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ABOUT THE WRITER:
This manual was written by Kelly Brennan, of Air Moves, for the ASF. Kelly has
worked in newsrooms for 30+ years. She also has extensive experience in media
training and in handling publicity - good and bad - for her own sport, skydiving.
“I’ve fed the media beast and I’ve been fed by the beast,” she says of her
experience. “I’ve certainly seen it from every angle!”
airmoves14k@gmail.com

MEDIA MANUAL v1a Oct 2020

Australian Speleological Federation Inc.

©Air Moves

2

Table of Contents
INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................................................. 3

ASF Media Policy
HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE ............................................................................................................................... 4
POSITIVE PUBLICITY ....................................................................................................................................... 5

News cycle / generating positive publicity / Identifying opportunities / Contact list
WORKING WITH THE NEWS MEDIA ............................................................................................................... 7

Media mindset / Find the right elements / Pitch for media format
PLANNING AN EVENT ..................................................................................................................................... 9

Planning the right date / Time and location / Making your pitch / Presentation tips / What
to wear / The magic of radio
PRACTICALITIES ............................................................................................................................................ 14
News releases / How to write a release / Video handouts (VNR) / Camera crews / Exclusive
agreements / Credits and copyright
AFTER THE STORY ......................................................................................................................................... 19
Making the most of good coverage / Misunderstandings, mistakes and complaints
PROFESSIONAL MEDIA SERVICES ................................................................................................................. 20
Public Relations / Media Training
INCIDENTS AND ISSUES ................................................................................................................................ 22
Bad news is good news / To speak or not to speak? / ASF protocols and policies
AN ACCIDENT SCENE .................................................................................................................................... 24
Doorstop encounter / Your options / Respect what you can’t control / Consider inviting media in
/ How quickly should we comment? / What can news crews film and photograph? /
Respect relationships / Balance the situation
HOW TO PREPARE AND DELIVER A STATEMENT......................................................................................... 28
Planning is key / Avoid victim-blaming / Compassion and clarity / Where to look / Making your
statement / Tell the truth / say something positive / Don’t forget your plan / Doorstop v Holding
statement v News conference
ISSUES MANAGEMENT ................................................................................................................................. 37
Issues based interview / Control techniques / EASE back to your message
BE PREPARED ............................................................................................................................................... 40
CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................................................... 41

MEDIA MANUAL v1a Oct 2020

Australian Speleological Federation Inc.

©Air Moves

3

INTRODUCTION
What does the news media mean to you?

When you think of traditional news media, do you see it as a
valuable source of information? Or is it an unstoppable monster,
intent on destruction?
Is it a freedom we can be proud of in a democratic society? Or is it
a necessary evil that we must learn to live with?
However you see it, there’s no disputing that news media can be
used as a powerful tool to inform the community, balance debate
and, most importantly, persuade people to change their minds.

Effective use of the news media can be a great opportunity for
organisations like the ASF.
We can use it to reach a diverse new audience and share our love of the
environment through caving.
We can use it to add our expert voice to a public debate or to
demonstrate how our contribution has helped at an incident scene.

But we need to be smart about how we do it!

ASF MEDIA OBJECTIVES
Individual cavers and caving clubs are encouraged to share adventures through
positive publicity. This guide is designed to help with your efforts.
Please don’t use the ASF name or title unless you’ve gone through ASF
channels first. This means adhering to our Media Policy, which is available
from the ASF website. https://www.caves.org.au/administration/codes-and-standards
As a formally recognised federation, the ASF has limitations and responsibilities.
We’ve carefully defined the media policy, and we’re selective about when we’ll
offer an official voice to the media.
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HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
This manual is divided into separate sections because positive publicity is very
different from managing media at an incident scene or as issues develop and
escalate.
It’s likely that different people in ASF or clubs would be handling the various
scenarios. However, all types of interaction with the news media require
awareness, planning, and practise.
OVERVIEW - Start by reading through the whole manual for an
overview. Even if you’ll never be an incident spokesperson, have a
think about what that person needs. You might find yourself
helping somebody in that role one day.
PLAN - Read the manual again a week or so later. Start noting
ideas on the pages. Think about scenarios that you might need
to deal with. Plan what you might say and practice it aloud.
PREPARE - Over the weeks and months ahead, use the guidelines in
here to workshop media ideas, draft news releases and to plan
statements. The more you prepare AHEAD of time, the better
equipped you’ll be when you need this knowledge.
Social media
This manual is not about social media branding,
buzzwords, or analytics. That’s a growing marketing
field of its own. Nevertheless, social media can’t be
overlooked when working with traditional media.
Traditional newsrooms use social media platforms
to promote their own newspapers and bulletins. At
the same time, they also keep a very close eye on
social media trends.

Remember: If an issue is a talking point on social media, it’s likely to get
attention on mainstream media as well.
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POSITIVE PUBLICITY
Newsrooms are busier than ever, churning out content 24/7 with reduced
resources, a tsunami of news releases seeking coverage, and social media
desks in overdrive.

Joining the news cycle
If we want to take advantage of free publicity through news outlets,
we must have a story and pictures that the media WANTS to use.
We must also make it EASY for the newsrooms to get all the
elements they need to build their story.
In our quest for ‘good news’ coverage, we’re competing against
sports stories, other adventure activities, festivals and big
companies with huge promotional budgets.
Fortunately, caving and its interesting people still hold plenty of
media appeal. Some creative thought and hard work can help
members generate the positive stories that we’d all love to see.

Create Publicity Roles
Cavers are often full of great ideas, but somebody needs to actually take them and run with
them.
As well as the ASF having a Media Commissioner, it’s a great idea for each club to appoint its
own publicity officer. The right person would have energy, enthusiasm, an ear for a good story
and the gift of the gab. They’d be tasked with developing ideas and getting our stories out
there.
If you are doing this club publicity role, make it proactive. Don’t wait for the media to come
to you. Create the opportunities for coverage, share your successes, and encourage other
cavers to be enthusiastic about your work.

