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Introduction
This guidance was developed to provide a good practice framework which local authority press officers, and multi-agency representatives addressing asylum and refugee issues in the media, can use to develop their own sub-regional media strategies.

It was produced in conjunction with the Refugee Council, incorporating input from a media workshop organised by EERA-CARI in May 2005 for local authority press officers and multi-agency representatives from around the region.

General principles 

1. Migration into the East of England is inevitable and this will include groups from overseas.


2. Some migrants will come for economic reasons, others will be seeking asylum.


3. The East of England believes asylum is a human right and accepts that it should welcome its share of asylum seekers and refugees. 


4. Ethnic diversity enriches the East of England - economically, socially and culturally. 


5. While diversity is to be celebrated, it is important that all communities are integrated into the wider community. 


6. All communities in the East of England should be treated equally. 


7. Racism, discrimination and the politics of fear have no place in the East of England. 


8. The media in the East of England have a positive role in celebrating diversity and promoting integration. 

Principles for dealing with the media 

1. The media takes a legitimate interest in migration, asylum and community relations issues. 


2. Regional consortia, local authorities and community organisations in the East of England should engage actively and positively with the media on these issues.


3. The bodies mentioned above should use the media to actively promote the benefits of migration and diversity in the East of England. 


4. An over-defensive and suspicious attitude to the media is counterproductive. 


5. It is important to respond quickly and helpfully to the media even in difficult circumstances, recognising that the media environment is becoming ever more fast moving.


6. Media planning should focus on getting a positive message across, but plans should also be made for countering negative coverage and managing ‘crisis’ situations.


7. Spokespeople for the bodies mentioned above should be ready and willing to speak to the media on all community issues at all times.
 

8. People from even the most vulnerable communities should be empowered to speak for themselves in the media in recognition of the fact that human stories are the most powerful means of conveying messages.

Target audiences


The object of all media work is to reach as wide an audience as possible and it is hoped that by adopting the positive and open approach set out in these guidelines many people in the East of England will be reached.   However, it is acknowledged that particularly with pro-active media work, it makes sense to target certain sections of the public.   It is difficult to be too specific in a generic document, but the following groups are regarded as a priority: 

1. Newer arrivals *
Although a media strategy should be about promoting the contribution made by these groups to the wider community,  an additional aim is to reflect the positive messages back to them.    Research shows that people do like to see themselves positively portrayed in the local media and that this process helps them with integration and a sense of belonging.   So although media strategies are aimed at getting coverage about them they are also about getting coverage for them.
 

2. More established immigrant communities *
It is recognised that newer arrivals are often seen to be competing for resources with and displacing attention from more settled ethnic minority groups.  Therefore, a key element of any media strategy should be to promote greater understanding between the two groups and establish a community of joint interest.  

* Both of the above groups are traditionally ‘hard to reach’ through mainstream media, including local media, and they often have media outlets of their own.   These group-specific outlets should not be ignored, and special effort should be made to use them on particular issues (ie inter-community tension), however the focus of this guidance is on getting better coverage in mainstream media.

3. ‘Moderate’ host community opinion
Implicit in the targeting of this rather nebulous section of the public is the acceptance that there are harder cores at either end of the spectrum which are less of a priority.  This is because they are either already supportive or implacably hostile to good community relations.   The aim of a media strategy should be to isolate the latter the group, which is assumed to be small, by focusing on the legitimate fears and understandable misconceptions of the large uncommitted group.  Among this group it is assumed that suspicion about groups like asylum seekers is currently quite widespread, but not in most cases deeply felt. The assumption of this guidance is that by focusing on three areas greater sympathy, understanding and acceptance can be generated in this group.  Those areas are: 


i. human interest stories that foster the sense that ‘they are people just like us, their lives are difficult, but they are getting on with it’


ii. economic and other benefits that show that ‘they are not a drain on our services, they are hard working people and they want to make a contribution’


iii. the joys of diversity that promote a sense that ‘I am an open, progressive person.  I am interested in other cultures and people from different backgrounds.’

This guidance also pre-supposes that the media is itself being targeted.    A key objective of a media strategy should be to educate and influence media players to see the client groups as deserving of sympathetic or at least fair coverage.   This will partly be achieved by showing what a rich source of stories the client group is.  But it will also be achieved by showing that political and community leaders in the East of England are clearly in support of migration to and providing sanctuary in the region and that they will have no truck with those who stoke up fears and hostility towards immigrant communities.

