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FOREWORD

It is barely fifty-five years since broadcast news began to take over from the
press as the prime source of up-to-date information about current events in
the world at large. The turning point was almost certainly the European crisis
which culminated in the Munich agreement of September 1938. Then war
seemed inevitable and radio, for the first time, showed that it could deliver
news to an anxious audience faster and with more immediacy than the best
run newspapers. The Second World War confirmed the trend, not just in
Britain itself, where the nation gathered each night round its wireless sets to
listen to the Nine O’Clock News for an authoritative account of the swaying
fortunes of war, but more widely through the BBC’s European and Overseas
Services, which established then standards of reliability and professionalism
which have been maintained to this day.

Yet the BBC, then a monopoly, had been slow in appreciating the impor-
tance of broadcast news. Reith, its founder, and his senior colleagues were
deeply suspicious of journalists, and it was not until 1937 that the BBC
appointed its first professional, R.T. Clark, to be its News Editor. The previ-
ous year, a proposal by a young, newly-recruited Topical Talks Assistant,
Richard Dimbleby, for the creation of a team of BBC reporters and the intro-
duction of voiced reports in bulletins had fallen on deaf ears. So had a
proposal for the setting up of a corps of BBC correspondents put forward
by Commander Stephen King-Hall, a noted broadcaster of the period.

Andrew Boyd’s book vividly reflects the distance travelled since those early
days and graphically portrays the vast new industry which the growth of the
broadcast news media has brought into being. It is not just that news has
become the staple ingredient par excellence of both radio and television. Nor
is it just that nowadays far more people get their daily ration of news from
hearing it or seeing it, than from reading it. It is also that the number of
sources of broadcast news has greatly increased with the proliferation of radio
and television channels, and that technological advances have brought the
gathering, processing and presentation of news to a remarkably high pitch of
speed and sophistication.

Andrew Boyd rightly focuses on the skills required in a profession which
long ago ceased to be the province of talented amateurs. Young people who
read his book will find in it not only a profusion of first-hand information
about what it is like to work ‘at the coal face’ in this demanding trade and
on how news is gathered, processed, edited and packaged in the various
sectors of the television and radio industries, but also a great deal of practi-
cal instruction on the craft of television and radio news broadcasting, from
the first indications of a breaking story to the full treatment in a news
programme. But behind the hard-nosed, down-to-earth approach of the
experienced news editor there is the frequently reaffirmed awareness of the
special responsibilities of broadcasting journalists and the fundamental values
- independence, integrity, dedication to the truth — without which there can
be no good journalism, however well developed the skills.

Gerard Mansell

Former Deputy Director-General of the BBC; Managing Director of BBC
World Service and Chairman of the Joint Aduvisory Committee for the Training
of Radio Journalists, now NCTBY¥ (National Council for the Training of
Broadcast Journalists)

xi




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Broadcast Fournalism: Techniques of Radio and TV News is a practical
manual for reporters and would-be journalists eager to make a career
in the hectic world of broadcasting. It offers a clear insight into the
arena of electronic news and, with extensive illustrations, provides
step-by-step practical instruction in all the essential skills of broadcast
reporting.

The three main parts — Broadcast Journalism, Radio, and Television
— systematically lay the foundations required by the aspiring broadcast
journalist.

Part One deals with the business of newswriting, newsgathering,
interviewing, programme making and presentation, focusing on the
common ground between radio and television.

Parts Two and Three place those skills firmly in the context of the
radio and TV newsroom. Each begins by taking the reader behind the
scenes, first to experience the atmosphere in the internationally
respected newsroom of the BBC World Service in London and then
to the stimulating world of Independent Television News.

The broadcast industry continues to be shaped by rapid advances
in technology. How the equipment works and how the reporter should
use it is clearly explained in the sections on television and radio which
offer instruction in the basics of camerawork, recording for radio,
editing pictures and audio, and TV scriptwriting.

A section on the career outlines the jobs available and offers a plan
of campaign for those determined to break into broadcasting, from the
first approach to preparing for the interview. The question of training
is covered and a preliminary list of courses is given.

For readers using the book as a reference, the detailed contents at
the start and extensive cross-referencing signpost your route and
encourage you to dip in and out as you please.

Each chapter ends with a set of practical suggestions for developing
the skills outlined. These form the basis of a training course which you
can use to teach yourself or others.

The aim has been to produce a comprehensive manual — a tool —
to be grasped and used by students, teachers and practitioners of
broadcast journalism alike.

Andrew Boyd
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Figure 1 ‘On the hour, every hour . . .’ supplying the Independent Radio network, the
IRN 24 hour newsroom (courtesy Independent Radio News)




PROXIMITY

NEWS GATHERING

1 What 1s news?”

‘Tidings, new or interesting information, fresh events reported.’
— CONCISE OXFORD DICTIONARY

‘News is the first rough draft of history.’ — BEN BRADLEE

‘News is the immediate, the important, the things that have impact
on our lives.” — FREDA MORRIS, NBC

‘When a dog bites a man, that is not news, but when a man bites a
dog, that is news.” — CHARLES DANA

‘News is anything that makes a reader say, “Gee Whiz!"’
— ARTHUR McEWEN

Whatever news may be, there is more of it about than ever before.
And more people are abandoning newspapers and turning to TV and
radio to find out what is going on.(Seventy-one per cent give TV as
their main source of news. And for the up and coming generation TV
news is almost six times more popular than print*.

SMALL EARTHQUAKE IN CHILE - NOT MANY DEAD

This headline was a little joke by a Times sub-editor and has all the
resounding impact of a damp squib. It was intended to be everything
news is not — undramatic, remote and unimportant — though the irony
would have been lost on anyone living in Chile.

Yet this spoof has something to say about the nature of news. For
a story to have impact, it has to be relevant. For news to be relevant,
it has to have proximitry. Huge problems for them are less important
than small problems for us.

* Television — The Public’s View, ITC, 1993; From Here to Eternity, Grieg and Jaques, Sunday
Times, 9 May 1993.



Broadcast Journalism

RELEVANCE

IMMEDIACY

INTEREST

Even when the proximity gap is narrowed, a news item may fail to
interest different groups within the same country. A surge in the price
of coffee might shake up the businessmen of Nairobi, but fail to stir
the fishermen and woodcarvers of Mombasa. But if the price of coffee
crashed, the item would come home to everyone in Kenya — the
economy would slump and they would all be affected.

But even when a story has both proximity and relevance, the
reaction it provokes in you will depend on your upbringing, environ-
ment, education, background, beliefs, and morality. In other words,
news values are subjective, and for most news editors, the selection of
news is more of an art than a science. Stories are weighed up by an
instinctive process they would put down to news sense.

Despite that, every editor would agree that the greater the effect
of a story on listeners’ lives, their income and emotions, the more
important that item will be. And every editor knows that if a news
service is to win and hold an audience, the bulk of its stories must
have impact on most of the people most of the time.

‘Yesterday’s newspaper is used to wrap fish and yesterday’s
broadcast does not exist at all.” — MARTIN MAYER

‘The strength of radio is its immediacy. Exploit that by constantly
up-dating stories and keeping them fresh. We're telling people
what’s happening now.’

— MALCOLM SHAW, NEWS EDITOR, INDEPENDENT RADIO

‘Radio news is what happened five minutes ago and its impact on
what is going to happen in the next five minutes.’
— RICHARD BESTIC, PARLIAMENTARY CORRESPONDENT

News is about what is happening now, or the first inkling of something
that happened earlier but was hushed up. And nowhere is news more
immediate than in broadcasting. ‘You catch it hve” used to be the
catchphrase of one radio station’s sports service. It is a boast the
printed word can never match.

To the broadcast journalist, what happened yesterday is dead and
buried. There has to be something new to say, some fresh angle. And
with hourly headlines, even what went on at eleven will have to be
updated for noon.

To put it another way: news s only news while 1t is new.

‘Worthy, but dull’ is one of the most damning indictments you could
make about a news report. News should make you suck in your breath
and exclaim, sit up, take notice and listen.



What is news?

T

( Broadcast news is often criticized for pandering to the popular taste,
but by its very nature,Eroadcastmg caters for_the mass interest,_rather
than _that_of a minority, Storie§ must have a wide .appeal or _most of
the audience will ghangg_chgg_régl_s:y TR T puT e
“The skill of the newswriter comes in drawing out the relevance of
| a story and presenting it clearly and factually while making the most
of every scrap of interest. This way the newswriter can give the
audience what it needs to know — as well as what it wants to know.
The most interesting element in news is often people — showbusi-
ness personalities, celebrities, big-name politicians, royalty — elite
people, who we know only from a distance and who interest us out of
curiosity, envy, admiration, malice or affection; people through whom
we live our lives vicariously, or whose actions and decisions influence
@ shape our existence.

e
", DRAMA ./ Dramatic events of the stranger-than-fiction variety make striking

headlines. Shotgun sieges, violent crimes, car chases, cliff-top rescues
y — the greater the drama, the greater its prominence in a bulletin.
Excitement, danger, adventure, conflict, have as great an appeal to the

w newswriter as the novelist or movie-maker.
, The art of newswriting is closely related to storytelling — news items
are referred to as stories — but if the writer is to maintain integrity and
\ credibility, the temptation to dress up the facts to make them more

like fiction has to be avoided.

\
ENTERTAINMENT In some journalistic circles entertainment is still a dirty word, but news
/ and showbusiness often go hand in glove. There is an element of
performance in the presentation of news and sometimes pure enter-
\\ tainment in its writing. The kicker or tailpiece is a prime example. This
\ 1s the light or humorous story at the end of a bulletin, immortalized
i in the UK by Independent Television News (ITN), whose policy to
N \' ‘leave ’em smiling’ is pure showbiz.

Information and entertainment are often held in tension. Where
news ends and entertainment begins is more than a matter of house
style. It is one of the more important questions facing the news media

today. Where that line is drawn will depend on the target audience for
a programme and the priority that is placed on high ratings. The surest
\ way to boost those ratings is to increase the amount of entertainment
that goes into the mix.
For more on item selection see Chapter 10, page 114.

DIFFERENT Many first-time visitors to a newsroom ask the same question: ‘where

TYPES OF NEWS do you get all your news?’ The answer is, it may not grow on trees,
but there is usually plenty to be found if you know where to look, as
the rest of this chapter explains.
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‘Steven McBride is 20 years old.’
So what? It might be information, but it is not news.

‘Half his short life has been spent in prisons, borstals and other
institutions.’

ngl, that is sad and may be of some interest to somebody
because it is unusual, but it is still not news.

‘Steven McBride is coming out today. . .a free man.’

It is information, it has some interest and it is new because he is
coming out today, but it is still not news.

‘Three months ago, McBride was sentenced to life for the murder
of his parents.’

His parents. Now this is important. How can a man who has been
charged with murdering his parents be let out of prison after
only three months?

‘New evidence has come to light to show conclusively that McBride
did not commit the murders and that the killer is still on the loose
and has already struck again.’

The information is new, interesting, and important, but for it to be
newsworthy, it would have to be relevant to you, the audience. If
the murders were committed in your home town — that is news —
and local radio and TV there would almost certainly run it as
their lead.