Remember: Club publicity officers need to have a clearly defined role
and boundaries. They can’t talk on behalf of the ASF or other caving
clubs.
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Identify Opportunities
Publicity opportunities pop up more often than you’d think. It could be something simple like
sending a mother and daughter caving photo to a local newspaper ahead of Mother’s Day. Or
you could play on the ‘man cave’ idea for Father’s Day.
Then there are special milestones, such as a member’s 25th anniversary or similar.
Do you have an entertaining character who’d make a great radio interview?
Perhaps a member has just shot exceptional video of an underground adventure, and you
think it’s worth sharing?

Build a contact list
The starting point for any new publicity person is to set up a media contact list. Invest several
hours in constructing a list, and think outside your normal box.

HOW TO BUILD A CONTACT LIST
o Ring around the newspapers, magazines, television stations,
websites and radio stations.
o As well as news departments, gather some details for sport desks,
features and travel programs.
o Contact the different programs as well, such as Sunrise, The Project
and others. They operate separately to newsrooms.
o For mass circulation, the best contacts are usually generic ‘Chief of
Staff’ email addresses, picture desks, editors and similar.
o Don’t forget agencies, like Australian Associated Press (AAP) or
digital media agencies.
o Are there any environmental or adventure podcasts that would be
good for caving exposure?
o Compile a thorough list of phone numbers and email addresses. At
least two numbers and emails for each newsroom.
o Include a note for deadline times and the newsroom’s preferred
formats for accepting photos or video. (Usually Dropbox, Hightail,
WeTransfer etc.)

Update your list every three months, and check each phone number before a major publicity
effort. Not only does this help keep your paperwork up to date, but it also reminds the media
organisations that you’re out there.
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WORKING WITH
THE NEWS MEDIA
As you begin working with the news media, you need to understand what they
- newsrooms - are looking for.
Think like a journalist! Your story pitch needs to be user-friendly for the
journalist and engaging for their audience.
Media mindset
It’s important to identify a genuine news angle in any story that you put out there.

Journalists are really just looking for the
TRUTH.
TOPICAL – World Environment Day is
an example of matching your release
to a topical event.

RELEVANT – There’s no point pitching
a caving story to a business program
or a home décor magazine.

UNUSUAL – Journos like stories that
are new and different. The first. The
oldest. The youngest. An incredible
achievement.

TROUBLE – Incidents and issues are
covered in separate sections of this
guide. They’d often be outside the
scope of a club publicity officer.
HUMAN INTEREST – Our clubs are full
of interesting people. Think about
characters, back stories and members
who’ve overcome challenges.
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Find the right elements
Have a really good think about how your
story stacks up.

Talent

How strong is the news angle itself? Local v
state or national?

Angle
Pictures

Is the interviewee more compelling than
the angle or pictures? Consider pitching to
radio.
Is it the wonderful pictures that make this
worthwhile? TV and print/online.

If all three are exceptional, your story might result in national TV coverage.

Pitch properly for the format
Focus on the news format, the deadline, and the elements they
need.
This seems obvious, but there are a lot of media experts who
pitch an ‘exciting picture opportunity’ to a radio newsroom.
Sometimes they do this at 3 minutes before the hour, when the
radio journo is desperate for a quick toilet stop before reading
the news.
It’s true that all news outlets have websites to feed, but you still
need to focus on their primary content and their pressing deadlines.

“First two media calls were radio, then TV news, then back to Alan’s place where
Steve completed a couple of phone interviews while washing gear, then at around
lunch time we met with Stefan and crews from WIN and ABC News 24, The guys tag
teamed the interviews, taking turns to talk to the TV crews while I filmed the
proceedings, Steve did a live cross to News 24 which was really cool!”
Fraser Johnston, Speleo Spiel - Issue 433
Describing media coverage after connecting Niggly and Growling Caves
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PLANNING AN EVENT
FOR THE MEDIA
Some good news stories in caving just happen organically, so the

Some good news stories in caving just happen organically, so the publicity officer’s role is
publicity officer’s role is to hit the email and work the phone.
to hit the email and work the phone.

Sometimes
an opportunity
in your
lap. ADM
random
messageon
from
a
Sometimes
an opportunity
lands inlands
your lap.
A random
from a producer
a caver’s
producer
a lead
caver’s
page might
lead TV
toshow.
an adventure
Facebook
page on
might
to an Facebook
adventure segment
on a morning
segment on a morning TV show.

Other stories need some advance planning.

Otherinviting
storiesthe
need
If you’re
newssome
mediaadvance
to attendplanning.
an announcement or a news conference, you
need
to step up
that ‘think
a journo’
If you’re
inviting
the like
news
mediaconcept.
to attend an announcement or a news
conference, you need to step up that ‘think like a journo’ concept.

Planning for the right date
Choose a date that doesn’t have an obvious clash. If your plans are the
same time as a big sporting event or an election, media crews in the
field are already overstretched.
You obviously can’t predict unexpected major news stories. Nor can
you know which other organisations are pitching an event for the same
day.
Usually, the battle for coverage is against other ‘light’ stories. Easter
weekend is especially challenging, when newsrooms already have
plenty of pictures of children hunting for Easter eggs or zoo animals
receiving treats.
On the days when there are big breaking stories, don’t give up hope. Even during developing
terrorism attacks or an ongoing health crisis, TV bulletins usually include some lighter subjects
to offset the heavy content.

Note: Even on busy news days, broadcasters and
publishers like to have a mix of stories - light and
heavy - to engage their audience. It’s even better if
the elements are supplied to them, to reduce the
drain on resources.
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Time / Location
Think carefully about the time of day and location of your event. If possible, schedule your
news conference close to the city (or town) and early in the day.
Newsrooms would rarely put staff and equipment into a late-night story unless it’s a major
event. Nor would they travel a long way for a lighter story.
Your location for a media event should have some relevance to caving. Of course, you won’t
have a cave entrance handy in the suburbs for this, but think laterally. How about a backyard
where the team is cleaning gear after a big achievement?
A 9am news conference, along with a quality video/stills handout, might get a run all day in
the TV news updates. The story will also be online, getting clicks and shares. Once that cycle
is rolling, you won’t get dropped from the main news bulletin.
Any later than 2pm might be getting too late for TV, depending on their staff and deadlines.
Making your pitch
Most major newsrooms get bombarded with hundreds of news releases and countless phone
calls every day.
You’ll be competing with persistent PR experts talking up their own ‘exciting’ opportunity.
There isn’t time for long chats or waffly news releases. All the newsroom wants is a story or
pictures. You need to get straight to the point in 20 seconds or less!