Key messages


In the end, the point of media coverage is to get messages across.  In a generic media framework such as this it is impossible to set out an exhaustive set of key messages.  (And every time a campaign or a pro-active engagement with the media is planned, key messages for the particular initiative will be developed.)  Nevertheless, the starting point for all media strategies should be a set of key messages.   

Situations in which the key messages will be used: 

1. As a basis for more specific key messages for pro-active media engagements 


2. As a basis for rapid responses to re-active media engagements 


3. As a basis for the briefing of spokespeople – particularly in re-active situations 

The key messages also help an organisation to ‘position’ itself with the media and with partner agencies. But it is important to stress that the key messages should flow from the principles and detailed policy positions of an organisation.   Policy should never be driven by the desire to get headlines or coverage for its own sake.   

As this document is designed to be a template for a media strategy for a range of diverse organisations in the East of England, the key messages contained in it cannot go much beyond the principles that are set out at the very start.   However, for the purposes of clarity ten key messages, based on those principles, are set out: 

1. Migration into the East of England is inevitable and this will include groups from overseas. Some migrants will come for economic reasons, others will be seeking asylum. 


2. The East of England believes asylum is a human right and accepts that it should welcome its share of asylum seekers.


3. The region is proud to offer a place of safety to people fleeing persecution and recognises that, given help at the start, refugees go on to make a great contribution.


4. Economic migrants are essential to the economy of the region, doing jobs that otherwise would be hard to fill and setting up new businesses.

5. The region’s universities and colleges welcome foreign students who may stay on in the East of the England.


6. Ethnic diversity enriches the East of England, not just economically, but socially and culturally.


7. While diversity is to be celebrated, it is important that all communities are integrated into the wider community. 


8. All communities in the East of England should be treated equally and new comers should not be disadvantaged.


9. Racism, discrimination and the politics of fear have no place in the East of England.


10. Wider public confidence in immigration and asylum will only be maintained, if the system is seen to be under control.   People should not be in the UK illegally and it is right that those without legal status should be removed, as long as it is safe to do so.   

Pro-active media work 

In line with the principles set out at the start of this document, the aims of this guidance are to promote the benefits of migration, to encourage the celebration of diversity and to foster better understanding between communities. To this end, all opportunities to get positive coverage should be maximised.   

Pro-active media work is based on three key principles: 

1. Most people get information through the media these days
In our multimedia environment, and with a decline in other forms of social interaction, much the most effective way to reach a lot of people is through the media.  Events such as conferences, seminars and ceremonies are very important, but media coverage will reach a wider audience.  Attention should be paid to the mainstream media in the East of England – the main daily and weekly newspapers, BBC and commercial broadcasters, but also to more community orientated media – ethnic, faith group and others.  More and more small organisations can communicate through websites, blogs or other e-based outlets.  

Example
Figures show that the children of migrants and refugees performed particularly well in exams in our local area, but without pro-active media work only teachers and parents in the schools and officials in the education authority will know about this.  We alert the media by releasing a report on the figures and arranging interviews with high-achieving pupils and their teachers.  

2. Media outlets will always welcome a good story
The multiplicity of outlets mean that media operations have a huge appetite for stories.   Immigration and asylum is a ‘hot’ topic and so outlets, particularly local ones, are on the look out for new angles.  The prevailing tone of coverage on this issue might be negative, however all but the most hostile outlets will want to demonstrate balance and fairness so positive stories will be welcomed, as long as they are strong news stories.  Give them a good story and they will cover it. 

Example
A local radio station has hosted  a phone-in on immigration in which the majority of the callers were hostile towards migrants and asylum seekers.  This has encouraged the editor to look for negative stories because these are felt to be ‘in tune’ with his/her  listenership.  However, s/he is not going to ignore genuine stories that demonstrate that not everybody locally shares that view.   We know that individuals are working to stop the deportation of a family and are setting up a campaign group.  If sufficiently well organised, this is likely to get coverage. We assist with media contacts. (There have been a number of cases across the country where news outlets have actively taken up such campaigns as their own, despite previously being seen as negative towards asylum seekers.)

3. Providing the widest possible access
Positive stories often involve ‘human interest’ and there is no point trying to get media interest in a story if we don’t allow the media to speak to the people involved.  It is important to keep in control of the story, but that doesn’t mean being over-protective and defensive.   If an organisation lays on good media facilities it maximises the chances that outlets will cover the story in the way the organisation wants.  It must be recognised that increasingly organisations need to think of filming or photo opportunities, of access to ‘real’ people not just spokespeople.  