) =
“We reflect our audience’s real priorities,” says Dean Squire of BBC Radio
Leicester, first of the BBC’s local radio stations. ‘Our aim is to bring
people news both from around the corner and around the world.”*

After cutting their teeth on bread and butter ‘stories, many reporters
think about moving on to network news or television. But whether a
news story is local, national or international, it will usually fall into one
or more of the following categories:

The emergency services deal with the high points of human drama —
fires, sea or mountain rescues — whenever human life is at risk there
is a story.

Accidents are a steady but unpredictable source of news, but the
larger the area covered by the news service, the more serious these will
have to be to warrant coverage, otherwise the bulletins would be full
of little else, so reporting of accidents is usually confined to death or
serious injury.

*¢10 Million Listeners and Still Counting’, Radio Times, 7 November 1992.
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Crime Rising crime rates offer a steady source of news. The larger the area,
the more crime there will be, so only more serious offences are likely
to be reported.

Crime stories have many phases, from the actual incident, to the
police raid, arrest, and eventual appearance in court.

‘Crime is still a big one. People love crime stories, they really do,
no matter where in the world you are people want to know about
what is happening on the streets; the murder, the rapes, the
robberies — that occuplies a fairly large chunk of time.’

= ANNETTE BOSWORTH, ASSISTANT TO THE VICE PRESIDENT, NEWS AND
PROGRAMMING, WEEI, BOSTON*

Local and national  Every action of government - locally or nationally — has a bearing on

government a potential audience, and whatever affects an audience is news. To
prevent bulletins becoming swamped with items from city hall, news
policy is usually to report only the stories that have the greatest effect
on the largest number of people.

Planning and Local building developments would include new projects, leisure
developments complexes, shopping centres, housing schemes and any big develop-
ment that will impact on an area. Nationally, the difference is one of
scale. Newsworthy developments would include major road building
schemes, new townships, dams and other large projects.
But the concept of developments as news expands beyond public
works to mean any form of major change that is happening or is about
to happen that will affect a given audience.

Conflict and \
controversy ‘Almost inevitably, anything that threatens people’s peace,
prosperity or well-being is news and likely to make headlines.’
Z/ — ALASTAIR HETHERINGTONT
o

News is about change — events that shape our society and alter the way
we live. Conflict is the essence of drama, and the dramatic makes news.

This can be physical clashes in the streets or a conflict of ideals —
a row at the local council or in Parliament. Where actions or ideas
mean upheavals in society, then that conflict is news.

Every issue in the public eye has those who are for it and those who
are against it. Broadcast journalism can cover what is happening,
stimulate debate, and bring important issues into sharper focus.

*From WEEI, video by Ian Hyams.
tFrom News, Newspapers and Television, Macmillan 1985.
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Pressure groups

Industry

Health

Human interest

Personalities

Sport

Seasonal news
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Special local \\\‘

interest .
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Pressure groups are people who have organized themselves to stir up
controversy. They either want change or are opposed to it, so their
demands are usually news. Reaction to government policy, events or
developments can be effective follow-up to a story. The reporter seeks
out the players in the underlying conflict, exposes the controversy and
so uncovers the news.

Employment is a major factor in most people’s lives, so developments
in industry make big news, whether they concern layoffs or increased job
recruitment which will affect the workforce and prosperity of an area.

From outbreaks of AIDS, illness and disease, to a shortage of blood
donors.

A human interest story may be defined as an extraordinary thing that
has happened to an ordinary person. Soft news is lightweight material
which people like to hear, such as who has won the pools or discov-
ered a Ming vase in their shed. It is the unusual, ironic, or offbeat;
the sort of story that people enjoy talking about in pubs and bars.

Visiting personalities, royalty or politicians are usually good for a local
news item, especially if their visit is linked to a local event or occasion.
Nationally, the bigger the name, the more likely it is to make news.
The more entertainment a station mixes with its news, the more
prominently personalities — especially from showbusiness — are likely
to feature.

Many in the audience tolerate the news only because they know if they
stay tuned they will get the latest football, cricket or rugby results.
Local teams and clubs often feature strongly in the local news,
especially if they are doing well or badly in their leagues, and this is
reflected at a national level, where news usually focuses on the promo-
tion battles and relegation struggles that mark the changing fortunes
of the top and bottom teams.

Seasonal news includes Christmas shopping, January sales, the first
cuckoo, the tourist season, seasonal unemployment.

No two news areas are the same. Each will throw up stories peculiar
to its own geography and make-up. An area with a car factory will
create news about recruitment, layoffs, new models and the fortunes
of the company. A seaport with a naval base will produce stories of
warships stationed there and naval exercises involving local ships and
men. A mountainous region will generate items about missing climbers
and mountain rescues.

Special features give an area its identify. Audience loyalty is built
when a station is seen to be providing a truly local news service.
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What is news?

Regular weather updates are one of the main features in the local
news.

TV companies spend a great deal of money providing a high quality
weather service. On the national news satellite pictures are often
combined with detailed graphics and elaborate weather maps.

Weather normally follows the news, but at times of extreme condi-
tions, the weather itself will make headlines. Radio comes into its own
when there are flash floods, droughts or serious snowfalls. Red
Dragon Radio in Wales (formerly CBC) picked up huge audiences
one severe winter by running a snowdesk. Residents and travellers
were snowed under and cut off for days at a time. The station put
out a constant stream of information and gave advice by telephone.
The service was a lifeline. Nothing can touch radio for its immedi-
acy in times of crisis.

Next to the weather, the first thing many people want to know in the
morning is whether the roads will be clear for getting to work. Radio
is the only medium motorists can safely take in while driving. In car-
orientated societies where large numbers commute to work, traffic and

-
=,
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Figure 3 Capital Radio’s Flying Eye - traffic spotting
over London (courtesy Capital Radio)

Figure 2 (left) No newscast is complete without a
weather report and, increasingly elaborate ways are
being found to display the forecasts. Unseen to the
audience, the weatherman in this picture holds a
switch which changes the electronic backdrop at the
press of a button (courtesy BBC)
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travel news can pick up big audiences. These periods are known as
drive-time. Radio stations can give up-to-the-minute information on
which roads are blocked and where there are traffic jams.

Some car radios can automatically scan channels and seek out the
latest traffic reports. In Britain, the Automobile Association (AA) has
its own reporters who go live into local radio drive-time programmes
from AA offices around the country.

Some larger stations, such as Capital Radio in London and Radio
Clyde in Glasgow, have their own aircraft scanning the roads for traffic
snarl-ups, with a reporter on board who can send back live updates
over a radio link (Figure 3).

Cellular phones and CB radio are also frequently used to get a first-
hand picture of the build up of traffic from the motorists who are
trapped in it. Many stations extend their service to cover all types of
commuting by providing drive-time reports about buses, trains, ferries
and flights.

Few items prompt greater reaction from the legions of pet lovers than
shaggy dog stories. Men, women and babies may die in fires but fail
to provoke a murmur, but if anyone tries to poison a poodle, the
switchboards are likely to be jammed with calls.

For any item which does not fall into the above categories, the test of
whether or not it is news to a given audience is:

Is it
@ Relevant e Immediate or imminent
e Important e Interesting
e Tragic e Controversial
@ Unusual @ The first
@ The last e The biggest
® The most expensive o Funny, or ironic

But the first question an editor will ask is: Does it affect our audience?
And for the local newsroom that means: Is it local?

200,000 news bulletins a year; 140,000 Met Office weather
reports; 90,000 AA Roadwatch updates; 200,000 hours a year of
programming; 10,000,000 listeners each week.

~ BBC LOCAL RADIO




What is news?

FIELDWORK

1 Video record a local TV news programme and list the stories that
appear. See if each of the items will fit into one or more of the categories
in the summary above. If you cannot place any of the items, work out
suitable new categories into which they will fit.

2 Record national and local radio bulletins of comparable lengths on the
same day and list the stories in each.

Go through each story to see how it rates in your view in terms of
relevance, significance, immediacy, interest and entertainment. Award each
story points out of three under each category, where three is the maximum
score (Very tmportant, etc.) and zero is the lowest. Add up the totals and
see which bulletin scores the highest overall. Is that the one you preferred?
If not, why do you think it rated so highly?

3  Which stories did you find the most relevant and why? In what way is
the relevance of those stories determined by their geographical proximity to
you?

Which stories did you find the most #mportant and what made some
stories more interesting than others? Why?

Decide which you think is the most controversial story in each bulletin
and why.

4 Focusing on the idea that News = Change, work out what are the
biggest changes happening in your local area at the moment that might
find their way into a news bulletin.

5 News has just come in of a big fire in a chemical warehouse in the
centre of town. Some of the chemicals are highly explosive. Police say the
whole warehouse is like a giant bomb and are evacuating the area. Given
unlimited resources, how would you cover the story for TV? (Split into
teams of four if you are in a class and discuss.)

11
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NEWS GATHERING

2 News sources

There are some days when news just seems to fall into your lap.
Everywhere you turn another story is breaking. Days like these are a
journalist’s dream.

The nightmare begins in the holiday season when nothing seems to
happen. Local check calls to the police elicit jokey offers from bored
constables to ‘go out and bite a dog for you’.

And so the media resort to clutching at flying saucers and running
items about nude bathing on the beaches. This is known as the silly
season.

Figure 4 Part of the BBC's massive news monitoring service at Caversham which listens
in to broadcast stations and agency reports throughout the world and feeds information
to BBC newsrooms, Parliament and the press (courtesy BBC World Service)




REPORTERS

CONTACTS
(Figure 5)

NEWSROOM
DIARY
(Figure 6)

News sources

Most times the newsperson’s lot is somewhere between these
extremes. What stories there are have to be dug for. Graft is required to
turn a tip-off into hard facts.

The biggest source of news for any radio or TV station should be its
reporting staff. Many local stations rightly insist that their journalists live
in the community to which they are broadcasting. Through everyday
contact with people in the area, from their observations as they do their
shopping or drive to work, will come ideas for stories.

From the car window the reporter notices that the construction of a
new factory seems to be behind time. There has been little progress for
almost a month; so the reporter pulls in at the roadside and asks the
foreman why. Closer to the station, rows of publically-owned houses on
an inner city site seem to be rotting away; what can the authorities do to
make them habitable? Squatters are moving in; are the neighbours
concerned? Would the squatters resist attempts to evict them? Reporters
should keep their eyes and ears open.

Wealthier stations are able to employ specialists — reporters who are
experts in certain areas, with experience behind them and a key set of
contacts. Chief fields are local government, industry, or crime.

The job of the investigative journalist is to find something wrong and
expose it. He or she is a positive force for change, a professional with
the ability to penetrate the closed ranks of vested interests and free
imprisoned information from behind enemy lines. Investigative
reporters may also work in teams on projects such as documentaries.

Not every station can spare the time or has the scope to permit an
ordinary reporter to develop into an investigative journalist, but all
reporters have to be investigators at heart.

When the big story breaks, the first thing a reporter reaches for is the
contacts book. This is the most valuable resource. It contains the names
and phone numbers of everyone in the area who regularly makes, or
comments on the news, plus national figures whose sphere of influence
may include the reporter’s own ‘beat’.

The relationship between reporters and their contacts is doubled-
edged. The newswriter needs a story, the newsmaker needs publicity.

Clearly, a line has to be drawn, and the place to draw it is well
before the point where editorial freedom and integrity begin to
be compromised.

