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Making Data Meaningful Part 3: A guide to communicating with the media

Introduction

Making Data Meaningful Part 3: A guide to communicating with the media is intended
as a practical tool for managers, statisticians, and communication and media relations
officers in statistical organizations, particularly those organizations that are in the
process of developing their communication strategies. This guide aims to help
producers of statistics find the best way to get their message across and to
communicate effectively with the media. It contains suggestions, guidelines and
examples—but not strict rules or rigid templates.

The Making Data Meaningful guides' have been prepared within the framework of the
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) Work Sessions on the
Communication of Statistics®, under the programme of work of the Conference of
European Statisticians®. The first two guides are:

e Making Data Meaningful Part 1: A guide to writing stories about numbers (first
published in 2006)

e Making Data Meaningful Part 2: A guide to presenting statistics (2009)

The first edition of Communicating with the Media: A guide for statistical organizations
was published in 2004. The Internet was not new at that point, but its impact on
information dissemination was not as pervasive as it is now. Social media were just
beginning to emerge.

This new edition reflects the increasing impact of the Internet and social media,
including Facebook, Twitter and blogs. These topics are now covered in more depth
and across the various aspects of media relations, rather than in one isolated chapter.
New discussions include the integration of social media with broadcast and print media,
measuring the impact of social media and online press rooms.

The guide recognizes that there are many practical and cultural differences among
statistical organizations and that approaches may vary from country to country.

A group of experts in the communication of statistics prepared this guide. They are (in
alphabetical order):

. Colleen Blessing, United States Energy Information Administration

. Frances Comerford, Central Statistical Office of Ireland

. Megan Cox, United States National Center for Health Statistics

. Marc Debusschere, Eurostat (statistical office of the European Union)
. Joanne Dickinson, United States Census Bureau

. Ellen Dougherty, United States National Agricultural Statistics Service
. John Flanders, Statistics Canada

! These guides can be downloaded from http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/writing/

2 Information about the UNECE Work Sessions on the Communication of Statistics is available from the
UNECE website at http://www.unece.org/stats/archive/04.05.e.htm.

3 Information about the Conference of European Statisticians is available from the UNECE website at
http://www.unece.org/stats/archive/act.00.e.htm.
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. Colleen Flannery, United States Census Bureau

. Heath Jeffries, United Kingdom Office for National Statistics

. Jonathan Massey-Smith, Statistics Canada

. Kenneth Meyer, United States Census Bureau

. Leon Oestergaard, Statistics Denmark

. Gina Pearson, United States Energy Information Administration
. Anders Tystrup, Statistics Denmark

The following UNECE secretariat staff coordinated the production of this guide,
including proofreading, editing and formatting:

. Vadim Isakov

. Christina O'Shaughnessy
. Diane Serikoff

. Steven Vale

. Anne-Christine Wanders

The UNECE secretariat can be contacted at support.stat@unece.org.
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1. Principles, objectives and management issues

As a rule, it's fair to say that journalists and statisticians have little in common. Yet,
journalists and national statistical organizations are virtually inseparable. Why?
Because the general public is an important audience for the statistical organizations,
and the news media are powerful tools for reaching this audience.

The challenge for a national statistical organization (NSO) is to help journalists
understand the data. Tell them a story. Tell them about the world they live in. Tell
them how their numbers help the public understand what they see around them as
they drive to work every morning and watch the news on television every night.

1.1 Principles of dissemination

Dissemination of statistical information to the media is based on the same core
principles that underlie the general dissemination activities of the NSO.

Relevance: The information should be relevant to the social, economic and general
conditions of the country and meet the needs of both public and private decision
makers. For the media, relevance translates into newsworthiness. However, the
statistical organization must be careful to present information in a way that does not
trivialize the data or findings. The goal is to inform citizens about the availability of the
data or information. Media coverage is desirable because it enlarges the audience for
the message and will increase knowledge and stimulate debate among the broader
public.

