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H a rvesting the 

low-hanging fruit 

& other juicy

m e t a p h o r s :

Dispatches from an 
experimental pro-choice 
communications pro j e c t .

“One of the things 

I get tired of is knowing

that it’s never going to

change. We ’ re

fatigued. We ’ v e

re p o rted on 

a b o rtion the

same way for

t h i rty years.

And I have 

to wonder, 

is anyone

really reading this? Aside

f rom the people engaged

in the issue? Please, give

me something new. ”



Uni versal ly  fr u s t r a t e d by inf re-
quent and inaccurate coverage
of their issues, pro-choice lead-
ers in the NW  had long toyed
wit h the idea of condu cting
market re s e a rch on the media.
Af ter all, the media are a key
t a rget  audience. Shouldn Õt we
do wha t we can to understand
their  values, attitudes, and
needs? The New Insights and

New Vo i c e s p roject made it possible to
t u rn that pipedream in to a real pro j e c t .

Our basic goal
In 2003/4 Susanne Frank condu cted 26
anonymous interview s with re p o rters a n d
edi tors from Ore g o n Õs and Wa s h i n g t o n Õs
major  prin t and radio out lets. Our  hope
was that , by gaining  a clearer under-
standi ng of how journ alists re g a rd e d
re p roductiv e right s issues and spok es-
people, we could help sharpen earn e d
media strategy in the re g i o n .

The good, the bad, and the ugly
In this newsletter, we p rovide only high-
lights from the findings. I f you would l ike
to see the ful l  findings, analysis, and re c-
ommendations from this re s e a rch, emai l
Susanne Frank ( s f r a n k @ e a rt h l i n k . n e t ) .

The good news was that, almost with out
except ion, the journalis ts int erv i e w e d
respected and trusted pro-choice gro u p s
in their region. The bad news was, most
of them thought  media  coverage on this
issue did  not need to imp rove and wer e
e x t remely frustrated and bored by what
they re g a rded as polar ized camps fight-
ing the same bat tle over and over.  

What 26
reporters 
and editors 
in Oregon 
& Washington 
had to say
when asked
about their
experiences
covering 
the abortion
debate.

# # #



ÒI  donÕt  g o o ut  of  my way t o
wr i t e about  i t  b ecause you canÕt
change p eopl eÕs mi nds.  Nei t her
si de i s wi l l i ng t o t ackl e t he
ar gument s t he ot her  i s maki ng. Ó

Why are you  a jou rn a l i s t ? A n s w e r s
clustered around three themes: to 
promote social justice, a desire to learn
new things and meet new people, a
love of writing.

W h a t Õs most impo rt ant about  you r job?
M o r e than half  said the most impo rt a n t
p a rt of their  work  was to help people
make decisions. Anot her strong tre n d
was the impo rtance of giv ing re g u l a r
people a voice.

ÒThe news h as consequences.  
The n ews e nabl es peopl e t o r un
t hei r  own l i ves,  make deci si ons
about  t hei r  communi t y. Ó

W h a t Õs your  favor i te part ? A b o u t
t h r e e - q u a r ters responded that  they
loved meeting new people, learn i n g
new thi ngs, and going new places.

As a re p o rt e r / e d i t o r , what  do you
thi nk about  the issue of abort i o n ?
What comes to mi nd fir st? This ques-
tion garn e red a passionate re s p o n s e .
With out  exception, all the journ a l i s t s
talk ed about  how frustrating it  was to
cover the abortion debate. Beyond that,
answers fell int o three main  categories. 

#1. No thin g ever changes.

ÒI t Õs a quagmi r e.  Sor t  of  
set t l ed.  Peopl e h ave p r et t y 
much t aken si des.  I t Õs been 
out  t her e f or  so l ong. Ó

#2. Inordi nate amount  of  negati ve
f e e d b a c k . Several mentioned that
whe never they wr ote about anyt hing
even loosely  related to abort ion, they
w e re sure to get  angry feedback fro m
one or both sides.

‘‘

’’

Whatever you

write, it gets

twisted. You 

have to give 

it scru t i n y

because both

sides will 

be watching 

so closely. 

We tread lightly.

ÒI  g et  t i r ed of  def l ect i ng
angr y c omment s.  I t Õs h ar d t o
mai nt ai n a bal ance. . .  Someone 
i s a l ways goi ng t o get  a ngr y.
I t  h appens ever y t i me Ñ mor e so
t han ot her  i ssues.  Thi s i s t he
hot  but t on of  a l l  hot  b ut t ons. Ó

#3. The di fficul ty of being even-handed.