After a while, reporters may find some of their regular contacts become
their friends. That may be fine if there is good news involving that contact,
but if the news is bad, it still has to be reported. In the end, reporters must
maintain their independence. They can never afford to owe anyone favours.

Newsrooms keep a diary, which is made up each day by the news editor.
It gives details of stories the newsroom will cover, the times of events

and the reporters allotted to them.

13
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REPORTERS: ORAPER(E);
MACINNES

DIP CORRS: MATES

BUSINES:

MANN; BAKER{L) (THIRKETTLE at High Court]

POL CORRS: ASHLEY; ANDREWS

SCOTLND: PYM/CURRAN/2techs on the Macari story in Glasgow
BELFAST: BRADBY/ BUCHANAN /MUNRO/ LYONS

LEEDS : ADAM HOLLOWAY/TURNESS (JONES MAY BE ILL]
MANCHTR:  RAY QUEALLY camera in Warrington

BIRMGHM: BRITTON/BOWLES/BROWN on inuest

ERISTOL: LLEWELYN camera

SOUTHTN: HALL/ PHILLI PS/BLANCHARD/ PITTMAN

SCIENCE: MOGINTY/SITARAM
CAPE
HOME AF: NADEL/BRIAN

PRINCE OF WALES:

PM FACES REVOLT OVER DEFENCE CUTS.

14 tory MP’s have written to gvt warning they will

rebel if there are any more defence cuts.

Major speaks briefly in the morning at the annual charter
mark awards.(SKY POOL)1100 Douglas Hurd gives evidence to
for affairs sel cttee on European Summit.

At 1700 the new shadow cabinet will meet - photocall
requested - TBC.

ASHLEY/BRUNSON

As tension rises between the communities more attacks
are expected. last night more troops and police on the
streets. Last night UFF gunman failed in assassination
bid when his gun jammed.

Row still bubbling over reports that Ulster

is to be given its own select cttee. Comnons Procedure
Ctte to discuss plan this afternoon.

More funerals today. Williamsons 1100, Frizell+McBride
{shopkeeper+daughter) 1100, Begley 1200, Murray (13
yr-old) 1330. Peace ‘93, formed after Warrington by
Susan McHugh will hold vigils from 1300 in Dublin,
Warrington and Belfast........... BRADBY / BUCHANAN

Prince Charles makes one of most outspoken attacks on
foreign power ever by royal. He slams Iraq. Reax foreign
office/Iraq embassy/royalwatchers. MATES.

Foreign Office considers reviewing advice to tourists
following shooting of tourists in Cairo hotel. WIN pix
plus reax from travel imdustry - advice to tourists etc.
DRAPER.

14 year-old Sally Cattell was a ’‘perfect daughter" but
after being taken into care she ran off joyriding then
killed herself. Coroner likely to criticise local
authorities......... BRITTON

Trial of George Heron defintely set to go ahead today.
Murder of 7 year old Nikxi Allen in Sunderland so inflamed
the local community that the case is having to be heard at
Teeds Crown Court.............. HOLLOWAY feed YTV.

High Court set to rule on the battle between archbishops
and Church Society - did the Gen Synod have the right to

Figure 5 News sources. What a difference a decade makes. Computers have replaced
both the chdlked up lists of contacts on the wall and these typewriters in a BBC local

radio newsroom (Andrew Boyd)

Figure 6 Most newsrooms produce a diary each day to show the stories they plan to

cover and the reporter assigned to them. This ITN li
pages (courtesy ITN)

st of prospects extends to several

The diary, or a list of prospects drawn from that diary, is the first
thing reporters look at when they arrive on shift. It is the day’s plan of

action; the newsroom route map.

The editor makes up the diary from information in the post, tips from

reporters and stories which are known to

be breaking. Files are usually

kept on major stories containing up-to-date cuttings and background
information. Bigger stations have libraries and news information
services to help with more extensive research.

In its simplest form the futures file can be a single drawer in a filing

cabinet with drop-files numbered 1 to
month.

31, one for each day of the




CHECK CALLS

News sources

Selected news releases about events at some future date are noted in
the diary and put on file. Court appearances of newsworthy cases are
files ahead, with copy relating to earlier hearings.

An archive may be developed by transferring the month’s files to an
identical filing drawer with all the copy used and possibly tapes of the
output. Bulletins and news programmes may also be recorded and
stored in the archive.

All incoming copy of interest, but which failed to make the bulletins,
is impaled on a spike or kept in a basket.

The trouble with storing information on paper is that it takes too
much space to allow files to go back a long way, and increasingly stations
are keeping their files on computer databases.

Stories can be instantly recalled, even if the computer operator has
forgotten the date or author of the copy. One or two key words are typed
into the computer and, providing those words featured in the story, the
copy will quickly come up on the screen.

The WPB is often the biggest file of all. Newsrooms get flooded with
useless information and propaganda, most of which ends up, with
scarcely a glance, where it belongs, in the waste paper bin.

A story which is happening right now, such as an armed robbery, fire,
or air crash, is known in Britain as a breaking news item, and in America
as a spot story.

Prime sources of breaking news are emergency services — fire, police,
ambulance, coastguard, etc. — which are contacted regularly. These
inquiries are known as check calls.

There are problems with such calls. In an area which is rich in news
media, overworked police officers may be tempted to shake off callers
by saying nothing is happening even when it is.

Shift changes may mean a call is made before the new duty officer has
managed to catch up on the paperwork, so he or she is unaware of the
events of the previous few hours and gives the reporter a false impres-
sion.

A common mistake is for the reporter to try to get information from
the wrong person. In provincial British police stations constables are
rarely authorized to talk to the media, who should instead refer inquiries
to duty inspectors or station sergeants. If a serious crime has been
committed, a station sergeant may know little about it, so the best
contact would be the detective from CID (Criminal Investigation
Department) or equivalent, who is handling the case.

Constabularies may be organized on a county basis, each with its own
press officer whose task it is to collect important news from police
stations and release it to the media. They can overlook the bread and
butter items and be too slow off the mark with breaking stories.

Press officers are distant from the scene of the crime, so information
can take some time to get to them. To make matters worse, local police,

15
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who do know what is happening, are often instructed in major crimes to
redirect all inquiries to the press officer.

There are times when the police need the media as much as the media
needs the police, for making appeals for witnesses and help in tracing
missing persons. Reporters are not obliged to co-operate, but goodwill
is often the best way of ensuring a steady flow of information.

The surest way to keep in touch with major breaking news is to tune in
to emergency services radio.

By monitoring the transmissions of police and fire services you can
hear the news as it is actually happening, instead of waiting for the
official version to be collated and sanitized by a spokesperson.

In Britain it is illegal to listen to police radio and take action as a result
of that information. The law is intended to deter criminals from listen-
ing to police activity. To make it harder, messages from base are given
on one frequency and mobile units reply on another, so only half the
conversation can be heard at one time.

In America it is common for reporters to turn up at an incident before
the police, but British law means that writing a story from a police
broadcast, or sending a reporter to the scene could result in a prosecu-
tion. In practice it would be impossible to prove the reporter had been
listening to police radio.

A more likely outcome would be the straining of relationships
between the newsroom and the police, which could result in a loss of
goodwill and stem the flow of official information.

In places where listening in is legal, newsrooms commonly use radio
scanners. These monitor the emergency airwaves for a transmission and
home in on the conversation.

In many countries the police talk to one another in a code

designed to help them communicate clearly and rapidly over the

air, while at the same time mystifying unauthorized eavesdroppers.
Frequently the code used is a variation of the 10 code. Instead

of saying ‘Fight in progess’, for example, an officer might say

‘10-10, followed by the location. Each force may have its own

version of the code where the numbers mean something different.
Some of the key messages in one variation of the 10 code are:

10-31 Crime in progress

10-32 Man with a gun

10-33 Emergency

10-34 Riot

10-35 Major crime alert

10-80 Accident

10-87 Hit and run

10-79 Notify coroner
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News sources

Whatever is heard over police radio must be checked before use.
‘Emergencies’ can turn out to be a storm in a teacup — or something else.
People rushed to a field in Cheshire after police messages warned that
a flying saucer had crash landed. When they turned up they were
promptly arrested by little blue men who charged them with listening
illegally to police radio.*

‘Too much of what I see Is press release broadcasting. You
automatically go and get a ministry, then somebody from the
opposition. All these people do is give you party political
statements. I find that boring and can’t believe the public learns
anything. You already know what the political parties are going to
say, and I can’t see where any of that does a damn thing to
improve the quality of our understanding.’

— HARRY RADLIFFE, BUREAU CHIEF, CBS NEWS

Local politicians are a prime source of news for a local newsroom.
Usually they are happy to oblige as this raises their profile and may win
votes. A reporter should be wise to that and make sure legitimate news,
rather than vote-catching rhetoric, gets on air.

Every journalist should know the names of the area’s representatives
in both local and national government, and should have contact
numbers for them at work and at home.

When politicians are not making news themselves, they are usually
good for a comment or reaction to stories that affect their constituencies
or wards. Political comment is cheap and readily available and this type
of reaction can be overdone, lead to accusations of political bias, and leave
a bulletin sounding as dull as a party political broadcast. Use sparingly.

A similar warning applies to using pressure groups for reaction and
comment: beware of vested interests. Big pressure groups include trades
unions and employers’ organizations. Smaller groups abound such as
the Keep Sunday Special Campaign which wants to keep Sundays free
from commercialism, and the Animal Liberaton Front, which
sometimes takes criminal action against vivisection laboratories. Many
charities also act as pressure groups.

Beware of unrepresentative groups with only a handful of members.
Bona fide pressure groups have an important contribution to make to
public debate.

Staging a news event is the pressure group’s ultimate way of winning
attention. These usually fall into one of three categories: the protest;
announcement and set-piece.

* The Guardian, 23 March 1993,
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The protest This is the pressure group trying to give its voice as wide a public
hearing as possible. A three-lane highway is to be constructed across
green fields to run alongside a housing estate. Residents, environmen-
talists, and opposition politicians form an action group to stage a march
on the town hall. To make sure the cameras are there they make the
event as visual as possible, with people dressed in fancy costumes and
carrying banners. To ensure radio coverage they chant and sing
specially written protest songs.

The announcement This is more formal, and often takes the shape of a news conference.
When the town planners announce their three-lane highway they do so
with a lavish presentation. All the media is invited to a conference in the
chandeliered opulence of the town hall banqueting room. Drinks are laid
on and a buffet provided.

When reporters have been wined and dined and their journalistic
sensibilities submerged beneath a stupor of alcohol, the mayor and other
senior officials are ceremoniously invited to make their presentation.

The road scheme is flourished with neat and convincing rhetoric
about better traffic flow, reduced accident figures and the positive effect
on trade in the town. For the cameras, there are stylish mock-ups of the
road and artists’ impressions. For the media, press packs are provided
with slickly written articles which the organizers hope will be published
unaltered. Key speakers are available immediately after the presentation
for photocalls and interviews. (See also news conferences, page 35.)

The set-piece This is usually staged simply for publicity. The new highway has been
built, and a TV personality hired to open it by leading a cavalcade of
vintage cars along its length — very visual and almost assured of TV
coverage. At its best the set-piece provides a bright and appealing story
for the bulletin, at its worst it can be news manipulation of the first order.