Confidentiality: The NSO must protect the confidentiality of individual respondents,
whether persons or businesses, for all data collected. The organization should not
release any information that identifies an individual or group without prior consent. Nor
must the organization reveal information that undermines the confidentiality of its
respondents. This restriction applies to the media the same way it does to any other
customer of the organization.

Independence and objectivity: Information should be presented in an objective and
impartial manner, and be independent of political control or influence. The
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics* set criteria by which independence and
objectivity can be judged.

Timeliness: Information should be current and released as soon as possible after the
reference period. The timeliness of information will influence its relevance.

Accessibility and clarity: In principle, all users should have equal access to data as
well as to metadata (though see also the discussion on pre-release practices in section
1.4 below). Information should be publicly available in appropriate formats through
appropriate delivery channels, and be written in plain and understandable language
adapted to the level of understanding of the main user groups. The statistical
organization should ensure that the media, like other clients, are able to access and

4 See http://www.unece.org/stats/archive/docs.fp.e.htm




Making Data Meaningful Part 3: A guide to communicating with the media

correctly interpret information on statistical methods, concepts, variables and
classifications used in producing statistical results.

Coherence: The use of standard concepts, classifications and target populations
promotes coherence and credibility of statistical information, as does the use of
common methodology across surveys.

Adherence to these core dissemination principles will enhance the credibility of the
NSO and build public trust in the reliability of its information.

1.2 Objectives of dissemination

Increasingly, organizations and individuals recognize the importance of using statistical
findings to make evidence-based decisions. For many citizens, the news media provide
their only exposure to official statistics. Therefore, it is critical that the statistical
organization communicates effectively with the media to achieve three important
dissemination objectives:

+ To inform the general public about the latest releases of official statistics and
reports on the social, economic and general conditions of the country.

« To demonstrate the relevance of statistical information to both the general
public and to public and private-sector organizations and businesses to inform
decision-making throughout society more effectively.

« To increase public awareness of and support for statistical programmes and
services.

The extent to which the NSO can communicate effectively with and through the media
has a large impact on how well it can achieve these objectives. Thus, it is in the best
interest of the NSO to build a strong working relationship with the media, to make it
easy for journalists to report on statistical information in an accurate, timely and
informative manner, and to take steps to increase media coverage as a way of
reaching the broader society with important statistical information.

1.3 Understanding the media

To communicate effectively with the media, NSOs must understand their media
community. This understanding calls for an awareness of the types of media in the
country, the needs of these media and their coverage area, so that the NSO can
provide customized services that meet their various information needs.

The media use many vehicles to reach their audiences, including newspapers,
magazines and other periodicals, as well as radio, television and the Internet. While
television and the Internet remain the primary news sources for citizens of
industrialized countries, newspapers and other printed media can provide more
detailed coverage of statistical information.

The key to building a strong working relationship with the media is to understand who
they are and how best to meet their information needs in a manner that is both
proactive and user-friendly. This relationship includes an obligation to communicate
effectively by providing information that is clear, relevant, objective, easy to
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understand and useful. A good measure of success lies in the extent to which different
news media use the information releases from the statistical organization, the accuracy
with which the information is reported and the trust explicitly or implicitly
communicated along with the information.

1.4 Management issues

The management of NSOs should consider a number of issues related to the
dissemination of information to the media. It might be preferable to develop policies on
many of these issues.

Allocating resources: The NSO should first decide how much it wants to invest in
media relations. The statistical organization is only as relevant as the extent to which
its information is known and used across society, so investing in media relations is
fundamentally important to the success of the statistical organization.

Pre-release of data: The NSO may wish to develop a policy concerning the electronic
pre-release of statistical data to the media under embargo (see chapter 5). This
system provides an opportunity for journalists to digest the information at dispersed
locations and build their storyline before the data are officially released to the public.
However, a pre-release also places the integrity of the NSO at risk if the embargo is
not honoured and creates a potential risk of inequitable access to information.