ÒI  wi sh i t  was possi bl e t o
wr i t e mor e t hought f ul l y a bout
t hi s debat e.  When y ouÕr e on
deadl i ne. . .  you b oi l  i t  d own 
t o t wo si des.  I t Õs har d t o get
t o t hat  next  st ep Ð get t i ng 
t he neut r al  e xper t s t o wei gh
i n,  bui l d i n cont ext . Ó

How do you thi nk i tÕs handl ed in the
media, in gener al? A large major ity
said they though t media coverage was
ÒfairÓ or Òdone as well  as we cover any
other social issue.Ó Mo st scoffed at the
sugge stion that coverage was ever
unfair or inaccurate. Others ment ioned
the inh erent  dif f i c u l t i e s .

ÒI t Õs h andl ed as wel l  as i t  c an
be.  I  t hi nk t her e ar e s o many
bui l t - i n pr obl ems.  You end u p
f ocusi ng on t he conf l i ct .  I t Õs
t ough t o f i nd ways t o d escr i be
t he mi ddl e gr ound. Ó

Is it  fai r? Accur ate? When asked more
specif ically 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 bil l names.
The difficulty of re p o rting on so-called
Ô p a rt i a l - b i r thÕ abortion came up several
t i m e s .

ÒCover i ng s o- cal l ed Ô p a r t i a l
bi r t h, Õ i s har d.  The sci ence
and l egal  cover age get  c onf used.
And t her eÕs p r essur e f r om n on-
sci ence edi t or s t o j ust  g o wi t h
t he l anguage of  t he b i l l . Ó



The Low-Hanging Fru i t n e w s l e t t e r
series is intended to share what was
l e a rned from the New Insights and
New Vo i c e s p roject, an experimental
communications project carr i e d
out on behalf of pro - c h o i c e
leadership in Oregon and
Washington. The pro j e c t
was lead by Susanne
Frank and Tom Novick of
M&R Strategic Serv i c e s ,
O regon (www. m r s s . c o m )
and funded by the David and
Lucile Packard Foundation.
Please contact Susanne Frank
( s f r a n k @ e a rthlink.net) with
questions and comments
or to add your name to
the email list or to
receive print versions 
of the newsletters.

About This Newsletter:

W h a t Õs the most dif ficul t part  about
cover ing the abor ti on issue? T h i s
question also inspired strong re s p o n s e s .
They clustered in three categories:

#1. Inordin ate amount  of negative
f e e d b a c k .
#2. Not hin g ever changes.
#3. The polarization/h yperbole.

How often do gro ups contact you ?
E v e ryone interviewed said the pro -
choice side contacted them signi ficant ly
m o re than the ant i-choice side. M any
commented that they heard from pro -
choice groups too often.

How hel pful  are the pro - c h o i c e / p ro -
l if e gr o u p s ? When asked to compar e
both sides in terms of helpfu lness and
t ru s t w o r th iness, journ alists rated the
p ro-choice groups high er in all but one
instance. Howeve r, several also noted
that  they wer e skep tical of the factual
i n f o r mation comin g from both sides.

If  you could  tel l  the pr o-choi ce gr o u p s
how to help  you do your  jo b bet ter,
what  advi ce wou ld  you gi ve? The most
p romine nt trend in these answer s was
some varia tion on Ògive  me a new
s t o ry, IÕm bored.Ó 

ÒYou need t o t el l  me t he new 
r i ppl e,  not  t he same st uf f . Ó

The second most common trend was
j o u rnalists advising both sides to tone
down  the spin and hyperbole. 

ÒI  h ave t o s pend t oo much t i me
wonder i ng,  How a m I  b ei ng spun?
I t Õs al most  i nsul t i ng how h yper -
bol i c g r oups get . Ó

ÒMor e i nf or mat i on,  l ess 
m a n i p u l a t i o n . Ó

In a var iat ion on that  theme, several
j o u rnalists asked  groups to stop vil ify -
ing  the other side. 

ÒBe mor e r espect f ul  o f  t he
si l ent  t hr ong who ar e p er sonal l y
uncomf or t abl e wi t h t he i dea o f
abor t i on. Ó 

And final ly, several journal ists stro n g l y
advised groups to be more selective
about when they sent press releases or
called re p o rters. 

ÒCer t ai nl y i f  i t Õs i mpor t ant ,
send me a  p r ess r el ease.  But  i f
you hi t  me up ever y t i me t her eÕs
a s mal l  i ssue. . .  y ouÕl l  l ose
your  c hance when i t Õs i mpor t ant .Ó

R e s o u rces: 

News for a Change: An AdvocateÕs Guide to
Working with the Media,by Lawrence Wa l l a c k ,

Katie Wo o d ru ff, Lori Dorfman, Iris Diaz. 
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