A prime example was the funeral of an IRA hunger striker which
received widespread coverage on British television. This was largely
thanks to the specially constructed grandstand provided by the terrorist
organization for the cameras.

At the other extreme was the ‘Great Auk Story’. Reporters from British
newspapers and a TV journalist were lured to the remote Orkney Islands
where a team of five eccentrics was believed to be embarking on an
expedition to find the Great Auk, a seabird thought to have been extinct
for 150 years. Hopes were fuelled by reported sightings by islanders.
When the bird eventually did make an appearance it was not only extinct,
it was stuffed. It turned out to be a stunt for a whisky company. It was not
wholly successful. At least one reporter, peeved at being taken on a wild
Auk chase, refused to name the distillery which had organized the stunt.

" Where news events are a lavish attempt at news management by public-
ity seekers, journalists should be aware of this and not let it influence their
news judgement. Money talks, but it is up to you whether you listen.

. c/
-~
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NEWS RELEASES

SYNDICATED
TAPES

News sources

‘Is there anything more useless than a PR agency, I ask myself?
Every morning I have to devote half an hour of my precious time to
opening mail: 99 per cent of it describes a graceful arc into the
waste paper basket.’ — LETTER IN THE UK PRESS GAZETTE

Each morning, editors in broadcast newsrooms have a pile of mail
dumped before them on their desks. Yet most of the items posted to the
media will end up in the waste paper bin after scarcely a second glance.
That is because so much is irrelevant and of littdle interest to the

. audience. Middle Eastern countries have been known to send regular
| bulletins on their economic progress and internal politics to small-town

radio stations in England.

To sift the wheat from the chaff, the mail is copytasted, but to scruti-
nize each item carefully could take hours, so each envelope is ripped
open and its contents hastily scanned. Unless a news angle presents itself
almost immediately the copy is filed in the bin.

Most of the mailbag comprises public relations handouts — usually
dressed-up advertising the writers hope will pass as news. They are
usually disappointed.

If the handout is one of the small percentage that does contain a possi-
ble story, it will be checked and written up into copy (Figure 7).

Some news releases carry embargoes, which means they are not to be
used before a certain release date. Public relations people use the
embargo to try to control the flow of news, and prevent stories being run
in what they would regard as a haphazard fashion. On the plus side, the
embargo gives the newsroom time to prepare its report by giving
advanced warning of the event.

The Queen’s New Year’s Honours List is a good example of embar-
goed material. The list is sent out well before the official announcement.
Local stations can then produce stories about people in their area ready
to run the moment the embargo is lifted.

‘In America there would be no arrangements with the Government
to hold a story for release. In the States there would be an effort to
prevent us knowing, because if we know, we go with the story.
There just isn’t that kind of cooperation, except in matters of
extremely high security.’

‘You mean there are no gentlemen’s agreements?’

‘There are no gentlemen!’ — FREDA MORRIS, LONDON BUREAU CHIEF, NBC NEWS

Among the daily plethora of unsolicited material which arrives in the
newsroom may be a number of recorded interviews sent by public
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Figure 7 Embargoed
news releases give
advance information
on the understanding
that it will not be
published until the
release date, giving
the newsroom time to
prepare the story
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For further information, contact Daphne Davies/Brian Dooley in the
Press Office, direct line 071 814 6238/6239.

Embargoed for 0001 hrs gmt Wednesday 17 November

IRAN: SERIOUS VIOLATIONS CONTINUE AMID POLITICAL

AMNEST
NRNTORR,

BRITISH SECTION

A y International

AND RELIGIQUS REPRESSION

Serious human rights violations persist in Iran, and there is mounting
concern about the sharp increase in the number of Iranian opposition
figures killed outside the country, Amnesty International said today.

And many Iranians in exile live in constant fear of extrajudicial
execution -- a threat extended to non-Iranians too, such as the British
writer Salman Rushdie and individuals involved in publishing or
translating his work, The Satanic Verses, which provoked a fatwa
calling for Rushdie’s killing in February 1989,

"The Iranian government must take urgent action to improve its
human rights record,” said Amnesty International. "The cycle of
violations has to be brought to an end if there is to be any hope for
human rights in Iran."

In a report issued today, the human rights organisation cites
several cases of opposition activists from different political opposition
groups, killed outside Iran in the last 18 months. Sadegh Sharafkandi,
the Secretary General of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran
(KDPI), and three others were gunned down by masked gunmen in
Berlin in May 1992. Prosecutors in Germany have charged that the
ringleader of the attack was an agent of the Iranian secret service
who received orders to carry out the killings from his superiors in
Tehran.

In a similar case, Ali Akbar Ghorbani of the People’s Mojahedin
Organization of Iran, another opposition group, was abducted in
Istanbul in June 1992. His mutilated corpse was discovered eight
months later. The Turkish Interior Minister accused an "Islamic
fundamentalist group with Iranian links” of killing him and two
Turkish writers.

Killings such as these have continued this year. Recent victims
(continued...)

Press Officers: Daphne Davies and Brian Dooley
Please note new press office numbers: 071-814 6238/071-814 6239 or 071-814 6240
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London EC R 4RE
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FREELANCES

Advantages and
disadvantages of
using stringers

News sources

relations companies. These are often available free of charge and usually
have some advertising tie-up.

This more sophisticated variation of the news release appeals to
producers who are slothful or overstretched and who may be grateful to
receive something for nothing. But as the saying goes, there is no such
thing as a free lunch. The PR company hopes stations will find a slot
for the tape and play it on air unedited. Used in this way, syndicated
tapes are simply free, unadulterated, publicity.

They may be interviews with airline bosses talking about new or
cheaper flights; company directors explaining plans for a superstore in
the area, or, even agricultural hints and tips from a government agency.

At best, syndicated tapes are harmless, even useful, fillers. At worst
they can be scarcely disguised adverts or propaganda. No unsolicited
tapes should be used without checking for violations of the advertising
code, and that journalistically and technically the tape is up to standard
and is relevant to the audience. Handle with care.

There is also the syndicated programme. Like its newspaper counter-
part, this is produced for regular subscribers or distribution on a wider
scale. The headline-making Oprah Winfrey show from the US is syndi-
cated to 200 plus stations in more than 60 countries, earning in excess
of $50m dollars a year. Syndicated programmes are often sponsored,
and many lesser offerings may be made available to stations at no
charge, provided references to the sponsor’s name are retained.*

Most newsrooms supplement their own material by buying news tip-
offs and stories from freelances. Non-staff members who contribute
regularly are known as stringers or correspondents; working journalists
who add considerably to the eyes and ears of a station. Freelances may
also be employed to fill for absent members.

Stringers are often local newspaper reporters boosting their incomes
by selling copy to other media in the area — with or without the blessing
of their editors. Some will make their living this way.

The most organized may band together to form a local news agency.
These often specialize in fields such as court, council, or sports report-
ing — assignments which would often take too much time to make it
worth an editor’s while to cover. Instead, a stringer will be commis-
sioned to cover the event, and will usually file for a number of stations.

Stringers will either be specially commissioned to report a story, or
will offer their copy ‘on spec.’, in the hope that the staton will buy it.

Advantages

e Stringers are cost-effective because they are often paid only for work
that gets used on air;

@ They enhance a station’s ‘ground cover’, by using local specialist
knowledge to get stories that might not be available to staff reporters;

* Sunday Times, 25 July 1993.
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e They can be commissioned to cover stories that would be too time-
consuming to warrant staff coverage;

@ Experienced broadcast freelances can fill for staff members who are
sick or on holiday.

Disadvantages

e Stringer copy is seldom exclusive as their living depends on supply-
ing news to as many outlets as possible;

@ Copy is seldom in broadcast style, as many stringers are newspaper
journalists more familiar with writing for print;

@ Stringers have to sell their copy to make a living, so stories may be
dressed up to make them more marketable;

@ Stringers are less accountable than staffers who can be more readily
disciplined for their mistakes.

TIP-OFFS Another source of news is the tip-off, from known contacts or members
of the audience, who may phone in with what they consider to be news
items. In the US, where union regulations permit, some stations appoint
a number of authorised tipsters from the audience who call in when they
spot a possible story. WGST in Atanta, Georgia, has even gone to the
length of issuing tipsters with car stickers and giving a cash bonus for
the tip of the week.*

Items from tipsters cannot be given the same weight as tip-offs from
bona fide stringers or correspondents: the information is not from a
trained journalist, the source may be unreliable, the facts confused or
even libellous. Also, every station has its time wasters and hangers-on
who phone in or call round out of sheer self-importance. Worst of all,
the tipster may be malicious, and the information a hoax.

HOAXES y
' MISSING ARISTOCRAT LORD LUCAN SPOTTED IN SOUTH AFRICA

o GADAFFI ORDERS DEATH OF EXPELLED DIPLOMATS
‘ PRINCE CHARLES ATTACKS ARCHITECT
| ROBERT DE NIRO TO STAR IN YORKSHIRE RIPPER MOVIE
‘I conned CNN into believing Gorbachev was resigning, long
before he did. . . billions were lost on foreign exchanges.’t
- All his own work — mass-hoaxer Rocky Ryan.

‘Ryan is a pain in the rear but knowing there are hoaxers like him
about ought to make all of us more careful about thorough
checking of the facts. In a way he actually might be good for us.’
) — NEWSDESK EXECUTIVE QUOTED IN UK PRESS GAZETTE

* Phillip O. Kierstead, A/l-News Radio, TAB Books, 1980, p. 198.
1 ‘Me, Luciano and the Pope’, Rocky Ryan, The Guardian, 2 November 1992.
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News sources

Broadcast news, with its quick-fire deadlines and lack of time for checks
and balances, sometimes falls prey to the most elaborate of hoaxes.
People ring up claiming to be contacts who are known by the station,
such as police inspectors, and offer phoney information.

A person claiming to be a well-known sports commentator
telephoned the BBC’s national radio newsroom with the snap that
racing driver John Watson had been killed. It was a hoax.

BBC TV news has been hoaxed about an air crash, and a tip-off on
April fool’s day caused the independent station, Essex Radio, to put out
news of an armed man holding a hostage. This tip, on the newsroom’s
ex-directory hot-line, came three minutes before the bulletin. When the
police heard the news they panicked and sent their cars racing to the
scene only to discover that they and the radio station had been duped.

If in doubt, check it out. The only sure protection against the hoaxer
is a set of sharp wits and the common sense to check the information.

If someone rings up claiming to be a regular contact and does not ring
true for some reason, get his number and check it against the known
contact’s number. Even if it matches, ring him back to make sure he had
not simply looked up the number in the phone book. If the caller is
genuine, he should not object to the care with which his information is
being checked.

Occasionally, a tip-off will yield some useful information, but for
safety’s sake all tip-offs, whether they appear genuine or not, must be
checked before running — even if it does mean missing the deadline. In
the end, accuracy counts for more than speed — if it doesn’t check
out, chuck it out.

The major outside sources of news are the international news agencies.
Among the largest is Reuters, whose media news service employs 1200
people in 74 countries. Other global giants include the US-based
Associated Press (AP), and Agence France Presse (AFP).

Britain’s domestic news agency is the Press Association (PA), whose
250 journalists and 1000 stringers provide an indispensible service to
most British newsrooms. Commonwealth equivalents include the
Australian Associated Press (AAP) and Canadian Press.