An alternative to the embargo system is the media lock-up. Under this system,
members of the media are physically "confined" to a media room for a certain period of
time to give them an advanced look at the news releases and let them prepare their
stories for transmission precisely at release time. While the lock-up reduces the risk of
unauthorized pre-release, accessibility is limited to journalists working near the NSO.

Not all statistical organizations pre-release their data. Some organizations, either for
logistical, security, or other reasons, release their data to everyone at the same time.
A media advisory notice sent to the media in advance of the release could put
reporters on the alert.

Media monitoring and response to erroneous statements: The NSO should
consider establishing a system to monitor the news media that serve them regularly. A
fundamental step in this monitoring is to measure how extensively the media cover the
releases of statistical information and how accurately the information is reported.

In instances where journalists misinterpret or erroneously report the data, the NSO
can request a correction in the media, either informally or formally. This process of
monitoring and correcting ensures that the public is not misled by the erroneous
report, and protects the NSQO's reputation for accuracy and reliability.

Media relations and official spokespersons: Members of the media frequently call
the NSO seeking information to help them prepare their articles. NSOs may wish to
prepare a set of policies and procedures concerning media requests for interviews,
providing comments on programme issues and data interpretation. The NSO can
provide a list of media spokespersons or designated experts on topical subjects who
are directly accessible to journalists, particularly when new statistical information is
released.
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While collaboration between subject-matter experts and journalists can result in
enhanced media coverage, difficulties can arise when statistical experts deal with
journalists, who are in most cases generalists. To ensure standard messages for media
consumption that do not contain confusing information or unnecessary detail, it is
important that the spokespersons receive media training. This training should also
cover the policy of the organisation on equal treatment of users and the principles of
statistical independence.

Fees and charges for products and services: In most cases, NSOs provide all but
very specialized statistical information free of charge. When fees are necessary,
however, recognition of the special role of the media as gatekeepers to the public,
coupled with the diminishing marginal cost of Internet dissemination, argues for
exempting the media from those fees in the interest of broader dissemination of
statistical results.

Government authorities: The pre-release of statistical data to government
authorities may give rise, justifiably or not, to media allegations of censorship,
tampering with or suppression of data. This can undermine public trust in the
objectivity of the data released by the NSO. The pre-release of data to government
authorities should be carefully managed with a clear policy detailing how pre-release of
data is to be handled.
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2. Organizational aspects

2.1 Introduction

This chapter deals with the organizational aspects of statistical cooperation with the
news media: the structures and staffing that should be in place to optimize a statistical
organization's communication and cooperation with the media. This organizational
perspective is distinguished from two other perspectives: the managerial or policy
perspective and the operational perspective.

The managerial or policy perspective is about strategic decisions, usually made by
general management or political authorities, regarding the broader orientations of
communication policy and relationships with the media. These aspects have been
discussed in chapter 1.

The operational perspective addresses the concrete procedures that are developed and
implemented in order to communicate on a day-to-day basis. Operational aspects are
discussed in later chapters.

Chapter 2, therefore, is not about why some things should be done, but about creating
the structures and instruments that make it possible to do them. Because some topics
may be considered not only from an organizational point-of-view but also from a policy
or an operational one, they are also addressed in other chapters.

Recent technological changes have had a significant impact on the way statistical
organizations communicate with the media. In this era of instantaneous, interactive
communication, expectations have been raised. The media are demanding more
information, more rapidly. At the same time, monitoring the media and how they use
the statistical information has become more important—and more challenging—for
statistical organizations.

In the area of cooperating with the media, it sometimes makes sense to outsource or
subcontract a specific job to someone who has the necessary expertise or who can do
it in @ more cost-effective manner. This topic will be addressed later in this chapter.
But outsourcing, of course, does not mean that the work can be handed out and then
forgotten. Outsourced jobs have to be closely watched before, during and after their
execution.

2.2 Gearing the organization for "outgoing" media work

Most of a statistical organization's media coverage will likely be the result of the
organization's "outgoing" media work—that is, its proactive efforts to package and
distribute statistical data in a way that is appealing, understandable and useful to the
media. This dissemination of useful information should be a primary aim of any
statistical organization's media strategy.

