is well-known for his successful deceptions.  He also posed as a Muslim extremist to "expose" three men who were trying to buy radioactive material for suspected Muslim terrorists seeking to carry out attacks in the UK. 

The men were later found not guilty following a costly trial at the Old Bailey.  The Judge condemned the News of the World for not checking the credibility of the story before printing.

I think it would be ungentlemanly for me to remind all of you about New Zealand green-lipped mussels and a cure for cancer, or more recently the haste with which rugby team rape was reported, before any formal complaint to the police.

I will instead return to the principle that, when an angle is predetermined and methods of entrapment are used to satisfy that angle the British Journalism Review is right: It is for journalists to “climb out of the sewer”.  
“The Angle calling the Spin Black!”

Another real-life New Zealand example, was the television current affairs programme that persuaded a colleague to make a news source available ahead of a planned current affairs interview on a competing channel.  

After lengthy negotiation, involving agreed time limits, so that both channels could have an interview, the first television studio began filming.

However, the time-limit was exceeded to such an extreme that the interview subject was half-an-hour late reaching the second studio.  Several other items had to be rescheduled to avoid cancelling the interview all together.   Was that accidental, or might the delays have been in an attempt to thwart the opposition?

Angle and Spin are the same thing from different authors.

Of course, there are many happy moments when angle and spin are seen by the public relations communicator and the journalist as the same thing.

I know a little bit about a recent item reporting that a woman saved the life of her husband after she learned CPR in her workplace.  The training in CPR came as result of an ASB Bank sponsorship of St John.  Apparently, the sponsorship was mentioned towards the end of the item, but the angle suggested by the PR company was indeed the one that the programme used.  It was a way of gaining recognition of the sponsorship, but it was not spin.

Compare that with the way that journalists depicted Caltex as the villain even after it had demonstrated remarkable social responsibility by continuing to supply a local petrol station in Devonport after three other local stations had shut down.

The reasons the proprietor and petrol company agreed to part company were the need for regular large payments by the small station to match a large increase in demand, and complaints by neighbours at the increased number of tanker visits to meet that demand.
It was naturally presented by the media as victimisation of the little guy by a big bully oil company.  Whereas, I know of the significant effort that went on inside the Chevron to keep supplying petrol.

Angle and Spin are the same thing from different authors.

It’s not spin: It’s balance

One of my more interesting recent experiences was the response of newspaper editors and managers at a media training session with a leading PR consultancy.  Even though some of them were experienced journos, they were concerned that they would be misreported or simply fail to get their points across in a news interview.  

They responded very positively to the golden rule, to concentrate on their single over-riding communication objective.  If they were asked a question, they would respond by telling the journalist what they wanted the audience to know even if that was not the obvious answer to the question.

Journalist whinge about this and mock it with nagging inevitability, but their bosses recognised that the only way to avoid providing support for a predetermined angle was to stick to a single message.

That’s why it ain’t spin, it’s balance. 

Now: Here is why balance needs government communicators…
A series of studies has shown that New Zealand’s TV-led media concentrates increasingly on tabloid subjects – such as crime, accidents and disasters, and so-called human interest.  One useful piece of research which I read by Margie Comrie, sampled 56 news bulletins – amounting to.1386 stories.  

They found that the amount of “serious” coverage – like politics – was falling, and to compete with “hot” emotional tabloid topics, the tone and pace of political and public policy stories had picked up. 

These days, each mistake of public entities and businesses becomes a major scandal, as reporters relentlessly hunt for discontent, elevating the statements of dubious and sometimes anonymous witnesses to the status of expert commentators.  In this setting, public relations professionals are needed more than ever before to provide the balance.

Oliver Riddell, a former political editor of the Christchurch Press and president of the press gallery says: “News editors want political news that competes with wars, murders, rapes, traffic accidents, corruption, sporting triumphs and disasters”.

We can take it then that political reporters have upped the ante.  This confident (some would argue arrogant) media contingent firmly focussed on political scandals, on exposing incompetent public sector officials and taxpayer funded “spending sprees” makes life really tough for those working for the public sector. 

Furthermore, they interview each other or are interviewed by the news readers, in place of independent political commentators or media researchers. 

Protracted media attacks on apparent wrong-doing in the public sector is on the rise too. It is, of course, the media’s role to act as watchdog, but the unrelenting intensity and hectoring tone of coverage is relatively recent. 

There’s only one right answer to the question: Who’s spinning whom?  Right now the upper hand on the turntable of news is that of the journalists.  They can and do outspin PR every day.
My opening claim was that spin is more ethical than angle.  You should now have no doubt that angle is often devoid of ethics, but that doesn’t complete the ethical case.  That case is centred on the ethical principle that it is virtuous to seek the greatest good for the greatest number.  If this is applied to the selection of an angle by a journalist, angle fails the test.

Usually a journalist slants a story, so that the news editor places it in a prominent position, or so that the journalist’s own point of view is conveyed in the guise of reporting events.

Contrast this with the carefully chosen words of an organisation’s spokesperson, who is not stating a personal opinion, but representing the wider of interests of hundreds or even thousands of employees, members, sports people, voters, ratepayers etc.

It is obvious that the interests of the many far outweigh the personal gripe of a single journalist, yet journalists have the gall to suggest by their name-calling that what they call “angle” is somehow more respectable than what they call “spin”.

In this context, I am proud to be called a “spin-doctor”, since spin is clearly more ethical than angle.
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