The world’s biggest television newsagency is Reuters TV, formerly
Visnews. It is the largest daily user of media satellites, feeding news to
650 television broadcasters in 80 countries.

Agencies employ correspondents whose reports are relayed to
subscribers as hard copy on printers or fed directly into newsroom
computers. Audio and video reports are beamed to newsrooms by satel-
lite or piped in by landline, where they are re-recorded for later use.

Agency correspondents can effectively boost even the smallest
station’s coverage to incorporate national or international news, multi-
plying by many times the number of reporters at that station’s
disposal.
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Figure 9 The BBC's General News Service sends out rip and read summaries of national
news which network stations can pull from the printers and read on air. Illustrated is the
lead story for the major one o’clock bulletin (courtesy BBC GNS)

Networking can take place in a formalized system where all the
stations are owned and regulated by a single body, such as the BBC, or
in a looser federation, such as Independent Radio in the UK. A declin-
ing number of independent stations now operate singly. Many are
clustered into groups such as Chiltern Radio, which operates stations in
Dunstable, Bedford, Bristol, Milton Keynes, Northampton and
Gloucester.

Canada and Australia both have their equivalents of the BBC - the
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation and the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation. In most developing countries the State retains a high
degree of control over TV and radio.

The first US national network came into operation in 1928, with 56
stations under the control of the National Broadcasting Company
(NBC). Others followed, including ABC (American Broadcasting
Company); CBS (Colombia Broadcasting System); MBS (Mutual
Broadcasting System) and NPR (National Public Radio). The USA has
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OTHER NEWS
MEDIA
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the largest concentration of TV companies in the world and the most
TV sets — some 215 million.

North American companies now dominate the burgeoning cable TV
scene in the UK and as trade barriers come down and satellites go up
broadcasting has gone increasingly global. Moguls like the Italian Silvio
Berlusconi and Australian-turned-US citizen Rupert Murdoch are vying
for greater control of an increasingly volatile marketplace.

Many networks feed their string of local stations with national news
from a centralized newsroom, and those stations in turn send back
reports of major stories to the network.

IRN (Independent Radio News) in London provides most of the
140+ stations in the independent network with news bulletins on the
hour as well as a copy and audio service, distributed via satellite. Stations
can take the national news live, or assemble and read their own versions
of the bulletin. After almost 20 years in operation, the running of IRN
passed to I'TN Radio in 1992.

Some stations in remote regions such as Scotland prefer to compile
their own national bulletins which can be angled to suit their Scottish
audiences, rather than settle for news with a London emphasis.

The BBC’s network service operates differently. GNS (the General
News Service) provides copy and audio, but does not offer a live
bulletin which stations can pipe-in on the hour (Figure 9).

In the US, regional networks range from groups of stations who
exchange tapes on a regular basis, to scaled down national networks with
a centrally produced bulletin piped-in on the hour.

When a station switches over to take the network news, this is called
opting-in to the network. The process of switching back is called opting-
out.

Where opt-outs are used, bulletins will end with a readily identifiable
outcue such as a timecheck, which is the presenter’s cue for switching
back to local programming.

Many radio stations follow the national news with a local bulletin,
others precede it with local news, and some prefer to combine the two
in a single bulletin, which is known as a news-mix. Many television
stations produce their own regional news but take a networked national
news service.

Local TV and radio stations will also be expected to contribute to the
pool of news stories available to the network. Material is supplied to and
from the network along a contribution circuit. Stations with similar inter-
ests may install their own contribution circuits and supply one another
with material, operating like a network within a network.

Journalists take a professional pride in beating their fellows to a story.
Most news editors monitor the rival media to make sure they are ahead
with the news, and to see if there is anything they have missed.




‘Get the father. ..’

News sources

One of the news editor’s first tasks each day is usually to go through
the national and local papers to see if there are any stories referring to
the area which need to be followed-up.

Following-up a news item means checking and developing it to find
a new angle. This is different from taking a story from a newspaper and
rewriting it for broadcast. That would be plagiarism — stealing
somebody’s work. Facts may also be wrong and errors repeated.

There is no copyright on ideas, however, and journalists often feed on
one another for their leads and inspiration, as in this actual example:

Two rival TV news programmes went on air close to one another in the
evening: Coast to Coast, the independent programme, between 6 and
6.30; South Today, the BBC service, from 6.35 to 7.

Coast to Coast picked up a breaking news story. A local businessman
is to be released from Libya. He had been jailed because his boss’s
company had run into debt there and he was being held responsible. He
is to be set free and is flying home tonight. Coast to Coast has carried
the item as a copy story.

South Today is monitoring the programme and immediately gets a
reporter to phone Gatwick airport to try to interview the father, who is
waiting for his son’s flight.

Meanwhile Coast to Coast has just finished and the opening sequences
of South Today are going out on air. The presenters are told to stand by
for late breaking news.

Minutes later copy comes in saying the businessman is due to arrive
within the hour, and a presenter breaks from the script to read the story
unrehearsed.

At the airport, public relations staff are busily trying to find the father.

Twenty minutes into the programme and all that remains is the
weather and the headlines. The father has not been found and time is
running out. The producer takes over the story. He gets through to the
father even as the closing headlines are being read.

The director quickly tells one of the presenters through his earpiece
that the father is on the phone waiting to be interviewed. The presenter
has 45 seconds to ad-lib the interview before the programme ends and
transmission returns to the network. It is not possible to overrun by even
a second.

The businessman’s father says he is delighted his son is returning
home. The Foreign Office confirmed the news yesterday. Alcohol is
forbidden in Libya, so they will celebrate with some bottles of his son’s
favourite beer.

The director counts down the closing seconds while the presenter
thanks the father for talking to him and wishes the viewers a calm good
evening. The programme ends bang on time and as coolly as if it had
all been planned from the start. Independent television had led the way,
but the BBC got the better story.
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A growing number of BBC TV and radio newsrooms now share the same
building, so there is a crossover of ideas. Joint newsrooms, such as BBC
Radio Bristol and BBC Television South and West take this one step
further. Story ideas are swapped and stringer and agency copy pooled.

The BBC increasingly expects its reporters to be able to cover stories
for both radio and television, and its trainee journalists are now being
taught to be bimedial.

On occasions, radio will use the soundtrack of TV interviews in
bulletin, and TV stations may make use of radio reporters to supply
phone reports on breaking stories.

In Britain, independent radio sometimes uses material recorded off-
air from independent television, although the two have no corporate tie-
up. The arrangement usually requires the radio station to credit the TV
company for using its audio. Cable television companies have also used
reporters from local radio stations to produce and present their news
programmes.

At an international level, news services frequently exchange reports
with one another to enhance their worldwide coverage. A number of
broadcasting unions act as clearing houses. These include the European
Broadcasting Union (EBU); the Union of National Radio and
Television Organizations of Africa (URTNA) and the North American
National Broadcaster’s Association (NANBA).

FIELDWORK

1 Tt is a quiet day on the radio station. No news is breaking; there is nothing
to follow up. You are sent out by your news editor to find a story. If you are
able to, go out into your neighbourhood and see what you can come up with.
(Go in pairs if you are in a class.) If you can’t get out, discuss what stories
you might cover.

2 You are setting up TV news coverage in a brand new area. Think of ten
important contacts you would make in the community. Then find out the
name, job title and phone number of the major contacts you would expect to
call each day in your area to make the check calls to the emergency services.

3 If it is legal, listen in to the emergency services band on the radio and see if
you can work out what they are covering. If they use a variation of the 10
Code, jot down the codes used and find out what they mean.

4 From your own TV viewing and radio listening, which do you think are
the most active pressure groups in your area and how do they get their
message across to the media? Do they come across favourably or badly?
Why?

5 A caller on the line to your newsroom says large quantities of lethal waste
have leaked from a nearby industrial plant. The toxic chemical is spilling into
a reservoir which directly feeds the local water supply. He says he is the
manager at the plant and is urging you to put out a message immediately
warning people to stop drinking the water as it could poison them. What do
you do?
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NEWS GATHERING

/3 Getting the story

News editors are to broadcast journalism what generals are to warfare.
They set the objectives, weigh the resources and draw up the plan of
campaign. Under their command are the officers and troops on the
ground.

Some news editors prefer to be in the thick of battle, directing the
action from the front line, while others favour a loftier perspective, set
back from the heat of the action. These will oversee strategy, but
delegate a number two to be responsible for tactics. In larger newsrooms,
this may be the deputy news editor, senior producer, or bulletin
producer. Working to the news editor’s plan of campaign he/she will
keep in touch with the news as it develops and arrange coverage.

NEWSROOM / In larger newsrooms the plan of campaign is drawn up at the morning
CONFERENCE —— conference. Producers and senior staff put their heads together with
(Figure 10) /the news editor to map out the day’s coverage.

~__

Figure 10 Morming news conference for Scotland Today. Journalists gather in the
newsroom to discuss the day’s coverage. Senior editorial staff decide which stories to
pursue and allocate reporters to cover them (courtesy Scottish Television)
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Many stories will already be in the diary or on the files; some of
/ yesterday’s items will still be current and will need to be followed-up
to find new angles. The news wires may produce items which can be
used or pursued. Producers and reporters will be expected to come
forward with their own ideas, and other leads may come in the post
from rival media.
tories are then ranked in order of importance and in line with
station policy and resources are allocated accordingly. (See also item
selection, page 114). \
o If more stories present themselves than staff reporters can cover, the
/ news editor will bring in freelahce support or put some storles on ice,’
to be followed only if others fall down. N
On a thin day, the news editor may have to rely on back-up material
to fill the programme. Most stations have a small collection of timeless
features which have been kept for such emergencies, called fillers or
padding. Where there is little hard news to cover, reporters and crews
/ may be sent out to get more filler material to top up the reserves.

If the station is running news on the hour, the news editor will
attempt to spread coverage throughout the day to provide an even
balance, with the emphasis on peak-time listening. For longer news
programmes, producers arrange coverage to ensure reports are back
in time to make those deadlines.

(

~—

COPYTASTING Each newsroom will have someone in charge of the newsdesk at all
times, keeping a close eye on agency tapes and breaking stories. As news
comes in, a senior journalist will copytaste each item to see if it is worth
running or pursuing or offers new information on an existing story.

When a good story breaks unexpectedly, the news editor, like the
general, must be prepared to switch forces rapidly from one front to
another to meet the new challenge.

Reporters may be asked to drop what they are doing and cover the
new story instead; old running orders will be scrapped and new ones
devised. This demand for sharp reflexes, total flexibility and all-stops-
out performance puts the buzz into news reporting.

BALANCE OF
NEWS

\/Chasing breaking news is only half the story. The news editor or
producer also has the overall balance of the programme to consider.

In a 30-minute TV programme time will be set aside for regular
slots or segments, such as sport, headlines and the weather, and
material will have to be found to fill them.

In any audience will be some who would prefer to unwind to light
items at the end of a working day, rather than endure heavyweight
stories; others will prefer national news to local! and commercial
stations may be expected to inject enough entertainment into the show
to shore-up audience ratings. All these conflicting demands will be
\‘ brought to bear in shaping the news priorities and arranging coverage
\ at the start of the day. (See also the news programme, page 108.)
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THE BRIEF

Cetting the story

Getting the story in radio and TV means more than simply gathering
the facts. How these facts are illustrated is also important. Like
newspapers with their photographs, radio has its sounds, recorded at
the scene. These are called actuality.