A precondition for efficient media work is a professional communication unit in the
organization. Having a centralized unit by no means implies that all the work should be
done by that group, but it implies that the communication unit should have the central
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responsibility for planning, developing and controlling the quality, timing, and priority
of the outgoing media work.

The communication unit should include staff with an academic background in
journalism and communication. It is advisable to employ at least some staff with direct
experience working in the media, as these individuals will have first-hand knowledge of
the way journalists think and work. To maintain and further develop competencies in
this area, staff members should cultivate close ties to the media world not only by
regularly handling incoming media inquiries, but ideally also through regular outreach
and interaction with the media. These relationships could be developed through such
activities as membership and involvement in professional media organizations, periodic
informal conversations with reporters, and through study visits to real-time
newsrooms.

Even if you have communications staff with skill and experience in media work,
statistical staff throughout the organization still need at least some basic knowledge
and training in media relations. This knowledge can be achieved in different ways. One
good practice is to take new staff through an introductory course on working with the
media (see chapter 7), particularly if they are going to write about statistics for the
media or answer questions from journalists. This training could be an internal course,
but you could also use instructors from the "real" media world. More seasoned staff
could also benefit from refresher courses in media relations, and senior management
should be thoroughly trained in interviewing techniques.

Most statistical material developed for the media should be produced in close
cooperation between subject-matter and communication specialists. It is necessary
that management actively supports this cooperation, stressing the importance of both
statistical and communication skills in the process. Otherwise the communication
unit—being a relatively small part of the organization—will have difficulty in getting its
message across.

Draft news releases on new statistics could be written both by subject-matter and
communication experts, but should conclude with a dialogue between both units. The
communications team may be more skilled in writing in plain language and pulling out
the important points for the user. If the statistics in question are not produced with the
user in mind, the results risk becoming dull, too long and detailed, and possibly even
irrelevant. Rewriting a news release afterwards is time-consuming and unnecessary
work.

One important way of keeping the statistical staff attentive to media needs is to collect
and disseminate feedback on the performance of "their" statistics in the media. Did the
news release or other publication get any attention—and how much? What angle—if
any—did the media choose compared to the angle chosen by the subject-matter
division? Read more in chapter 6 on media monitoring.

Some of a statistical organization's initiatives may necessitate media campaigns of a
size that requires careful advanced planning and additional skill, expertise or staff
resources that are not readily available within the organization. In such cases, the
organization may consider outsourcing work to a communications or public relations
agency.
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Outsourcing communication work may be particularly beneficial for undertakings such
as a census, where active support in the media can make a big difference to the
outcome. Internally, the organization should set up cross-departmental working groups
at an early stage to plan and effectively execute a comprehensive outreach campaign
and to provide clear guidance to any outside consultants. The organization must also
have staff dedicated to facilitating the relationship between the outside contractor and
internal personnel, monitoring performance and maintaining tight control of budgets
and plans. Ideally, the contractor should be a partner in the initiative, essentially
functioning as an extension of the staff, enabling the organization to do more, and be
more effective than it could be on its own.

2.3 Gearing the organization for handling "incoming" media
enquiries

It is in the interest of both the media and the statistical organization that the media be
able to access statistical data themselves. Otherwise, the organization will spend too
much time serving the media, and the media will spend too much time trying to
contact the statistical organization, in particular outside office hours.

The basic question within this context is: What "statistical needs" do the media have?
Among the most frequent are:

e Finding out whether data are (or are not) available.

e Finding out when new data will be published.

e Finding news releases on published data.

e Finding other relevant publications, summaries, written comments, etc.
e Finding "raw" data in output databases.

e Obtaining metadata.

« Getting confirmation that data have been correctly interpreted.

« Obtaining a quote for the organization for their story.

e Finding a spokesperson.