Example
Going back to Example 1, it may be that some of the pupils who have done well in their exams are unaccompanied minors.  Clearly, such children are vulnerable, they are in the care of Social Services, and various ‘gatekeepers’ may urge that they should not be exposed to the media, even for an overtly ‘good news’ story.   Professionals in such cases are paid to be protective, whilst the job of communications professionals – and leaders interested in communication issues - is to get messages into the public domain.  We fight our corner and convince our colleagues that we will be running a well-run media facility.  

Re-active media work 

Although the main aim of this guidance is to encourage pro-active media work to promote diversity and good community relations in the East of England, it is acknowledged that in many cases media work involves responding to stories over which the organisations themselves have no control.  Re-active work can often achieve a positive impact.  The story itself may be negative, but responding to it does at least offer the opportunity to get across positive messages.  

Re-active media work is based on three key principles: 

1. Rapid response
Deadlines for media organisations are getting tighter and organisations must be set up to respond rapidly to all media enquiries.  In all organisations, a press officer or other staff member with press responsibilities should always be available to take media calls immediately or should respond to left messages within minutes, if it is clear the media outlet has a pressing deadline.  In these situations, a press officer or other staff member should be able to contact relevant spokespeople or senior staff authorised to brief or to comment within minutes. When media outlets do not have such immediate deadlines, the press officer or other staff member (and spokespeople or senior staff involved) should respond in accordance with the timetable set out by the caller.  It is never acceptable to avoid calls or not respond at all. 

Example
An evening newspaper phones up at 11am asking for a comment for that day’s edition on a

story about the first dispersal of asylum seekers to an Eastern region town.  The announcement on this subject was due for the following week, after weeks of planning, but the press officer establishes that the paper has, somehow, got hold of the story and is definitely going to run it.   In this instance, there is nothing to be gained by not responding positively to the story to the paper’s deadline.  The planned announcement next week has been overtaken by events, today is the day to get your take on the story out in the public domain.  The press officer dealing with the story must be confident that s/he can contact relevant individuals, including the spokesperson, immediately -  if necessary interrupting them in meetings -  in order to agree a response.  

2. Helpful and open response
Even if the media are asking difficult questions or trying to find out information that organisations would rather was not in the public domain, the journalists are doing their job.  In responding to them, press officers, other staff members and spokespeople should always be polite, helpful, open and positive.   

Example
A journalist phones up and asks for a comment on a court story in which a migrant worker was convicted of driving without insurance.  The journalist says that the conviction has stirred up bad feeling in the town because locals feel there are too many migrants and they ‘cause a lot of trouble.’ The story is clearly about one individual who has committed a minor crime and as an organisation we cannot be expected to defend that or indeed comment at all.  On the more general point, the journalist seems to be mischief making – extrapolating from one incident to wider issues without any real evidence other than ‘down the pub’ sentiment.  Even so, it is not going to help matters if our response is aggressive and dismissive.  In telling the journalist that we don’t want to comment on individual cases and that we don’t recognise the situation he is describing, we try to be as helpful as possible. 

3. Comment is usually better than ‘no comment’
Getting key messages into the media is difficult and organisations rarely get the chance to set the media agenda.  Therefore, re-active media work should be seen as an opportunity not a chore. Re-acting to a story can often achieve a positive impact.  The story itself may be negative, but responding to it does at least offer the opportunity to get across positive messages.  However, there are occasions when it is only by reacting to a story that the media outlet can run the story at all, or occasions when by giving a reaction an organisation will give the story ‘legs’ ie allow the story to be run again. A judgement needs to be made as to the likelihood of a negative story running without an organisation giving its side. This guidance proposes that in most circumstances organisations should take opportunities to respond.  

Example
Going back to Example 2, although the story is clearly unhelpful, the media outlet is likely to run it anyway. (Even the most responsible forms of media put good stories above issues like community relations.  Editors will argue that such a story is of legitimate public interest.)  Given that, it is probably best to take the opportunity to set the story in context and give another side to it.  In this instance, saying something along the lines of the vast majority of migrants being law abiding and the fact that community relations are generally very good is probably better than not saying anything at all.  

‘Crisis’ management and damage limitation

‘Crisis’ is a much over-used word in the media environment, as elsewhere, and most organisations will very rarely be dealing with really damaging situations.   However, it is as well to plan for worst case scenarios.   