Radio brings a report to life by painting a picture in the imagina-
tion of the listener, while TV takes its audience to the scene through
the use of film and video footage. And TV can add to its armoury
sound effects, graphics and still photographs. The cost of all this
artistry is to make TV sometimes slower and less flexible than radio,
but attractive visuals and interesting actuality breathe life into the
coverage of news. Good illustrations can boost the position of a report
in the programme, and poor actuality or footage may make a producer
think twice about running it at all.

The ideal brief would be a typewritten note giving details of the story,
saying who the interviewee was, the time and place of the interview,
with the relevant press clippings, background and a selection of
suitable questions. But reality usually falls short of the ideal. News
editors are busy people who say the reason they have two ears is so
they can perch a telephone under each. Most reporters will be all too
familiar with the phrase that greets then when they arrive for work:
‘Don’t take your coat off. . ..

Sometimes ‘brief’ is the operative word. . . It may go something like
this: ‘The strike at the car plant — the MD’s in his office, he’ll see you in
ten minutes. Give me holding for 11, a clip for noon and Ill take 2 and
a half for the 1 o’clock.’

No typewritten note; no background list of questions. Not even a
‘please’

The reporter is already expected to know that the strike has been
called, which car plant it concerns, where it is, how to get there, who
the managing director is, all the necessary background to produce
three separate items, and to have the know-how to come up with a
line of questioning which perfectly matches the unspoken ideas in the
news editor’s head. So what’s unreasonable about that?

However frantic the news editor may be, the reporter will have to
prise out the answers to three questions before setting out on the
assignment:

e What do you want?
e When do you want it for?
e How long do you want it to run?

With the car workers’ strike, the plant’s managing director will be
asked: ‘What’s your reaction to the stoppage? How damaging could it be
for the company? Will jobs or orders be lost? How long can the company
survive the action?’. The union point of view will also be required.
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Knowing the time of transmission and the length of the item is vital.
There would be no point in returning to the newsroom at 3 o’clock
with enough material to make a half-hour documentary when what was
wanted was a 20-second clip for the lunchtime news. No one will
appreciate this masterpiece if it arrives too late or runs too long to go
in the programme.

News reporters usually work to the next bulletin deadline. On some
stations deadlines crop up every fifteen minutes, so when reporters go
out on a story, that story must not vanish with them. Hence the
instruction to write holding copy. This is a short news item that can be
run in the next bulletin or headlines to tide the newsroom over until
the reporter returns with the interview.

If he is likely to be out for some time, say, at a conference, he may
be expected to phone in regular reports from the venue to keep the
bulletins topped up with the latest news. Recorded interviews can also
be fed back down the phone as a last resort.

The next directive is to provide a clip for noon: that would be the
best 20 seconds or so from the interview to illustrate the story.

Lastly, the reporter here has been asked to produce an interview of
2 minutes 30 seconds for the 1 o’clock news programme. The
questions above on page 31 would satisfy that, with any leads picked
up from the managing director which give a new slant on the story.

Many news editors would argue that an elaborate brief should not
be necessary, as reporters are expected to have a good working knowl-
edge of their area and keep abreast of breaking news. But things are
not always so hectic. When reporters arrive on duty, they may be given
time to catch up by reading through the output of the previous shift.
Reading-in helps reporters familiarize themselves with what has already
gone on air.

Where more background is required, reporters on small stations
would be expected to research it themselves, while those on larger
stations may be able to call upon a researcher or the station’s news
information service or library.

‘What you need is a wide background knowledge, rather than
narrow specialization, and you need to keep it up to date.’
~ BBC WORLD SERVICE NEWSROOM GUIDE

Think of a news story as a diamond. A diamond has many facets, and
whichever way you hold it, it is impossible to look at them all at once.
Some will always be hidden from view. Likewise, it may impossible to
cover every aspect of a news story at once — there is seldom the time
or space. The reporter will be forced to concentrate on a few of the
story’s facets. Each facet represents a different angle. The angle is the




Cetting the story

part of the story which the reporter chooses to hold up to the light at
any one time. Most stories will have a number of different angles and
news editors and producers usually spell out which particular one they
want reporters to focus on.

. Take a story about a big new contract at a steelworks: the fact of
the contract is the story, but that may not be reason enough for
running it. Information only becomes news when it affects a given
audience. If the contract is big enough, it might make national news,
but the editor in a local newsroom would run the story only if the
steelworks is in his/her area. The story would then have a local angle.
With national news, the main angle is often the importance or signif-
icance of the story to the nation. At a local level, the importance to
the community comes first.

Once the news editor is satisfied the story is relevant to the audience,
he/she may want to cover it a number of different ways. The angle will
change according to viewpoint, and with the steelworks, the obvious
viewpoints to go for would be those of the management and workforce.

An interview will be arranged with the company about the size of
the contract, the effect on the company’s prospects and the likelihood
of more jobs.

If the reporter discovers 500 new jobs will be offered over the
coming three years, the follow-up angle would shift to the union
viewpoint. The major union would be asked to comment.

So far, both interviews have been with spokespeople; one to estab-
lish the facts of the story and the other to react to them, and there is
a constant danger in journalism of always talking to experts, or talking
heads, and overlooking ordinary people with grassroots opinions.

Another viewpoint, closer to the audience, would be that of the
workers at the steelworks. The reporter would ask some for their
reactions to the news and might follow that by talking to several
unemployed people who now have their first chance for some time of
finding a job.

Workers and unemployed alike are the people whose lives will be
affected by the contract, and they and their dependants will probably
make up a significant part of the station’s audience. In the end, it is
their reactions that matter the most.

Using extracts from all the interviews, a comprehensive and well-
rounded report could be built up, with background material filled in
by the reporter. This is known as a package.

A TV reporter will want to illustrate the item with good footage of
the steelworks in action. Dramatic images of red hot molten steel and
flying sparks would feature with shots of blue-collar workers with their
protective facemasks, contrasting perhaps with images of a be-suited
director in a plush office.

Radio will certainly go for the noise of the steelworks, the clashing
of metal and the voices of people at work.
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Figure 11 Getting the story
with what the BBC describes
as the radio reporter’s
notebook - the portable reel-
to-reel tape recorder (Andrew
Boyd)

Once the reporter has been briefed and found out what is wanted and
when, the process of getting the story begins with the contacts file.

Much precious time on a sixty-minute deadline can be saved by
going for the right person from the start. Go straight to the top. Don’t
waste time with minor officials who will only refer you upwards. If
you are dealing with a company, go for the managing director. Only
settle for the press office if the MD or his/her secretary insists. A press
officer is at best one step away from the person you want to interview
and may have reasons for putting you off.

Some organizations will insist you use their press officers — that is what
they pay them for — and it is possible to build up a good working relation-
ship with the best of them, but remember that behind every plausible
statement and off-the-record remark there lurks a vested interest.

‘I don’t want any of my journalists talking to press officers. Press
officers are paid to conceal the truth, not to tell it.’
— STEWART STEPHEN, EDITOR

Setting up the interview can be the dullest, most time-consuming chore
in journalism. Sometimes the ringing round can seem interminable and
more time can be spent waiting for people to phone you back than in
reporting.




STAGED NEWS
CONFERENCES

Getting the story

To save time, the best tip is never to rely on anyone to call
you back. If a secretary tells you your contact is speaking on
another line and will return your call, politely insist on holding
on while he/she finishes the conversation. If you hang up, your
name will be added to the list of callbacks, and that list could
be a long one. Also, if the story might mean adverse publicity,
you could find yourself waiting by the phone for ever.

If your contact is out, leave a message stressing the urgency of your
business, and ask if there is someone else who could handle your
inquiry. If they try to put you off, be polite but persistent, and if that
fails, go above their heads to someone more senior. If no one can talk
to you, find out where your contact is and try to call him/her there.
Don’t be fobbed off. Remember, every minute wasted brings you
closer to your deadline. The approach should be assertive rather than
aggressive and tenacious but always polite.

If, after that, your interviewee is still playing hard to get, then put
that angle ‘on hold’ and approach they story from another direction.

With the steelworks item, if management is being elusive, go instead
for the union line. With a more controversial story, such as plans to
build a prison in the area, if those behind the scheme will not talk, go
directly to the opposition or to the grassroots and interview residents
who may be frightened about the prospect of prisoners escaping near
their homes.

All too often, despite your best endeavours, you will find yourself
staring at the telephone, willing it to ring, while messages and repeated
messages lie neglected in a heap on your contact’s desk.

At this stage, you are wasting time and should go back to your news
editor. Say what steps you have taken, and seek further direction.
Should you continue to wait by the phone, firing off still more
messages, or should you cut your losses and try a different angle or
abandon this and get on with another item?

News conferences can be a time-consuming way of getting a story.
Having sat through a forty-minute presentation, when questions are
invited from the floor, the tendency is for reporters to talk over each
other and fire their questions at once, often in pursuit of different
angles. This kind of anarchy, induced by approaching deadlines, can
make for a garbled recording.

Set presentations can be difficult to record if the speakers are some
distance from the microphone, and much of the material may be irrel-
evant to the report and can swallow up yards of tape which makes for
troublesome editing. The reporter should always take extra tape and
note when the interesting points were made.

Press conferences generally live up to their name. The format was
devised for print journalism and is largely unsuited to the electronic
era. The opportunity to record interviews usually comes after the
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conference. Some newsrooms refuse to give coverage unless the main
speakers make themselves available for private interviews well in
advance and provide copies of speeches so questions can be
prepared.

The alternatives are to hang around for interviews until the confer-
ence is finished, or record them on location before the conference gets
under way, but there may well be a queue of other reporters with the
same idea.

Radio has an advantage. When TV moves in to do an interview, the
crews usually take a little time to set up their lights and cameras, so
radio reporters are advised to be assertive and to get in first, pleading
that the interview will take only a few minutes. Cooling your heels
while TV completes the cumbrous operation of lights, colour check,
pre-chat, interview and cutaways, will only push you closer to your
deadline.

The fastest way to get a report on air is via the telephone, and live
pieces may sometimes be taken into news programmes or bulletins.
But telephone items (phonos) are mushy in quality and lack that essen-
tial visual element of TV.

Stations which have few reporters will often rely on interviewees to
come to them. This practice frees the journalist to remain in the
newsroom and chase more stories, but is better suited to radio than
TV where the choice of location is often determined by the need for
interesting visuals.

If time is short, and the reporter is having to travel to the interview,
precious minutes can be clawed back by planning the route. Rush hour
delays should be taken into consideration. Detailed street maps are
essential, and travelling by cab can put a taxi driver’s expert knowl-
edge at your disposal.

If the station has a radio car or outside broadcast vehicle, live reports
can be sent back which save time and add considerably to the sense
of occasion and urgency.

Another way to claw back precious minutes is to arrange to do your
interviews in the order in which they will appear on air. This keeps
the tapes or film in a logical sequence and helps with the preparation
of questions.

Make sure all the key phrases and quotes you intend to keep are
noted either during the interview or after it, and log the points where
those quotes occur. This can be done from a stop-watch, or by using
the counter on the tape recorder. Jotting down single trigger words
such as ‘angry’ or ‘delighted’ can help you plan your editing.

Many radio reporters listen to their interviews in the car on the way
back to the station and the editing process is well advanced in their
minds even before they return.