Most, if not all, of these needs should be addressed on an organization's website, but
the organization must be prepared to respond to e-mail, mail and telephone requests
as well. The best practice is to set up a specific "press room" as part of your website,
providing the services and information required by the media, as well as a list of
persons to contact in and outside office hours (see chapters 4 and 5).

An advance release calendar on your website is a necessity for the media, as well as
for the credibility of your organization. The release calendar could extend as far as one
year ahead, but the next three months are the most important to the media. All
statistical releases should be listed on the release calendar, but generally the most
important to the media are the short-term economic indicators. It is vitally important
to your organization's credibility that you adhere to announced release dates, and
clearly explain the reason if it is necessary to make an exception and deviate from a
pre-published date.
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All your news releases and all your publications should be available to the media for
free, preferably on your website. If this is not possible, provide contact details for
ordering the publications in paper or web format.

A user-friendly database with all or most of your output data is of great benefit to the
media. When reporters call with statistical requests, you should make a habit of
guiding them to and through this database. Over time, they will learn to help
themselves—even outside your normal office hours—and to locate useful data above
and beyond what they were originally looking for.

Your news releases and other publications should contain all the metadata necessary
for the media to understand the content. More detailed metadata should be made
available from links in the data releases. It should be possible, nonetheless, for the
journalists to get in contact with staff in the subject-matter division who are able to
explain and clarify the data and the metadata.

As a general rule, journalists prefer to talk to the staff members directly responsible
for the statistics in question. Hence, one best practice today is to provide contact
data—e-mail and phone—of these persons in all news releases, database tables, etc. It
may sometimes be preferable, however, to list a contact within the communications
unit who can provide the media with basic information and screen any media requests.
This will ensure that they are routed to the proper subject-matter expert and that the
expert has the necessary information at hand to address the reporter's specific
questions.

An alternative could be to have a call centre that handles incoming phone, e-mail and
mail enquiries—both from the media and from other data users. But with a call centre
it may be difficult to ensure that staff have sufficient hands-on experience with
individual statistics. And often these staff members will have to check with the subject-
matter division and call back instead of answering immediately.

A precondition for letting the subject-matter divisions handle incoming media calls is
that they are educated to the task through sufficient media relations training (see
chapter 7). Such training should prepare them to handle routine enquiries and to know
when to pass more difficult or sensitive questions on to formal spokespersons or
superiors.

2.4 Putting the results of media work back into the
organization

Systematic media monitoring is a necessity for statistical organizations acting in a
rapidly changing environment. We will be looking at the tools and methods for this in
chapter 6, but mention a few organizational aspects here.

First, an organization must be prepared to allocate money and resources for this task.
Media monitoring is a job that lends itself well to outsourcing. Most countries today
have professional media monitoring services that can do the job much faster and
cheaper than you could yourself. Remember, media monitoring today is a 24/7 task
that requires staff around the clock to do the job properly. Some governments have
set up a joint monitoring system for all government agencies but, even then, some of
the work is often subcontracted.
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One purpose of media monitoring is to be able to react to problems such as errors or
misinterpretations in your media coverage. As monitoring can be costly, you have to
balance your need for a fast reaction against the costs. But remember that a fast
reaction saves you resources in the long run by immediately stopping the spread of
errors or misinterpretations.

The responsibility for reacting to problems in the media has to be clearly assigned
within the organization, most naturally to the communication unit. The communication
unit, of course, has to rely on the subject-matter experts to identify and address errors
and misinterpretations. Hence, good internal communication channels must be in
place. There must also be internal channels to inform the organization when and how
the problems have been resolved. Such information about recent media coverage could
be communicated in a regular overview report, a staff e-mail, or the employee
newsletter.

The topics of negative press coverage and how to handle a real media crisis are
treated in-depth in chapter 8. Internally, the division of responsibility should be
different when dealing with the different levels of media mishaps, from honest
mistakes to real antagonism or a hidden agenda. Routine problems should be handled
by the communication division with subsequent reporting back to the management.
More serious problems must involve top management and maybe even politicians.
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3. Emerging technologies for communicating
with the media

3.1 From radio, television, and magazine news to social media
and crowdsourcing

Today, we live in a world of converging media where all modes of communication and
information are continually changing the way mass media and consumers—print
producers and readers, radio broadcasters and listeners, TV broadcasters and viewers,
social media channels, and computer applications and users of applications—create,
consume, learn about, and interact with each other and information resources.

