“One of the things

| get tired of is knowing
that it’s never going to
change. We're
fatigued. We've
reported on
abortion the
same way for
thiryyears.
And | have
to wonder,
IS anyone

really reading this? Aside
ington

Qregon an o ek About f rom the people engaged
18
Journall
t 1t’s Like ¥0 Cover in the issue? Please, give
Wha . S
quctive Right - .
ReproO me something new.

Harvesting the
low-hanging fruit
& other juicy
metaphors:

Dspatches froman
exprimertal pio-choice
conmunications poject.




Universally frustrated by infre-
quent and inaccurate coverage
of their issues, pro-choice lead-
ersin the NW had long toyed
wit h the idea of conducting
market research on the media.
After all, the media are a key
target audience. Shouldn Owe
do what we can to understand
their values, attitudes, and
needs? The New Insights and
New Voices project made it possible to
turn that pipedream into a real project.

Wh a.t 26 Our basic goal

In 2003/4 Susanne Frank conducted 26

re p O rte rS anonymous interview s with reporters and

editors from Oregon® and Washington(s

and ed |t0rS major print and radio outlets. Our hope

was that, by gaining a clearer under-

i n O reg O n standing of how journalists regarded

' reproductiv e rights issues and spok es-
& Washington — zgess e e ==
had to Say The good, the bad, and the ugly
when asked e e ity v ke

to see the full findings, analysis, and rec-

abOUt thelr ommendations from this research, email

Susanne Frank (sfrank@earthlink.net).

expe rl e n CeS The good news was that, almost with out

exception, the journalists int erviewed

COVG rl n g respected and trusted pro-choice groups

in their region. The bad news was, most

th e abo rtl on of them thought media coverage on this

issue did not need to improve and were
d e bate extremely frustrated and bored by what
- they regarded as polarized camps fight-

ing the same battle over and over.
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A donG goout of nyway to
wite about it because you canQ
change p eopl e(s mi nds. Nei t her
side is wlling to tacklet he
argunentst he other is naking. O

Why are you a jou rnalist? Answers
clustered around three themes: to
promote social justice, a desire to learn
new things and meet new people, a
love of writing.

What® most impo rtant about your job?
Mor e than half said the most impo rtant
part of their work was to help people
mak e decisions. Anot her strong trend
was the importance of giving regular
people a voice.

Orhe news h as consequences.

The news e nabl es peoplet o run
their ownl ives, nake decisions
about their community.O

What your favorite part? About

three-quarers responded that they
loved meeting new people, learmning
new things, and going new places.

As a repotter/editor , what do you
think about the issue of abortion?
What comes to mind fir st? This ques-
tion garnered a passionate response.
With out exception, all the joumalists
talked about how frustrating it was to
cover the abortion debate. Beyond that,
answers fell into three main categories.

#1. Nothing ever changes.

at& a quagnire. Sort of
settled. Peoplehavepretty
mich taken sides. | tGs been
out t heref or sol ong. O

#2. Inordinate amount of negative
feedback. Several mentioned that
whe never they wrote about anything
even loosely related to abortion, they
weresure to get angry feedback from
one or both sides.

Q get tired of deflecting
angry comments. | t&hardt o

nai ntain a bal ance... Sorneone
isalways going to get angry.

It happens every tine N nore so
than other issues. Thisi s the
hot button of all hot buttons. O

#3. The difficulty of being even-handed.

Q wish it was possible to
witemore thoughtfully a bout
this debate. WenyouQe on
deadline... youboil i t down
tot wo sides. | t& hard to get
tot hat next step D getting
the neutral e xperts toweigh
in, build in context.O

How do you think it@ handled in the
media, in general? A large majority
said they thought media coverage was
OfirOor Ocbne as well as we cover any
other social issue.OMo st scoffed at the
sugge stion that coverage was ever
unfair or inaccurate. Others mentioned
the inh erent difficulties.

AGt&Ghandled as well as it can
be. It hink there ares o many
built-in problens. You endup
focusing ont he conflict. | t&s
tought of indways todescribe
the middle ground. ®

Isit fair? Accurate? When asked more
specifically about fairness and accuracy,
most again said they thought coverage
was generally fair and accurate. Several
also talked about how the anti-choice
movement introduces distortion wit h
misleading language and bill names.
The difficulty of reporting on so-called
Opatial-bir th@abortion came up several
times.

Qoovering s o-cal | ed Gak
birth,Ois hard. The science
and | egal coverage get c onfused.
And there(s pressure f romnon-
science editorst o just go wth
the |anguage of thebill.O

Whatever you
write, it gets
twisted. You
have to give

it scrutiny
because both
sides will

be watching

so closely.

We tread lightly.



What( the most difficult part about
covering the abortion issue? This
question also inspired strong responses.
They clustered in three categories:

#1. Inordin ate amount of negative
feedback.

#2. Nothing ever changes.

#3. The polarization/h yperbole.

How often do groups contact you?
Everyone interviewed said the pro-
choice side contacted them significantly
morethan the anti-choice side. Many
commented that they heard from pro-
choice groups too often.

How helpful are the pro-choice/pro-
life groups? When asked to compare
both sides in terms of helpfulness and
tustwor thiness, journ alists rated the
pro-choice groups high er in all but one
instance. However, several also noted
that they were skeptical of the factual
informetion coming from both sides.

If you could tell the pro-choice groups
how to help you do your job better,
what advice would you give? The most
p rominent trend in these answers was
some variation on Qgive me a new
story, |Ombored.O

Orou need to tell ne the new
ripple, nott he sane stuff.O

The second most common trend was
journalists advising both sides to tone
down the spin and hyperbole.

Q havet ospend too much tine
wondering, Howam | being spun?
1t& al nost i nsulting howh yper -
bolic groups get.O

Mrei nfornation, |ess

napi)

In a variation on that theme, several
journalists asked groups to stop vilify -
ing the other side.

CBe nore respectful of the
silent throngwho arepersonal |y
unconfortable with thei deaof
abortion. O

And finally, several journalists strongly
advised groups to be more selective
about when they sent press releases or
called reporters.

Qertainly ifi t& inportant,
sendmea pressr elease. But if
you hit me up every tine there®
asmall i ssue... youll |ose
your ¢ hance wheni t&s i nportant.O

Resourecss:

Newfora ChangénAdvate€Qideto
Wddngwith the Medily, Lawrence Wallack,
KatieWood ruff, Lori Dorfman, Iris Diaz.

www.spinpmject.org
www.fair.org

About This Newsletter:

The Low-Hanging Fuit newsletter
series is intended to share what was
learned from the New Insights and -
New \oices prgect, an experimental
communications project caried
out on behalf of po-choice ‘
leadership in Oregon and
Washington. The poject /
was lead by Susanne
Frank and Tom Novick of
M&R Strategic Sewices,
O regon (wwwmrss.com) N
and funded by the David and
Lucile Packard Foundation.
Please contact Susanne Frank
(sfrank@earthlink.net) with
questions and comments
or to add your name to
the email list or to

receive print versions

of the newsletters.