Don’t panic

Cetting the story

In the editing room, many inexperienced journalists, sweating against
the clock, let circumstances panic them. There is always the hope that
you will be able to turn round that three minute package in the last
moments before the programme, and an experienced hand will have
little trouble in doing just that. But the old adage about more haste,
less speed, is especially true in broadcasting.

Be realistic. If you doubt your ability to get the piece on air
by the deadline, then warn the producer or news editor that it
may not be coming. Give them time to prepare a standby.
Whatever you do, do not leave them without that safety net. If
they are banking on your item and it fails to turn up, at best
you will try the patience of your colleagues, and at worst you
will leave a hole in the programme which could prove impos-
sible to fill, throw the presentation team into confusion and
lead to a disaster on air.

Similarly, by rushing your piece you could easily make a mistake
and the first ime you realize your blunder may be when you see or
hear it going on air. When a deadline is rapidly approaching, the
temptation to run the piece without checking it through can be almost
irresistible.

If mistakes do appear, the station’s credibility takes a nosedive, and
the authority of that bulletin is knocked. The audience and your
colleagues will judge you, not by the amount of well-intentioned effort
that went into your work, but by the results as they appear on air. In
the end, that is all that really matters.

‘The most important thing about news is the listener — most radio
Journalists think getting the last-minute story into the bulletin is
more important than presentation, and getting the facts absolutely
right — they are mistaken.’ — SIMON ELLIS, NEWS EDITOR, BBC ESSEX

FIELDWORK

1 Find out the names of the news editors at your nearest radio and TV
stations and ask if you can visit their newsrooms for a day (longer if possi-
ble) to observe what goes on. Talk to the journalists about their jobs
without getting in their way and ask if you can go with any of the
reporters on a story. Watch how the news develops from an idea to a full-
blown report.

2 Listen to the main local news programme on the radio and see if you
can work out which, if any, of the stories are being used as padding or
fillers. Listen especially to any actuality in the bulletin and discuss whether
it added anything to the story, or if the story would have been clearer
without it. Was there too much or too little actuality in the bulletin?
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3 Read through a local newspaper and make a list of stories that could be
followed-up. Think about the angles you could take to develop the story
further. Then plan your coverage for each of them. Work out contacts and
questions and draw up briefs for your reporters.

4 For TV, work out what footage you would want to take to illustrate
those different stories. Go for a good a mix of coverage with plenty of
variety. Be creative.

5 If you have access to radio or TV recording equipment, find a contact
involved in one of the stories who is willing to be interviewed. Compare
your finished report with those in the next radio and TV bulletins and
discuss how your own work could be improved.




WRITING FOR BROADCAST

4 Conversational writing

‘Writing, when properly managed . .. is but another name for
conversation.’ — LAURENCE STERNE

‘For years, editors told reporters: “Don’t tell me about it, write it.”
Turn that around, and you have a good rule for the broadcast
journalist: “Don’t just write it, TELL ME ABOUT IT.”’

— BROADCAST NEWS OF CANADA, STYLE BOOK

Anyone with ambition towards writing will probably appreciate a lively
piece of prose. We all have our journalistic giants and literary heroes.
But what may be clear and sparkling to the eye, may be confused and
baffling to the ear. It may also prove impossible to read out aloud.
The following is from Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. A
Spanish gypsy, Rafael, is describing a machine gun attack on a Fascist
train. Read it out loud and see how you get on:

‘The train was coming steadily. We saw it far away. And I had an
excitement so great that I cannot tell it. We saw steam from it and then
later came the noise of the whistle. Then it came chu-chu-chu-chu-chu-
chu steadily larger and larger and then, at the moment of the explosion,
the front wheels of the engine rose up and all of the earth seemed to rise
in a great cloud of blackness and a roar and the engine rose high in the
cloud of dirt and of the wooden ties rising in the air as in a dream and
then it fell on to its side like a great wounded animal and there was an
explosion of white steam before the clods of the other explosion had
ceased to fall on us and the maquina commenced to speak ta-tat-tat-ta!’
went the gypsy, shaking his two clenched fists up and down in front of
him, thumbs up, on an imaginary machine gun.™

Breathless? Punctuation is minimal to drive the speech forward and
convey a sense of excitement, but although it makes compelling
reading on paper, it is almost impossible to read aloud without suffer-
ing from oxygen starvation. Even conventional prose can cause
problems, because the writing obeys the rules of the written, rather
than the spoken word.

* Penguin, 1969, page 31.
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Figure 12 Newswriting for the computer age. But however good the story looks on
screen, it’s how it sounds that matters. Writers for the BBC World Service read their
scripts out loud before clearing them for transmission (ccurtesy BEC World Service)

Writing for broadcast can mean tossing away literary conventions,
including the rules of grammar, if the words are to make sense to the
ear, rather than the eye. In print, shades of meaning are conveyed with
choice adjectives and skilful prose, but the spoken word makes use of a
medium which is altogether more subtle and powerful — the human voice.

‘If you find it difficult to put your thoughts down on paper clearly
and simply, use the trick of telling someone out loud what you want
to say, Your brain will throw out most of the padding automatically.
People talk more clearly than they write; so make your writing
more like your talking and your viewers will understand you
better.’ — HARRIS WATTS*

* On Camera, BBC, 1984.



WRITING FOR A
MASS AUDIENCE

Conversational writing

An accomplished reader can breathe life into the flat black marks
on a page, investing them with shades of light and dark, irony, pleasure
or distaste with nothing more than a minor variation in the pitch or
tone of his voice.

For print journalists making the crossover into broadcasting and
graduates embarking on a career in radio or TV, the hardest adjust-
ment can be to break out of the literary mould imposed on us since
our schooldays. All the emphasis then was on the written word, but
everything in broadcasting is written to be spoken.

The technique of the broadcast newswriter has been described as
‘talking into the typewriter*, and for many years some BBC reporters have
dictated copy directly to secretaries without first drafting it on paper, to
make sure the story is in a conversational style. A piece of broadcast copy
should sound natural to the ear and be easy to read out loud, without
causing the reader to stumble over words and gasp for breath.

Newswriting, which may look fine in print, can often sound stilted
and peculiar:

‘ludge Theodore T. Townshend (43), of 17 Withy Grove, Edmonton,
Alberta, has been found guilty of being in charge of a motor vehicle
whilst under the influence of alcohol.’

Picture yourself leaning on a bar telling the same story to a friend.
Chances are you would say something like, ‘Hey, have you heard — an
Alberta Judge has been found gwilty of drunken driving?’

Without realizing it, you would have translated the written word into
the spoken word, and the broadcaster would do the same, leaving out,
of course the ‘Hey, have you heard. . .?” The broadcasting equivalent of
this attention grabber is the jingle (sounder, US) into the news bulletin.

The conversational approach would continue for the rest of the item:
Fudge Theodore Townshend, who’s 43 and lives at Withy Grove, Edmonton.
.. etc.’ The middle initial and road number only clutter up the story and
so have been dropped. Any facts that are not vital should be scrapped.

Similarly, broadcast news has no need of a mass of adjectives. For
television, the saying ‘a picture is worth a thousand words’ holds true
and the images presented by the cameras will tell the story more effec-
tively than any description. Where there are no accompanying illus-
trations, the nuances of inflection in the newsreader’s voice will paint
a picture as colourful as the most purple of prose.

‘At all times remember you are communicating with ONE person.
ONE-TO-ONE means YOU and just ONE listener.’
— COUNTY SOUND RADIO STYLEBOOK

* Carolyn Diana Lewis, in Reporting for Television, Columbia University Press, 1984.
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For the professional broadcaster there must be no such thing as ‘the
masses out there’. Images of a sea of upturned faces somewhere beyond
the studio lead only to megaphone newsreading and a style of writing
which turns every story into a proclamation.

The secret of communicating with an audience, however
large, is to write and speak as though you were talking to only
one person, and it helps if that person is someone you know
and like, rather than your worst enemy or boss.

Visualizing a single well-disposed listener warms up the approach,
makes it more personal, and avoids the trap of sounding patronizing.
Aim to talk to the audience and not at them.

The most important technique in communication is to meet people
where they are — at their level. Nothing enrages an audience more than
being talked down to, and few things bore them faster than hearing
talk which is above their heads. Broadcasting means just that: reach-
ing out to a broad cross-section of the community, and the skill lies
in pitching it so what you say satisfies roadsweepers and university
dons alike — no mean task.

When reporters learns to tell the story rather than write it they are
half-way there. The next stage is to realize that the broadcast audience
has different needs to the newspaper reader, and that those needs differ
again between radio and television.

Newspaper readers have one big advantage: they can read and re-read
the same item until they can make sense of it. But broadcasters have
only one chance to score with their audience. The information is fleet-
ing. As soon as it has passed, it has vanished into the ether and is lost
until the broadcast is repeated the following hour - if it is repeated at
all.

The onus on making sense of the news lies always with the
newswriter and newsreader, never with the audience. This
means the broadcast story has to be crystal clear the first time
of hearing. Clutter has to go and convoluted writing has to be
ironed out; clauses and sub-clauses dismantled and recon-
structed as new sentences if necessary.

The writer has to wield a ruthless logic in the way the story is
explained, moving the information unswervingly forward from point
to point. Mark Twain described the way a good writer constructed a
sentence:

‘He will make sure there are no folds in it, no vaguenesses, no
parenthetical interruptions of its view as a whole; when he has done
with it, it won’t be a sea-serpent, with half of its arches under the
water; it will be a torch-light procession.’

What do you think Mark Twain would have made of the following?




Conversational writing

‘The docks’ dispute, which is now in its 17th day, as 300 members of
the Transport Union, Britain’s largest union, take strike action,
because of an overtime ban which has been in operation since
February 9, as well as unsocial hours, shows no sign of letting up,
despite warnings by the TGWU that lorry drivers could be asked to
black the port.’

Chances are you would have to read that through twice to be clear
about it, which means the story would have failed on radio or TV. Yet
all it needs is a little unravelling:

‘There’s still no sign of a let-up in the docks’ dispute, now in its 17th
day. This is despite warnings by the Transport Union, Britain’s
biggest, that lorry drivers might be called on to black the port. 300
members of the TGWU have walked out in protest at unsocial hours
and a ban on overtime. The ban was imposed on February the 9th.’

In this written version, the one sentence of the original has become
four. The tangle of subsidiary clauses has been unravelled and
chopped into three short sentences. The story progresses logically and
the only kink which remains is the tiny subsidiary clause, ‘Britain’s
biggest, which is too small to restrict the flow of the sentence.

Notice too, that ‘February 9° which is standard newspaper style, has
been changed to the slightly longer, but more conversational, ‘February
the 9th’.

Sentences for broadcast need to be clear and declarative, containing
a minimum of different ideas. Simplicity and conciseness are the
watchwords, yet that does not mean that writing for the voice should
be devoid of style, energy or colour. Poetry, which is intended for
reading aloud, is often vivid and bursting with life.

Canada’s Broadcast News organization recommends a sentence
length of 20 to 25 words with one thought per sentence, but recog-
nizes the danger that, ‘strings of short sentences can be just as deadly as
overlong sentences, because they produce a staccato effect.’