Over the last decade, effective communication has shifted from top-down to bottom-
up. That is, listeners, viewers and readers of the former traditional media are now
choosing how, where, at what time, and in what amounts they wish to consume
information.

With the spread of the Internet and mobile communications, people now have the
means to create and distribute their own messages or "viralize" (redistribute on-line)
messages from others. Today, people are more likely to trust themselves, their
families, and their communities for information than traditional news outlets.

People also are finding it hard to keep up with the pandemic of information that
reaches them through a multitude of sources. It's no longer a case of staying up for
your local evening news to watch the segment you are most interested in. People
multitask at all hours—watching TV, listening to music or podcasts, doing homework
while texting on their phones, reading their e-mail or posts on Facebook or some other
networking channel.

Today, people are picking and choosing the types and kinds of information that they
want to receive. They are subscribing to blogs rather than newspapers, browsing and
filtering YouTube videos rather than reading magazines, or reading RSS feeds that
they have subscribed to, to stay abreast of the world's happenings and their favourite
pastimes and interests. Research shows that traditional journalism is shifting from
"news round the clock" to "as it happens news." This change is largely the result of the
proliferation of social media. In fact, the New York Times now has a "social media
editor" to oversee their social media strategy. Renowned journalism schools have
added social media to their requirements. And, many statistical organizations are
exploring and creating social media channels and training staff to communicate in this
new area.

3.2 What are social media?

Today's world is about do-it-yourself information and community-based
communications and collaboration. Web 2.0 is a category of Internet tools and
technologies created around the idea that people who consume media, access the
Internet, and use the web no longer passively and absorb everything that is available.
Social media are changing the way people communicate and connect effectively with

10
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others online. Social media tools allow users to get involved, to create, to share their
own content, and to design their own user experiences.

Web 2.0's dynamic social media tools, as compared to Web 1.0's static content pages,
have been woven into the very fabric of the way content is consumed and websites
operate. Well-developed social media tools can help the media more easily access,
understand, and use data to complete their work.

Social media applications have quickly become part of the Internet mainstream. As
individuals become increasingly accustomed to the interactive experiences of using
social media in their personal and professional lives, they come to expect the ability to
define their own web experience in all of their Internet activities. Measured against
that expectation, users’ satisfaction with traditional, static websites will most certainly
decline. There is a growing expectation for statistical organizations to provide delivery
options and customization that a website cannot provide on its own.

Social media tools for communication are widely used by businesses, governments,
and individuals alike. The tools include:

e Interactive web journals or blogs (WordPress, Blogger, LiveJournal)
e Micro-blogs (Twitter, Tumblr, Blauk)

« Audio podcasts (iTunes, Podanza, Podcast)

« Images and photos (Flickr, Imgur, Panoramio)

e Videos (YouTube, Vimeo, Google Videos)

« Professional and personal networking sites for information sharing (Facebook®,
MySpace, LinkedIn)

e Wikis (collaborative authoring, i.e., Wikipedia).

Use of social media in the workplace has been especially beneficial in fostering
increased collaboration. Various tools, including wikis, mashups and social
bookmarking / tagging, applications have allowed users, both within and outside the
workplace, to interact, pool resources and share expertise in new and dynamic ways.

"Mashups" combine data from numerous sources and present them in user-
customizable interfaces. They have numerous uses, but are most frequently seen on
Internet news websites, where data about events are overlaid on interactive map
backgrounds. Statistical organizations must capitalize on these intensely popular social
network media and technologies to work most effectively with the public and the
media.

3.3 Opportunity and demand for use of social media

As a strategic asset, the Internet can help NSOs foster better communication with and
interest from the media and t