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Preface

During my two decades in association media relations, | have never witnessed
such extraordinary pressure on associations dealing with communications and
media challenges as | have over the past five years. The world of news and
information has gone from the 24-hour cycle introduced in the 1980s, to an
almost instantaneous cycle, where news agencies file online immediately and
journalists tweet news without traditional filters and delays.

Even more challenging is that association members have constant access to
news and information on mobile devices and regular online pipelines that
would have been unimaginable even 10 years ago. These same members
expect their association leaders to be swift, agile and at the same time
accurate, in order to meet the demands of the shortened media cycle.

Gone are the days when association members faxed an article from
yesterday’s newspaper to the head office and were content with a letter to
the editor published the following week. Now, members can send an email
containing a link to an online news story that has not yet been broadcast. Or,
even faster, a journalist tweets 140 characters of breaking news with details to
follow. Association members expect action and response before the story goes
to air. Welcome to the media revolution.

The challenge is clear for association and not-for-profit senior staff: Be ready
and able to manage the new media cycle or risk becoming irrelevant to
members. Never have media relation skills and comprehensive media relations
planning been so critical.

This publication will provide you with an understanding of the needs of
today’s journalists, and how to meet those needs with a clear focus on a
workable plan that delivers well-framed messages.
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Introduction

Dealing with the media is a risky and high-pressure business for association
staff and board members. Answering a journalist’s questions incorrectly or
mishandling a media enquiry can be like a high wire act gone awry with
immediate negative career implications. In my experience, association
members have high expectations that the media will be handled professionally
by their leaders. Too often, media missteps are a short path to an association
member revolt. A disastrous interview can lead to a virtual lynching.

In Canada, most association professionals understand these risks and are
cautious and even fearful of the media. However, not being present in the
media or not responding to journalists’ stories can be an equally risky approach.
Members look for their association leaders to manage their media reputation.
At the end of the day, associations are formed to be the voice of their members,
and leaders need to step up to the plate or become roadkill.

To make matters more complicated, today’s environment is supercharged,
where knowing how to communicate on behalf of members is more crucial
than ever. Associations are constantly judged by members on their presence
and reach in the media. Media coverage is a fact of association management
that is not going away and a key element that needs to be carefully managed
at the most senior level. To meet member demand and to get ahead and stay
ahead, association leaders must disseminate clear messages in a media
marketplace of ideas that is hyper competitive. Capturing and holding the
attention of the media is no small challenge.

Who Should Read this Book

This book is designed for senior staff who engage with the media on their
association or not-for-profit's behalf. It is also designed for board members
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who deal with the media as part of their leadership role, and to help all board
members understand the best practices for dealing with the media. The book
will also help association staff who aspire to more senior communications
roles within the association world.

This book will serve as a reference guide to maximize the value of media
relations activities and efforts based on the theory that a well-planned-out
and proactive media relations effort will deliver positive long-term results for
an association. | hope to inspire you to take action and realize that reaching
the media effectively requires constantly reaching out and breaking through
the clutter of competing demands.

Above all, this is a book of action, providing a road map for your association’s
media success. It will help staff and board members overcome their fear of the
media and allow them to take their media relations game to the highest level
possible.

Why the Media Matters for Associations

It is critical for associations to never underestimate the power of the media for
shaping issues that affect members. In many ways, the media are the consistent
connection point between all of your association’s key stakeholders, members,
the public, other associations, and policy-makers.

Your members and potential members will judge you based on your
reputation in the media and the media results you produce. A strong,
supportive story in a major news outlet can go a long way to boosting an
association’s credibility among members. Conversely, stinging criticism in the
media or a mishandled media opportunity can be a challenge for associations
to overcome within their own ranks.

Despite declining circulation numbers and no shortage of people predicting
the decline of media empires, the fact is that the media maintains a strong
grip on popular perception and influences public opinion. Recent research
indicates that Canadians view traditional media as more credible than other
sources of information.’

In many cases, the media defines an issue before the public can consider it.
As association leaders aim to influence the public agenda, there is often no
substitute for starting to shape an issue with the media early.

1 Impact Public Affairs. 2015. Omnibus poll on traditional media influence.
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Given the power of online search engines for policy issues, the importance
of the media is magnified. Online media stories and coverage are often among
the most highly placed links in online searches used by both the public and
public officials.