Print or online phone pitch:
“I’m helping with publicity for some caving friends who’ve
just discovered an interesting new bat species. We have
some hi-res photographs to offer you and I can pop one

of the cavers on the phone if you want an interview?”
TV newsroom pitch:
“… I can offer you some pretty cool video of the bats and
the people involved.”
Radio newsroom pitch:
“…I have one of the cavers with me now if you’d like

to interview her?”
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TIPS FOR GOOD PRESENTATION
What makes somebody ‘good’ talent for a media interview?
Avoid jargon. Real people don’t use words like ‘karst’ or ‘SRT’.
To communicate with everyday people, you need to speak their
language.

Use strong visual words. People relate to simple, powerful
words that evoke images in their minds.
Be brief. You don’t need to blurt out everything you know
about caving in your first comment. Short, succinct answers
are best.
Be positive. Use emphasis, pauses and a smile in the voice to
convey genuine enthusiasm.
Lighten up. Avoid being too earnest. For a positive publicity story, it’s
about engaging the audience with our excitement before we can
educate and inform.

EARNEST V ENGAGING

“I have a deep appreciation of geology

“I often can’t believe how LUCKY I

and wildlife. I am committed to

am to explore these hidden,

preservation and sustainability of our

magical places! It’s my DUTY to

environment.”

PROTECT them for future
generations.”

Both of these quotes say the same thing. The one on the left is more like a written mission
statement. The other appears quite simple on paper. But, as spoken words, with emphasis
and enthusiasm, it would cut through to the audience a lot more.
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Tip:

Use an

imaginary audio meter

to

think about your delivery.
An undertaker would sound flat and monotonous.
A TV ad might be screechy and high pitched. Your
voice should be somewhere in the middle, with
highs and lows, as well as pauses and emphasis.

What to wear?
Make an effort with personal presentation, but keep it appropriate to the role.
A suit and tie are not appropriate for a caving story,
unless it’s an investiture, a funeral or a court case.
Usually, a T-shirt or caving gear is best.
A visual prop can be good for TV stories, like a helmet
or ropes over the shoulder.

The magic of radio
In a radio newsroom, it’s not unusual for one person to do all the
tasks. Radio journos are racing against hourly deadlines so they’re
ALWAYS in a hurry. But this can mean a short and sharp opportunity
for us.
A radio journo can quickly knock off an interview with you over the
phone, and then they can play a few different 10-second ‘grabs’ from the
same interview across the day.
Radio talkback programs are a great way to engage an audience in a chat
about the wonders of caving.
Tip: Most newsrooms listen to radio news and talkback to get a feel for
stories of interest. Your brief appearance on radio might lead to a
producer’s invitation onto a national TV show.
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RECAPPING...
Think like a
journo
Create publicity
roles

Identify
opportunities
Build a contact
list
Identify news
angle
Pitch effectively
Provide elements
Confident,
positive
interviewees
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PRACTICALITIES
When you know you have a good story to tell, how do you go about sharing it
with the media? Here are the nuts and bolts of attention seeking.

News Releases – aka Press Release or Media Release
A News Release can be sent out to:
o Advise of a forthcoming event,
o Issue a statement, or
o Make an announcement.

For planning
If a release is sent out for forward planning – say, a
week before a news event – then it’s added to a newsroom diary to consider on that day.
There’s usually no point asking for an RSVP before the day. The newsroom just can’t anticipate
what other stories might develop.
It’s acceptable to call a newsroom and ask if they have the release in their diary. But don’t
expect a solid ‘yes’ or ‘no’ about whether they’re planning to attend.
For announcing or responding
Newsrooms often use a news release as the basis for a story. But it doesn’t need to include
every single fact that you’ve gathered.
Some newsrooms use the content – almost word for word - to put together a story.
Larger newsrooms might use your information as the framework to build their story around,
fleshing it out with quotes and pictures that they gather themselves.
Ideally, you’d supply ENOUGH information for the newsroom to work with, so they don’t feel
that they MUST call you to fill any gaps.
But you’d also aim to pique their interest, so they WANT to call you and expand on the story.
When there are 300 media releases crossing a busy news desk
each day, it’s up to the publicity officer to make it stand out.

Simplicity is always best.
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HOW TO WRITE A

NEWS RELEASE
Email Subject Line – Be strong, succinct and simple.
You want them to click ‘open’ NOT ‘delete’!
ie “World first discovery in Australian cave – video and talent available”

MAIN BODY OF EMAIL
Include key info in the main body of the email for the chief of staff or
producer to make their decision. Make it fast to open and fast to absorb.
o Think of the building blocks of a news story:
Who, What, When, Where, Why and How.
o Don’t confuse the message with logos or waffle.
o Make it short, clear and interesting.
o Use a standard, user-friendly font.
o Dot points are better than wordy sentences.
o Include a link to your vision or photos in the main body of the email.
o Include a brief outline of what is on the vision/photos link
o Include a mobile phone number that will ALWAYS be answered.

Attachments
Attach a printable version of the main news
release.

Optional attachments
Consider adding a media kit

This version can have a little more information
and a logo, but never more than one page.

to supplement the release. It

Don’t clutter it too much. Just the basics!

reports, maps, data, historical

Don’t attach high res pictures or video. They
won’t make it through firewalls.

might include: Annual
info, more background on the
people involved.

Remember: Thoroughly check every detail of every news release. You’d be surprised at how
many look really impressive but miss key details, such as a date or phone number.
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VIDEO HANDOUTS – aka VIDEO NEWS RELEASE OR VNR
A Video News Release is an increasingly common way of sharing vision with time-poor,
overstretched newsrooms, and a great way to get the smaller, lighter stories to air.
If we provide handout videos, photos and pre-recorded interviews, then we stand a greater
chance of receiving coverage. Of course, the format and quality must be of an appropriate
standard.

PROFESSIONALLY PRODUCED VIDEOS
For a major event, consider hiring a professional camera operator and
editor.
This is especially worthwhile for interviews, because of the audio and
picture quality.
Ensure the operator has news experience. Wedding and commercial
video production houses can sometimes get a bit too ‘arty’ for news
purposes.