Crisis management media work is based on three key principles.

1. Don’t make a crisis out of a non-crisis
How bad is it really?  Organisations can get into a mindset where they regard situations that are merely unfortunate or unhelpful as a crisis and in any dealings with the media this can make things worse than they really are.  In the vast majority of the cases, we should not go into crisis management mode and dealings with the media should follow the principles set out in the section on re-active media. 

Example
There is an incident involving young Iraqi asylum seekers dispersed to our area and second generation Bangladeshi youths.  Some stones are thrown, some damage caused, the police are called and a couple of arrests take place.  There is some tension between the communities as a result, but the incident does not merit the alarmist coverage the local media is planning to give it.  Our organisation does not play into the media’s hands.  Taking a positive and open approach, we do not dismiss the incident, but we do play it down and set it in context.  Our measured and reasonable response makes the ‘over the top’ headline look ridiculous.   A ‘no comment’ could be used to increase the air of crisis the media outlet wants to stoke. 


2. Do not head for the bunker
In very difficult situations, in which any media coverage is likely to be extremely negative from an organisation’s point of view it is tempting to think that the best strategy is to say nothing and do nothing.  On very rare occasions, that may be our only option – ie if there is no defence for actions taken.   But remember, the media coverage will carry on even if one side of the story is not being told.   Only the most powerful individuals or organisations – and then only rarely – have the power to ‘kill’ stories.   Journalists and editors do not respond well to being told that something they regard as a story is not a story, and shouting at them or threatening them is always counter-productive.   Generally, it is much better to deal with the story head on.  Be ready to respond with confidence, and flood the field with spokespeople and anybody else who can give your side of the story. 

Example
Going back to Example 1, the first incident was not very serious and our media response was reasonable.  However, some hot heads whip up feelings and a few weeks later there is a much more serious outbreak of violence.  This leads to our organisation being directly blamed.  The policy of dispersal is attacked by credible figures representing local communities and there is nervousness among political leaders and the police.  The situation is genuinely very damaging, but we realise it is much better to respond to it than run away from it.  We get the most high profile local figures we can out into the media to call for calm, to set the situation in the wider context and to announce measures that will help address the underlying issues.   We call out reliable community leaders and other figures.   We keep up constant briefings and press conferences.  We are doing damage limitation, we are on the back foot, but we  can still give this as positive a spin as possible. 


3. Positive follow up
Once a crisis situation has blown over it is good media strategy to follow up with a positive story which shows that things have got better.   The media may appear to have an obsessive interest in bad news. They know the public also wants to know what happened next.  An organisation can’t invent a good news follow up, but if more positive developments have followed on it is worth highlighting them.   First year anniversaries are particularly good pegs for such stories.  But an organisation might not want to wait that long.   Remember, if you don’t act the media are likely to look for their own angles and these might not be as positive. 

Example
Following on from Examples 1 and 2, the incidents described above have, despite our organisation’s best efforts, left our town with a reputation as a place with poor community relations.  We notice that national media outlets constantly reference the troubles in our town as an example of community tensions.   In fact, behind the scenes, a number of good projects and excellent work are being done to rebuild relationships between the communities and to improve understanding.   Colleagues working on these are, understandably, nervous about going public with these initiatives.  In this instance, inviting the media to an event that is fairly open anyway – a inter-community football match, for example - is one way around this dilemma.

Lines of authority and lines of control 

Clearly, a media strategy will only be effective if it can be put in practice at all times.   To that end, the following steps need to be taken: 

1. ‘Buy-in’ obtained from the highest to lowest levels of the organisation for the strategy


2. Workshop and training sessions held to ensure that all levels understand the strategy and what it will require of them


3. Practical guidelines drawn up for handling media requests and giving responses 

This generic media framework is not the place to give more detail about how these steps should be handled.   But set out below are some broad guidelines on one of the key areas – lines of authority and control -  that need to be established if a media strategy is to be useful day to day.

1. Spokespeople
Who is authorised to speak ‘on the record’ for your organisation?  It is sensible to have clearly designated spokespeople – both those who can talk generally and those who are authorised to speak on behalf of the organisation in their specialist area.