At the political level, it is easy to visualize the simple example of a House of
Commons, Health Committee legislative assistant preparing a Member of
Parliament (MP) to meet with a particular association. The assistant’s first
Google search will almost always bring up the most recent national news
stories on that health sector. These stories will have more independence and
credibility to a legislative office than the association’s own website could ever
hope to have. To policy-makers, media coverage is a window on how the
public views an issue. Often the media stories will define a policy meeting
before the association representative steps into an MP’s office.

Policy-makers who regulate associations closely track media coverage on
key issues in a very sophisticated and consistent way. At the political level,
elected decision makers receive daily electronic tracking and summaries of
news coverage, including detailed breakdowns of audience reach and editorial
angle. The media serve as a measurement for policy-makers about what the
public concerns are regarding government policy. This means that as
associations try to influence the public policy agenda, media coverage has
inevitably shaped the political agenda in advance.

Interestingly, individual journalists’ influence on public policy goes beyond
just the stories or news segments they produce. Journalists are always in the
halls of power, interacting with MPs and senators at the federal level or
mayors and city councillors at the municipal level. On social media platforms
such as Twitter, journalists and politicians are in constant contact about the
issue of the day. The impact that journalists have on key issues can be enormous.

Perhaps the most important influence the media have is on association
members themselves. An association can distribute member bulletins, letters
to members, advertising and website updates. These actions can all shape
member perception of association performance or management of an issue.
However, from repeated experience, it is clear that one prominent newspaper
article or television news segment can have more weight in shaping member
opinion than all other efforts combined. A negative media story can be
devastating to an association’s cause or the association’s leadership. This
reality demonstrates that media relations matter to all associations.
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The Role of Associations with the Media

For most Canadian associations, the role of engaging with the media is a
natural part of the mandate of the senior staff. By definition, associations
represent the collective efforts of their members and, as such, members expect
their associations to be front and centre regarding media coverage for their
sector. Beyond this, journalists and the public alike expect an association to be
held accountable by its sector.

On more controversial issues, an association can act as a buffer for its
individual members. As a member, it is valuable when your association answers
tough questions that might tarnish your brand or reputation. For example,
professional associations and societies are often called on to defend member
practices or explain why the profession conducts itself in a certain ways. Trade
associations play a similar role explaining industry-wide practices and activity.
The media also calls when a sector’s conduct seems to oppose public interest.
No individual association member should take the heat for other members’
conduct or for the sector as a whole—that is the role of the association.

On a more positive note, associations are also sought by journalists to lend
their expertise when a news story breaks. These contacts can present great
opportunities to champion the issues and members’ concerns, or advocate
your membership’s value as a whole.

So why tell your sector’s story in the media? The truth is that the media have
more credibility than advertising or other forms of communication. According
to the 2014 Edelman Trust Barometer, “Traditional media remains the most
trusted (70 per cent) source for general news and information, followed by
search engines (62 per cent), hybrid media (55 per cent), owned media (36 per
cent), and social media (32 per cent).”? Increasingly, association CEOs in Canada
are expected to be media savvy and, more importantly, media ready.
Understanding the media and being skilled at dealing with the media is now
part of the required skill set of most association leadership positions, including
board members and senior staff.

2 Edelman Trust Barometer Canada. 2014. www.edelman.ca/2014-edelman-trust-barometer-can-
adian-findings/
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Chapter 1

The Media Mix—Who They
Are and How They Operate

Those who are inexperienced in dealing with the media often make the
mistake of believing that all journalists are motivated by the same factors and
behave the same way. This is not the case—it is important to adjust your
approach because different types of media act and report quite differently.

This is an era of dynamic change for the Canadian media landscape. Five
years ago, old and new media coexisted. The race to move to digital output
has increased the pressure on media outlets to deliver cutting edge and more
timely and relevant content. Old media are fighting for survival as digital
platforms present enhanced competition and forces the public to scrutinize
the value of traditional media sources. Today, the line between old and new
is almost imperceptible as platforms converge.

Although there has been much hand-wringing and many major
misconceptions that traditional media are dead, just the opposite is true. In
fact, in the Canadian media landscape, traditional media have not lost their
footing; they are just shifting to be more relevant on digital platforms. For
example, most major Canadian news broadcasters are now as focused on how
they deliver news to mobile devices as they were to traditional platforms.
However, they are still focused on producing the news as the content or value
proposition for Canadians.

For association leaders, a key starting point is understanding the different
media segments, their scope and influence, and how they operate.
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