It can be an expensive option, but it can be beneficial for your media
profile and you could arrange to keep the vision for other
productions.

TIP: Whether you hire a professional or do it yourself,
always try to use a proper microphone.
Good audio is often the difference between a 20
second snippet and a 75 second package.

Don’t forget to make a brief ‘shot list’ of what’s on the VNR and include
this in your written news release. This allows the chief of staff to make a
faster decision. Plus the journo can get to work straight away, without
waiting for a video to load up in the system.
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How to put together your own

VIDEO NEWS RELEASE
Most tech-savvy people with an action camera can do this to an acceptable
quality for broadcast. It can all be uploaded to a commonly used location,
like Drop Box, Hightail etc, for release to newsrooms.

▪

No more than 3-4 minutes total vision and interview clips.

▪

Quality - at least 1080, in 16x9 aspect ratio.

▪

Use a common format, like mp4.

▪

Don’t use any music, special effects or editing transitions. Leave it to the
recipient newsroom to edit this the way they want for their purposes.

▪

Supply the videographer’s name, but don’t expect them to get a credit.

▪

Newsrooms prefer videos without a logo or subtitles etc.

▪

Include some wide, scene-setting shots as well as the intended action.

▪

Include natural sound, especially if there’s excitement in the action.

▪

Interviews – Stand beside the camera to ask questions, NOT behind it, so
the interviewee’s eyeline is slightly off camera as they respond.

Important: Put clear, helpful information on a 3-sec black screen
before each new scene.
Victorian caving team

Interview with

finds new bat species

Fred Smith,

Date:

Club president

Location:

3 x 20 sec quotes

2mins GoPro 2 angles >>

Bats up close
90 secs Go Pro >>

>>>

Note: Titles in the file names are not enough, as the file names are lost when the vision is
ingested into the TV station’s server.
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Pool arrangements / managing camera crews
If you supply your own vision to the news media, then you’d usually be giving out a link to
everybody who asks for it. This is often called a pool feed, or a handout.
If each network sends their own camera to your event, then make sure they all get the same
interview opportunities and access.
TV newsrooms sometimes do deals with each other to cover stories. One camera operator
might be shooting at your event for several newsrooms.
If a news crew wants to take your memory card away with them, make a copy first! You might
not see it again.
Exclusive agreements
Reporters will often ask for exclusive access to a story.
Sometimes there is money involved and a complex contract,
but it’s usually just a handshake deal. You’ll need to make a
judgement call on this and, if you agree to it, you’ll need to
keep your word.
There are GOOD reasons to consider an exclusive agreement,
or first access to the story. You might owe the journo a favour.
It might be less work for you to give it to one guaranteed
outlet rather than attempting a complete media blitz. If that
one media outlet covers it first, then others may see it, chase
it up and cover the story themselves.
If a newsroom wants the story exclusively, it’s a promising
sign. It means they think it will be good for their updates and
promotional purposes.

Remember: A good story,
with all the key elements
that newsrooms need, can
get widespread media
coverage.
If you’re confident that your
story ticks all the boxes, and
you don’t want to limit it to
one news outlet, then don’t
agree to any exclusivity.

But will you be burning bridges with other news outlets? Are
you happy to deal with any fallout when the rival networks
see the promos and want a piece of the action?

Handout content / credits and copyright
If you supply vision or photographs because you are SEEKING free publicity for your purposes,
then it’s not appropriate to demand a credit or payment.
Handout content is usually just that. It’s given out freely, without conditions or expectations.
So, make sure your own photographers and video people are happy with that.
▪
▪
▪

When you supply a photograph, include the date, location and identity of those
pictured.
Supply the photographer’s name, but don’t expect them to get a credit.
Supply the photo in high resolution, without a logo or any other additions.
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AFTER THE STORY
Making the most of good coverage
If the story went well, look it up on the news outlet’s social media
and share it far and wide. (Your good efforts might inspire others
in your organisation to do the same.)
Send a brief ‘thank you’ by text or email to the journos involved.
Have a debrief with your team and workshop ideas for next time.
Misunderstandings, mistakes and complaints
In most cases, you can avoid misunderstandings before they occur.
When you’re doing the interview, or explaining a complicated concept
to a reporter, keep it ultra-simple.
Be available to help with any further queries after the interview.

Note: NOTHING is off the record. The journo might seem like a fairly decent
person, and they probably are, but DON’T TRUST THEM with any secrets. It’s
the natural instinct of a good reporter to flush out a story.

Inaccurate or unfair coverage
If a report about your organisation is inaccurate or unfair, you have options for complaint.
Ask yourself if you may have contributed to any confusion. Is it possible you tried too hard
and it all got lost in translation?
Was it an understandable, small mistake or a really big deal? It’s often better to let little issues
slide, and to learn a lesson for next time.
If you still want to complain, what do you want to achieve?
A simple phone call to the Chief of Staff desk might be a good starting point. The story could
be corrected for use in social media or for any later broadcasts.
If a story is really inaccurate and damaging, then send a written complaint to the News
Director. You could also take your complaint to the Broadcasting Tribunal or Press Council,
but that would only be in the most extreme situations.
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PROFESSIONAL
MEDIA SERVICES
We already mentioned the value of a professional camera operator to provide
the best possible handout vision.
It’s also worth considering other professionals who can help in your pursuit or
handling of media exposure.
They don’t all cost an arm and a leg. There are freelancers out there who
specialise in smaller organisations.

Public Relations / Media Consultants
You might consider calling in a PR team to manage publicity for a big event, or for ongoing
issues.
Consultants can be hired to write news releases, organise news conferences and arrange
interviews. They can save you all the hard slog of collecting contact details.
It would be wise to weigh up the costs versus the benefits, as it could take a fair bit of work
to get them familiar with the intricacies of caving.

Media Training
Media training can be a useful investment to prepare internal
spokespeople for various scenarios, either positive or negative.
The best trainers have significant journalistic experience, and the
ability to break down the strategies and messaging that we need.
.

They use role-playing and rehearsals to polish your skills for that one
day that you might need to face the glare of the media spotlight.
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Don’t Give Up
It can be very frustrating when your publicity pursuits fall on deaf ears. Months of preparation
for one event could result in very little coverage, or none at all.
Don’t give up. It’s not always that bad!
You could suddenly find yourself with some great, unexpected vision that gets snapped up by
TV networks around Australia, because you’ve had plenty of practice at what to do.