In the current media environment it helps to promote one high profile individual – the consortium chair, the council leader, the agency’s chief executive, for example, as the main spokesperson and to use them whenever possible. This maintains consistency of message.   But given that this guidance proposes that every opportunity should be taken to speak up on migration and asylum issues, it is also important to have other designated spokespeople so that no opportunity is missed and a sense is generated that migration to the East of England is generally welcomed. These spokespeople should include area specialists but also other generalists.   Indeed, in line with the spirit of this guidance,  it is proposed that as wide a range as possible of people – particularly elected people – should have signed up to any media strategy and should be encouraged to promote its messages.  It is important, however, to ensure that spokespeople ‘sing from the same song sheet’.


2. Control
In any organisation, it is important that media requests and responses all go through a central point – a press office, if the organisation runs to one.  But it is particularly important if, as this guidance proposes, every opportunity to use the media is to be taken.  The more designated spokespeople we have and the more often engagement with the media is taking place, the more  central co-ordination and control is needed.  Such a set up should not delay response times, it should speed them up, as the line of control is clear and it can be quickly activated.   If the spirit of this guidance is followed, the press office (or other designated point of media contact) will know who to go to and can expect a speedy response.  But the fact that responses are being channelled through a central point means that consistency and clarity is maintained. 


3. Authority
The final element in ensuring that the media operation works in practice to deliver a media strategy is clear lines of authority.  Who, in other words, signs off in each particular circumstance?   The press office is the central point of control, but only in certain circumstances will it be the body that officially responds without reference up. The main role of the press office, apart from handling requests, is in background briefing. But the press team will also need to have other designated briefers – policy specialists and the like – who it can use without further reference upwards.   It is also important to have clearly set out who can speak on the record – quotes for newspapers, interviews for broadcast – in particular situations.    The principle of ‘trickle down’  - if the Council leader is not available, the Deputy leader does it, and so on – can work, but it is slow.   It is better to establish beforehand who takes a lead in as many envisaged scenarios as possible.   

External contacts, case studies, filming and recording requests 

The underlying basis of this media guidance is that every opportunity to promote the benefits of migration into the East of England will be taken.  This means that the delivery of positive messages and a positive response to stories that come up will involve everyone in the region who has an interest in promoting this agenda.  People well beyond those who immediately sign up to any media strategy will need to be brought on board.  Implicit in this guidance is the concept that a wider ‘outer’ circle of people who can deliver the key messages can be called on.  

Also, this guidance pre-supposes that individuals from the communities whose interests are being promoted, directly and indirectly, will be willing to be called into action.  This, clearly, requires a pro-active and constant engagement with those communities. The deal is that the key mainstream organisations and their high profile representatives – though not, generally, migrants or refugees themselves - are selling the benefits of migration, but that they cannot do it alone.  Migrants and refugees are more than capable of speaking up for themselves, but they will have more immediate concerns and will need to be empowered and assisted to do so.  The scope of this guidance does not allow for a comprehensive plan on how this alliance of interest can be developed and maintained, but a few key steps are set out: 

· Networks
This media guidance presupposes the creation of communications networks that include people willing to do media work on migration and asylum issues. A database of contacts should be developed that includes leaders from all the relevant communities, including host community groups.  Faith groups, trade unions, business leaders and high profile individuals – such as local celebrities – should be actively recruited.


· Media training and back up
This should be supplied to those groups, and their leaders, who require it.  Migrant groups and refugee community organisations in particular may not be familiar with and confident in the East of England media climate.   But experience shows that these communities do have effective advocates and media performers and every effort should be made to support them and promote them.


· Case studies.
In the current media climate it is vital that any organisations wishing to promote a certain message are able to put media outlets in touch with ‘real’ people who can tell their story and who personify the issues.   In recognition of this fact, organisations do need to ensure that they maintain and develop active databases of individuals who are willing to be filmed, record and interviewed – sometimes in quite a personal way.   The networks developed (as described above) should be able to help with this.


· Protocols for photographing, filming and recording
If case studies are to be used and promoted to the media it is important to establish protocols that ensure that the individuals involved are treated sensitively, are supported through the process, and not in any way exploited.   There may be a greater good at stake, but no individual should be put through a difficult situation without a proper understanding.  

Further information
For more information or advice about this guidance please contact one of the EERA-CARI policy staff:


· Ian Beattie, EERA Senior Policy Officer for Asylum & Refugee Integration

(01284) 729 413 | 07920 257 946
ian.beattie@eera.gov.uk 


· Mark Proctor, EERA Policy Officer for Asylum & Refugee Integration

(01284) 729 449 | 07920 257 947
mark.proctor@eera.gov.uk