Persistence pays off
If you persist, you’ll eventually gather a collection of clippings and videos to show off your
successes. You can take pride in your efforts paying off, and you’ll be helping to build
enthusiasm for others to do the same.

RECAPPING...
Strong, simple news
releases

Short, simple VNR (Video
News Release)

Exclusive deals
v all-in approach

Be helpful and available
to reduce risk of mistakes

Nothing is off the record
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INCIDENTS & ISSUES
Bad News is Good News
For the news media, the old cliché is largely true. Bad
news is usually good news for bulletin content.
It’s not that reporters particularly enjoy covering stories
about death or major injury. They certainly don’t get any
pleasure from pouncing on people in times of grief.
However, broadcasters and publishers must cover all
major stories, and journalists have to be naturally
suspicious when they cover any incident, crisis, or escalating issue.
They’re doing their job. They want to get all the details they can to do it properly. And they
want to do it better than their media competitors.

At my newspaper we have a screen in the middle of the room showing
how many people are reading our web articles in real time. After
watching the numbers for a while you learn what stories will do well “Local teacher caught doing something bad” or “Something catches
fire” will be very popular stories. “Parks commission acquires land for
open space,” while important in many ways, just isn’t going to get
nearly the traffic as a “bad” news story.
George Bruce – Former News Editor.

To speak or not to speak?
The ASF recognises the challenges that come with addressing the
media in crisis situations.
If we don’t speak, we may look like we’re hiding something.
Providing factual information and careful comments can help us to
put some balance in an escalating situation.
If we say too much, we can create a whole new set of problems.
In a worst-case scenario, if we’re dealing with a fatal accident, we could upset the coroner or
police investigators. Most importantly, we risk adding to the distress for grieving friends and
relatives.
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Protocols and Policies…
We have a clear Media Policy about approvals for talking
to the news media in an ASF capacity.
https://www.caves.org.au/administration/codes-and-standards

This section of the Media Manual focuses on negative
scenarios. Incidents could range from injuries to death.
We could also find ourselves embroiled in delicate
environmental, legal and political issues.
These sections are directed
at those who are approved
to represent ASF. But it’s
useful for ALL publicity officers to understand how these issues
unfold, as wider help might be needed in tricky media
encounters.
Don’t forget, a positive media scenario might suddenly change. A
simple rescue might not go to plan. Our well-meaning attempt to
add a positive voice to a public debate might backfire. We need
to be ready for negative twists before they happen.

Remember: The principles are the same for all types of negative or
challenging encounters with the media. Make sure we appear open,
cooperative and sensitive to the issues we’re dealing with.

Breaking news - How does bad news spread so quickly?
It doesn’t take long for news of an accident to reach newsrooms. There are social media
sites, where breathless influencers and citizen journalists all share their mobile phone
video, their dashcam and their opinions.
There are still many ‘concerned’ neighbours who’ll phone through news tips. And
callers to talkback radio.
And there are official sources, like police, fire brigade and ambulance media teams,
employed to provide incident information to newsrooms.
Once the newsroom deploys its own resources, there are helicopters, cameras and
journos out there to gather any details they can. Reporters are especially keen to find
witnesses and CCTV.
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AN ACCIDENT SCENE
First encounter – the doorstop attack
You’ve just arrived at an accident scene, or you were already there when the accident
happened. The journalists see you and pounce, with cameras rolling and a microphone in your
face.
This is called a ‘doorstop’. It’s an unplanned effort to get a quote. Don’t let the element of
surprise make you do or say anything silly.

Suggested doorstop response:
“I’m here to help the emergency crews/ rescue team in any way I can. I
understand that people are worried and want to know what’s happening,
but I’ve only just arrived and Police/SES are in charge of the scene. It’s too
soon for any of us to have answers, but I’ll ask somebody to come out in
the next half hour or so and keep you updated. I really need to get to work
here. Thanks for your support.” (Politely walks away.)

This is a brief response which shows concern is felt, action is being taken and there won’t be
any effort to hide anything. But, once you’ve given this commitment, somebody will have to
follow through.
It’s important to remember that for serious accidents - and all scenes managed by police or
other authorities - you should avoid commenting at all. This response is merely a suggestion
if you are cornered.
Managing the scene
Your first priority now is to do what you came here for. You need to help out or look after
injured or shocked people.
There is little or no time to prepare for a media onslaught, and that’s why you need to read a
manual like this well BEFORE a crisis happens.
Note: Police and other emergency workers can often be our best or ONLY
resource in a crisis. They usually have experience with media crews and
their requests are generally respected.
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YOUR OPTIONS* AT AN ACCIDENT/INCIDENT SCENE
STAY SILENT - Don't talk to anybody at all.
Leave it to the police, rescue authorities
etc, who know what they're doing.
BRIEF THE OFFICIAL SPOKESPERSON Supply info to the police spokesperson
and trust them to include our points.
BACKGROUND BRIEF THE MEDIA - Away
from cameras and recorders, provide key
information to help reporters.
DELIVER A STATEMENT - Give a brief
summary of what's happened and what
actions are being taken.
STATEMENT AND QUESTIONS Summarise what's happening and take
questions from reporters.
*OPTIONS will be limited by the type of accident or
incident. If the Police or SES are managing the scene,
then ASF volunteers should direct media inquiries to
them.

Respect what you can’t control
o You have no control over the ‘lead agency’ at an accident/incident scene. If police are
in charge, we must let them do their job.
o You have no control over the news helicopter or drone that’s hovering overhead.
o You have no control over vision that’s circulating on social media.
o You have no control over speculation from so-called experts who are appearing in the
media even though they don’t know the scene.
o You have no control over a reporter’s agenda or story content.

You can’t control any of these things, but you might be able to
engineer some correction or balance.
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Consider inviting the media ‘in’
News crews are part of any emergency response, and authorities like
police are used to having them around.
By marshalling journos and camera people together, giving them a
cuppa, and keeping them updated, you are showing them there’s
nothing to hide. (Plus, you know where they are!)
Obviously, you need to find an appropriate spot for this, and you need
to task an appropriate person with keeping an eye on them.
How quickly should we comment?
Reporters should accept that you need a little time to gather information before speaking
with them. However, they do have tight deadlines and they can’t wait forever.
As a general rule, if you’re going to comment, you should have something worthwhile to say
within 45-60 minutes of the incident. This obviously depends on the level of the crisis and
how close the deadline is.
What can news crews film and photograph?
News outlets need to get shots of an emergency scene to tell their story.
For example, shots of a rescued person are an important element. Crews will try to get close
as the survivor is stretchered to an ambulance or winched to a chopper.
You need to help balance privacy and unnecessary secrecy. If you run around
waving your hand in front of the camera, you’ll become the centre of the story
yourself, for the wrong reasons.
In the event of a fatality, it’s usually preferred if the body itself is covered by a
sheet or shielded from view to some extent. Don’t go for over-the-top block
out tactics, like big tents or parking trucks in front of cameras. This makes it
look like you’re trying to hide something.
Broadcast laws prohibit the media from showing particularly intrusive or distressing shots.
Usually, when you see cameras aimed at a body, they are actually shooting the investigative
activity going on around it.
Be aware of other people who are around the scene, who might wish to be kept away from
the long lens of a camera. Consider ways to avoid the spotlight for a spouse, partner or
friends.
Respect relationships
Things can get really heated in an accident scenario, and
it’s important to remember the bigger picture. The ASF
and caving clubs have worked hard to establish important
working relationships with Police, SES and land managers.
Please respect these relationships as you work with others during this stressful situation.
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Balance the situation

We are not compelled to speak in a crisis. We usually
prefer to let the police or other authorities do the
talking. However, their agenda is different to ours and once everybody is out of the cave – we MIGHT want to
make public comments.
It’s often useful to provide a brief but informed statement from someone with direct
knowledge of what’s happened.
If you can demonstrate compassion and show that appropriate action has been taken, then
you might be able to take some heat out of the crisis.
You can’t stop news crews from covering the story or interviewing witnesses, but you can
mitigate the overall impact.

Why speak at an accident scene?

It's often the RIGHT thing to do
RESPONSIBILITY - We have a
responsibility to our members, their
loved ones, land managers, and the
wider public.
INTEREST - It isn't just natural curiosity
from the public when something goes
wrong. Scrutiny is normal where safety
is concerned.
GIVE SO THEY MAY GO! More often
than not, if journalists are given all the
info they need, they'll usually go away.
HARM REDUCTION - It can be harmful
to our reputation if we don't speak, but
others add their inaccurate voice to the
narrative.
TWO-WAY STREET - It isn't really fair to
expect positive coverage when we have
a good story, and then ignore media
requests when it suits us.
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HOW TO PREPARE AND DELIVER

AN INCIDENT OR ACCIDENT
MEDIA STATEMENT
Once you’ve made the decision to comment, you must not try to ‘wing’ it. Step
away from the whirlwind for a few minutes and gather your thoughts.
Write out the dot points of your plan.
Start with purpose
The first thing to clarify is why you are doing this interview. What are you aiming to achieve?

DEFINE YOUR PURPOSE
“I’m doing this interview because…

I am aiming to ensure our role
is accurately represented.

I want the public to know
about our skills and
expertise.

My purpose is to restore some
balance to a debate.
I want to correct some
misconceptions about us.
I will try to persuade people to
look at what we do in a different
light.

When you know what your purpose is, use it to guide the rest of your
planning. Make sure that your statement and any other comments all
serve this purpose.
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Planning your talking points
Write down the key points of what has happened. Think carefully about what you should
and shouldn’t say publicly.
If you don’t trust yourself to ad-lib from your key points, then write out your statement in
full. This is an acceptable alternative for people who aren’t used to the public spotlight.
If you are not the best person to do this, then arrange somebody better and help them
prepare.

Summary of facts
o Time

Include some messages

o Location
o Basics of incident
o Action being taken

o Empathy / Compassion for
the victim and loved ones
o Well trained, experienced

people
o Safety precautions
o Well prepared
Beware of your NO GO zone!
o No conclusions yet
o No blame
o No speculation
o No public id of victim

Note: Your ‘No Go’ zone is usually exactly where reporters will try to take
you. It’s important you remind yourself of this before facing the media,
and you think of ways to steer the answers back to acceptable territory.
If you aren’t able to do this, then don’t take questions at all.
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Avoid victim-blaming
It can be especially delicate if you know a person contributed to this accident through
recklessness or a basic mistake.
It’s probably better to say nothing about your suspicions. However, if you find yourself with
limited options, consider a carefully worded statement:

Possible comment: “ALL factors will be examined
in this investigation, including possible actions or
mistakes by the cavers. At this stage there is
nothing to suggest equipment failure or any
unusually dangerous conditions in the cave, but
everything will be fully examined by police.”

Compassion and clarity
After stealing some vital preparation time, take a deep breath and walk towards the
journalists. Acknowledge them politely, but don’t smile. They’re filming as you walk up, and
this is a sad or challenging occasion.
The crews will close in on you, but don’t be intimidated. Keep calm and take charge.
The following tips are all about YOU defining the boundaries of YOUR media briefing. If you
just appear and let the reporters throw questions at you, then you have effectively put them
in charge.

Where to look
Look at one journo, or a specific spot over somebody’s shoulder.
DON’T look down the barrel of the camera unless specifically asked to do so.
DO keep your eyeline calm and fixed. Even if you are anxious, a calm eyeline will make you
look more in control. If your eyes move around, the camera will emphasise this and you can
appear nervous, or a bit dodgy.

Note: These are the types of scenarios that Media
Trainers use for practical rehearsal of likely/possible
events. It’s a good way to test yourself and improve
your skills in a training room, instead of the media
spotlight.
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MAKING YOUR STATEMENT
1. Start by firmly but politely setting the boundaries

Good Afternoon. My name is Fred Smith and I am
here representing XXXXXXXX.
I will make a brief statement about what has
happened here today, but we don’t have a lot of
details just yet and I won’t be able to answer
any/many of your questions.

If you are confident
and capable, say
from the start that
you’ll answer as
many questions as
you can. But, if you

2. Give a succinct outline of what happened and

make that choice,

what actions are being taken

you don’t have an

•

Man/woman in 20s, 30s

•

Time of incident

•

Location of incident

•

Overview of what happened

•

Action being taken (Who will investigate? Are

easy escape route!

witnesses being counselled? Have relatives been
notified?)
•

3. Include some strong and relevant messages

“Cavers are a close-knit community who will be deeply affected
by this tragedy. Some of our members put themselves at risk to
try to rescue the victim and then, sadly, to bring back their
friend’s body. We really appreciate this dedication.”
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How long should it take?
Don’t try to rush this. A statement should take about 1-2 minutes.
It should give enough facts for the journalist to prepare their story and a couple of useful
quotes to be included in the story.
If you are too matter-of-fact and try to race through it, then you’ll seem heartless. Likewise,
if you try to go straight into your organisation’s messaging.
Now is the time for facts, empathy and making the point that it will be fully investigated.
Don’t speculate or lay blame.
Tell the truth
Never tell a lie during a media interview. It can come back to bite you and undermine your
organisation.
However, you are not in a witness box here, and you are not compelled to answer every media
question.
When you don’t answer a question, then say why.

“I can’t comment because…
•
•
•
•
•

It’s too soon.
It’s not my area of expertise.
The next of kin haven’t been notified yet.
The police investigators are handling this.
That would be speculating, and I won’t do that.

Say something positive if you can
Thank those who helped the injured or tried to help the deceased.
Say something kind about the injured or deceased person. Even if you don’t want to identify
them publicly just yet, you can talk about them being popular and skilled. You can talk about
the tight knit community and how they’ll all be affected by this.
Finding it difficult
If your words just aren’t coming out, take a breath and start your sentence again. The
journalist knows that you are a regular person in difficult circumstances.
You might also find yourself becoming emotional if the situation is quite personal and
distressing. While tears can be embarrassing, they don’t reflect badly on you at all.
Lashing out in anger or sarcasm would not be so forgivable. Try to remain calm, sincere and
controlled in your briefing.
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Don’t forget your plan!
Remember that plan you jotted down before facing the reporters? Make sure you stick to it.
Have you covered all your planned points? Don’t forget your purpose!
Have you remained focused on your messages and steered away from the NO Go zone?
This includes questions out of left field, which might normally be safe but aren’t on your radar
right now.

COMPASSION

CALM

CONTROL

CREDIBILITY

Wind it up and walk away
Reporters will always want more answers than you’re able to give.
Some questions might be harmless ones, like how to spell your name. That’s fine, but don’t
settle in for a long, open-ended chat.
Repeat your primary comments, and stress – firmly but politely – that you must get back to
the team, and then calmly walk away.

DOORSTOP v HOLDING STATEMENT v NEWS CONFERENCE?
These are really just different names for the types of gatherings where news crews record
comments. They are all forms of news conferences, just in different shapes and sizes.

Doorstop

Holding Statement

News Conference

o Spontaneous
/unplanned
o Standing up
o Sometimes an
‘ambush’
o Interviewee is asked
questions

o
o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o
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After the statement
You’re probably already kicking yourself, wishing you’d phrased something differently or
stressed a point more emphatically. That goes with the territory.
Sometimes there are corrections to be made or new information that becomes available.
Provide this by phone or email, to try to ensure mistakes aren’t repeated.

Additional interviews – not at the scene

Radio interviews

Print / online interviews

If anybody seeks a radio interview

A newspaper reporter might be

over the phone, then the principles

pulling it all together from their desk,

are similar to those for news crews at

after sending a photographer to the

the scene.

scene for photos.

It might be a radio newsroom,

Plus, you might hear from news

seeking a ‘grab’ for a bulletin, or it

websites and various news agencies,

might be a radio host, wanting a

depending on the scale of the story.

more extended interview, live to air.

The same principles apply. Be brief,

Once again, you can offer a brief

open and sincere. You may have said

statement, and decline or deflect

the same thing 20 times over by

further questions.

now, but it’s the first time THIS
reporter has heard it.

Photos, videos and other information
News crews will always chase more information about a deceased person or a survivor than
you are willing to give.
They’ll search through social media sites and send messages to the person’s friends. This
might appear heartless, but it’s a normal part of current news gathering.
Think about your organisation’s website and social pages. This is effectively in the public
domain. You can’t really be surprised if journalists use any of this material to build their story.
A photo helps make a person so much more than just a ‘victim’ or a ‘statistic’. You might have
access to a really nice photo of them that the organisation could release, with the next of kin’s
permission of course. Sometimes this can actually help the family.

MEDIA MANUAL v1a Oct 2020

Australian Speleological Federation Inc.

©Air Moves

35

"I used to be horrified about
public speaking, the idea of
doing a media interview filled
Dr Richardme
Harris
Joint Australian
of the Year 2019
with– terror.
“

"I didn't feel the need to be
in the public eye and I felt
that if anything, it was a risk,
I can only say something
stupid or look stupid on TV."
Describing Thai Cave rescue to ABC news Online in 2010
"I had a strong obligation to
do it and, if you haven't done
anything wrong, the media
can be great friends.”

Dr Richard Harris – Joint Australian of the Year 2019
Describing Thai Cave rescue to ABC news Online in 2020
Off the Record
Treat everything you say as if it is ON the record.
NOTHING is OFF the record unless you have an established and
trusted relationship with a reporter. Even then, it’s a high-risk
strategy.
Background information is not the same as off the record. You might
quietly explain some background about your organisation to a
reporter. This information is assumed to be ON the record, if the
reporter wishes to use it.
Sometimes, you might tactfully need to let a journalist know something to help in their
understanding of a story. For example, an ‘accident’ scene might actually be a case of selfharm. The news team might then treat it very differently to the ‘freak accident’ scenario that
it originally appeared to be.

Tread very, very carefully with sensitive information. If
you try to outsmart the media, it can backfire. When in
doubt, go back to that important rule: Nothing is off the
record!
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RECAPPING...
Accept the media's role

Accept what you can't
control

You might be able to add
balance and credibility

Plan what you'll say

Keep it brief

No speculation or blame

Nothing is off the record

The middle of a news conference is NOT the time to put an
original thought out there, out loud!
It might feel like a good idea as it pops into your head, but it
probably won’t look so good in print or on TV.
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ISSUES MANAGEMENT
Our responses to the media are quite black and white for INCIDENTS, but
ISSUES bring a whole lot of grey areas.
Sometimes issues seem to be in the positive territory, like when we proudly
support a worthy environmental cause. We can try to persuade listeners and
viewers to join us.
Sometimes issues fall firmly in the negative territory. They can become harder
to manage than a traumatic accident scene.
If an issue escalates unchecked, it can
become a full-blown crisis that’s even harder
to address.

It takes a skilled person to know when and
how to persuasively put an organisation’s
argument out there. They need to do it with
conviction, and then to handle any twists
and turns that come along.

Be prepared for issues that might suddenly escalate
Legal issues are problematic as you can’t run a commentary outside a courtroom while justice
is taking its course inside.
Environmental issues can divide your audience along political lines,
and it’s a challenge to engage them to listen with an open mind.
Especially if there is political debate at the same time.
Social media can be a tough battleground, with anonymous
keyboard warriors and toxic commentary.
A dispute with a land manager or neighbour could trigger damaging,
tit for tat allegations.
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HOW TO TACKLE AN

ISSUES-BASED INTERVIEW
Plan it strategically
Have a really good think about the interviews you’d be willing to do and the messages you
want to get across.

Think like a journo! (Again.)
Prepare a list of questions you’d like to be asked and a list
of questions you would NOT like to be asked.
Plan your answers and rehearse them out loud.

Don’t write a word-for-word script. You aren’t an actor and it will sound fake. Think of dot
points and key words, so it’s still a natural delivery from you, a real person.

Stay in your lane
There’s no point in doing all the prep, practicing your messaging,
and embarking on an issue-based interview, only to let the
interviewer take charge.
Yes, you need to be polite. Especially if you’re a guest on their
program. But you can’t let them steer you all over the place.
You need to rehearse these interviews ahead of time and practice
techniques for injecting your messages.
Control techniques
We’ve all seen politicians who simply ignore the questions and bang on with their own
repetitive messaging.
Do they think their audience is full of idiots? It makes them look dismissive and arrogant.
More often than not, the viewer gets annoyed rather than being persuaded.
If you are going to deflect a question and steer back to your own messages, you need to do it
cleverly.
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EASE

BACK TO YOUR MESSAGE

ENGAGE with the question. Don't ignore it.
ADDRESS it with a brief but legitimate response.
STEER the discussion back to something you want to say.
EMPHASISE one of your talking points

1.Engage & Address the
question: “I have heard people
say that, and I can understand
their concerns. But our research

2. Steer back: “We’re all
about facts, so that’s why
we’re here today….”

doesn’t support that argument.”

3. Emphasise: “We are supporting
THIS vital campaign. Because we
have so much proof that change is
URGENTLY needed.”

Note: There’s an endless list of phrases to steer back with. Think of using
links, or contrasts. There are also helpful phrases like
• “The most important thing to remember is this…”
• “Our main priority right now is…”
• “We must not forget…”
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BE PREPARED
Have a think about some scenarios which might happen. Is it a positive
Publicity Opportunity? Is it an incident scene to manage? Is it an issue to get
involved in?
How would you tackle your media plan? What messages would you prepare?
Could it take unexpected twists or turns on the day? How would you handle
them?
HYPOTHETICAL SCENARIOS…
Cavers have helped in the rescue of a dog*, which fell down a sinkhole.
Somebody shot video of the operation, and they recorded the reunion
between owner and dog. (* A 2yo Golden Retriever called ‘Happy’.)

A mining company has destroyed caves which had significant cultural
value to indigenous people. The ASF is being approached for
comment.

A caving group helped get a member out safely after he fell and
suffered a broken leg, deep inside a hard to access area of a
popular cave. Park managers had been worried about the risks and
had asked cavers to avoid this spot. A local policeman, who has
political ambitions, has criticised the group.

A state government plans to build a new dam that will flood a caving
region. The local land owners are in favour but the destruction of the
caves will be a huge loss to science and recreational cavers.
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CONCLUSION
Staying silent
It’s your right to stay silent. Nobody can force you to speak to the news media.
You can even walk past a media pack politely but silently, as
long as you accept that you’re probably being filmed. (Make
sure you consciously avoid arrogant or dismissive body
language.)
It’s even possible that your bad news event could slip off the
media radar because of a lack of pictures or controversy.
Speaking out might only add fuel when there wasn’t any to start
with.
You’ll still have to accept that others have the right to speak.
Police media units might issue a statement, or witnesses could make comments at the scene.

Power of persuasion
Everybody wants to be a social media influencer nowadays, but we can also use traditional
platforms to persuade people to our way of thinking.
Just like any conversation in the real world, a media conversation needs to be engaging and
relevant. So, think back to all the points we’ve already covered on jargon, succinct messaging
and genuine news angles.
Public debate on a national TV show, like Q & A, can change people’s minds. At local level, a
simple, persuasive chat on talkback radio can be just as powerful.

Embarrassing mistakes
Sometimes, it’s just plain unlucky when the media happens to be on
hand to capture our embarrassing mistakes.
You probably can’t stop pictures from going to air, but you can laugh
at yourself and come across as a good sport.
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Prepare for the worst
Please take some time to work through possible scenarios and practice
your responses.
Even if you just talk to yourself in front of the mirror - or record on your
mobile – you’ll be making an effort to polish your performance.
The best way is to throw yourself at the mercy of others in a role-playing
exercise, taking turns to be the reporters and the interviewee.
Listen to others doing talkback radio interviews. Watch well-rehearsed
media performers on 7.30 report and see how they steer things back to
their own messages.
For those who’ve experienced a negative media encounter, the ordeal is
usually etched pretty firmly in their memory.
It’s all pretty daunting to prepare for the worst-case scenarios, but you’ll probably find your
confidence builds each time you practice.
If you do need to use your new media handling skills, you’ll be very grateful for the effort
you’ve put in.

"Life is so filled with
opportunities and at

some time, your
moment's going to
come…"

"Luckily, we've got a great story to
tell and it's all positive, so I hope I
can use it to be an inspiration to
people."

Dr Craig Challen – Joint Australian of the Year 2019
Describing Thai Cave rescue to ABC news in 2019
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