Newspaper readers have the food in their own hands, they can feed
themselves and decide how long they want to spend chewing over an
item. But radio and TV audiences have to be fed the news. Many
stations assume an average attention span of about three minutes;
some rate it even shorter — around 90 seconds — but for even three
minutes of spoken information to be digested it has to be chopped up
into small chunks which are easy to swallow.

‘A high school teacher of mine once said short declarative
sentences are the best kind of writing. Writing should be as
concise and clear as possible.’

— PAUL CLEVELAND, ABC ASSIGNMENT MANAGER, ABC NEWS (US) LONDON
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An item which makes sense on paper where the punctuation is visible
can have an altogether different meaning when read aloud:

‘South Africa said the Zambian leader has been found negligent in
the area of human rights.’

Just who has been found negligent and by whom comes down to a little
matter of punctuation, or lack of it, which can completely alter the
sense of the story:

‘South Africa,’ said the Zambian leader, ‘has been found negligent
in the area of human rights.’

For broadcast, the copy style has to be unambiguous. Assuming the
second version of this hypothetical story is the correct one, it should
be re-written as follows:

‘The Zambian leader says South Africa has been found negligent in
the area of human rights.’

Because listeners have to hold in their memory what has been said,
inverted sentences such as the one you are reading are to be avoided.
An inversion often demands that listeners retain information that is
without meaning until it is put into context. By the time that context
comes listeners may have forgotten what they were supposed to
remember or be terminally confused. This is how #»ot to do it

Because of the fall in the mortgage rate, which has stimulated home
buying, house prices are going up again.’

Rather: ‘House prices are going up again. The fall in the mortgage
rate has led to an increase in home buying.’

State the point to begin with and then explain it, not the other way
round, and avoid beginning a sentence with ‘Because’ or ‘According
to’. Listeners can never refer back.

Plain English should not be confused with dull language; the English
tongue is too rich and varied for it ever to need to be boring. Plain
English does away with woolliness, wordiness, officialese and circum-
locution and replaces it with words and descriptions that are concrete
and direct.

Plain English is about rat-catchers and road sweepers, never rodent
operators or highway sanitation operatives. It is about straightforward
writing using commonly understood words, rather than those of a
Greek or Latin origin. As journalist Harold Evans put it, it is about
calling a spade a spade and not a factor of production.

The enemy of good writing is the official, the bureaucrat and the
so-called expert who uses words as a barrier to understanding instead
of as a means of communication. Their aim is to mystify rather than
enlighten. A good deal of the journalist’s time is spent translating their
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gobbledygook into plain English so ordinary people can make sense of
1t.

The danger is that some reporters, out of deadline pressure or
laziness, may put something down on paper which they do not really
understand in the hope that those who hear it will. They will not.

Never run anything on air that does not make complete sense to
you. You will lose your audience and be playing into the hands of the
exponents of gobbledygook, who will chalk up another victory.

‘We use too much jargon. We're like doctors who don’t know how
to explain things lo their patients.’
— REPORTER, CANADIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION*

‘Our job is to dejargonize, to declichefy, to make everything clear,
simple and concise.’
— BBC BUSH HOUSE NEWSROOM GUIDE

FAMILIAR WORDS Speaking the layperson’s language also means using familiar words.

EASY LISTENING

Prefer:
e Cut out to Excise
@ Destroy to Obliterate
® Against to Antagonistic to
e Talkative to Loquacious
e Truthful to Veracious
e Cancel to Abrogate
e Poverty to Penury
e Highest point to Zenith

If you use a word your listeners may not immediately understand, while
they are puzzling over its meaning, the information that follows will
vanish into the ether. By the time they reach for a dictionary or, more
likely, shrug and give up, they will have missed the rest of the news.

American broadcaster Irving E. Fang has researched into what makes
broadcast copy easy or difficult to understand. He devised the Easy
Listening Formula, which is based on the length of words in a
sentence. The idea is to add up all the syllables in a sentence, then
subtract from that the number of words. If the final score is higher
than 20, the sentence contains too many long and abstract words that
would make it hard to understand, and it should be subbed down.t
For example:

* The Independent, 30 June 1993.
1 Television News, Hasting House, 1972, p. 176.
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‘Kenya’s Health Minister, Mr Peter Nyakiamo, has announced that
there is absolutely no scientific evidence for the recent “hysterical
and alarmist” media reports that Mombasa and Melindi in Kenya are
a source of the killer disease AIDS.’ (Score 32)

Rewrite: ‘Kenya’s Health Minister is denying reports that Mombasa
and Melindi are a source of the killer disease AIDS.’ (Score 12) ‘Mr
Peter Nyakiamo says there is no scientific proof for what he calls the
“hysterical and alarmist” media reports.’ (Score 15)

Taking shades of grey and turning them into black and white for the
sake of simplifying an issue is often the mark of an inexperienced
journalist. Some precision might have to be sacrificed for the sake of
simplicity, but the final story should still give the facts accurately.

How would you translate the following ghastly, but typical, example
of officialese?

‘The Chairman observed that the Government loan of one million
dollars may serve to obviate the immediate necessity for the
termination of the contracts in question among non-full time ancillary’
staff, but that this contingency could not be discounted at a later
period in the financial year in the event that funds became
exhausted.’

The following version, distilled from the facts above, may look plausi-
ble, but would be completely misleading:

‘The Chairman said the jobs of support staff had been spared for the
time being thanks to a million dollar handout by the Government,
but when the cash runs out later in the year, their jobs will have to
go.’

The above ‘translation’ makes the following fatal errors:

@ First, the staff are part-time and on contract, which makes the stakes
arguably less high than if they had been full-time employees, as the
rewritten version implies by omission.

@ Second, there is nothing definite about these contracts being spared;
‘may serve to obviate’, were the Chairman’s words.

@ Third, the ‘Government handout’ is not a handout at all, but a loan,
and loans, unlike handouts, need repaying.

e Fourth, it is not certain the cash will run out later in the year, and,

e Fifth, even if it does, it is by no means definite that those contracts
will be cut.

Below is a more accurate translation:

‘The Chairman said the jobs of part-time ancillary staff, whose
contracts have been under threat, may be safe for the time being,
thanks to a million dollar loan from the Government. But he added
that job cuts could not be ruled out later if the money ran out.’
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If you really want to bewilder your listeners, try sprinkling in the odd
word that means something other than most people imagine:

‘When asked about the road building, Councillor Joe McFlagherty
said he viewed the scheme with complete disinterest.’

To translate that as, ‘Councillor Joe McFlagherty said he could not care
less about the scheme’ would be to get the wrong end of the stick.
Disinterested should not be confused with uninterested which suggests
a lack of concern. ‘Disinterested’ means he had no personal or vested
interest in the project.

‘His alibi was that he had no reason to kill his own mother does not
make sense. Albi means a plea that someone was somewhere else at
the time. Alibi is not synonymous with excuse.

The fleeting nature of broadcasting means that information tends to
be impressionistic, and radio in particular finds it difficult to convey
technical details or abstract ideas. Precise instructions, complex
abstractions or statistics — anything, in fact, which is hard to picture
in the mind, does not come across well. Television has the powerful
advantage of being able to use graphics, captions and illustrations to
bring home a point, but even then, it is easy to overload the medium
with too much information. As somebody once said: ‘Half of what you
say 15 forgotten; the rest gets twisted.’

The way to use the medium successfully is to keep statements
simple, direct, concrete and to the point, and to express them in a way
that everyone will readily understand.

Colloquialisms are acceptable for bringing home the meaning of a
story, but in-words and slang that have grown stale through overuse
will irritate listeners and should be avoided.

Metaphors and examples also help in putting over an idea. Radio
paints a picture in someone’s mind, but you cannot paint a picture of
an idea, a concept or an abstraction. You have to relate that to things
people are already familiar with, and that means using illustrations. For
example:

Not: ‘The Chancellor is increasing taxation on spirits by imposing a
5 per cent increase in prices from midnight tonight.’

But: ‘A bottle of whisky will cost around 40 pence more from
midnight tonight. The Chancellor’s putting 5 per cent on all spirits,
which will push up the price of a short by about 4 pence.’

Not: ‘The Government’s given the go-ahead for a massive new tower
block in the centre of Wellington. Crane Towers is to be nine hundred
and eighty seven feet high.’

But: ‘. ..Crane Towers is to be almost a thousand feet high. . .that’s
taller than the Eiffel Tower and almost three times the height of St
Paul’s Cathedral.’
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The more abstract the words, the harder it gets to visualize what is
meant by them and the more likely we are to end up with a different
picture to the one the writer had in mind.

S.I. Hayakawa explains this with his ladder of abstraction idea,
which uses Bessie the cow as an example*. To the cowhand, Bessie is
a loveable old friend who gazes at him with her big brown eyes while
she chews the cud. To a visitor she is merely an old brown cow. To
the farm manager every cow on the farm is an item of livestock. To
the bookkeeper, livestock comes under the heading of farm assets. To
the accountant, assets are synonymous with wealth. Each step up the
abstraction ladder takes us one step further from faithful old Bessie.

Ask someone to imagine a cow and they might picture a beast very
different from Bessie; tell them ‘livestock’ and they could imagine a
pig or a sheep; ‘farm assets’ could be tractors or ploughs; ‘assets’ could
be anything saleable and ‘wealth’ might simply conjure up a picture
of a wad of notes. Poor old Bessie!

The journalist has something the audience wants — information.
They want it because it is new, important, and relevant to
them. But however much they need it, they will receive it only
if it is presented in a way that is interesting and entertaining.

At times, broadcasters will be required to tell their audience not
simply what they want to hear, but what they want to know. In
newsroom parlance, not every story is ‘sexy’ with instant listener
appeal. Some have to be worked at to draw out the point of interest.

The goings-on in the Common Market, debates in the
Commonwealth or Congress and the workings of local government are
important areas which traditionally turn off a mass audience. The
challenge to the broadcaster is to demystify those issues by pointing
up their relevance in concrete terms that people can readily grasp and
relate to. To get that far, you have to begin by capturing audience
interest.

Turn people off, and they will simply turn you off. Hold their inter-
est, and you will help bring issues home to people they affect, and, by
raising public awareness, increase the accountability of those who make
the decisions.

One of the most obvious differences between written and spoken
English is the use of contractions. Words like, can’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t,
shouldn’t, we’ll, she’ll, they’ll, wasn’t, didn’t; and even, shouldn’t’ve and
can’t’ve, might look peculiar on paper, but are the substance of spoken
English. In your next conversation, try to avoid contractions and see
how difficult you find it and how stilted it sounds. Broadcasting is
about conversation, so contractions are a must.

* Language in Thoughts and Action, Harcourt Brace and World, 1964, pp. 176-9, quoted in
Television News, p. 176.
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‘The Fire Chief said that they had tried everything but had not
succeeded in rescuing the mother and her child from the upper
window. “We are giving it all that we have got, but we cannot do
miracles. There has been no sign of them now for some time, and we
are afraid that it is probably already too late.””’

This might pass in print, but read out loud it becomes obvious the
story would not work on radio or TV. All it takes is a few deletions
and a smattering of apostrophes:

‘The Fire Chief said they’d tried everything but hadn’t succeeded in
rescuing the mother and her child from the upper window. “We're
giving it all we've got, but we can’t do miracles. There’s been no sign
of them now for some time, and we're afraid it’s probably already too
late.””’

A littdle contraction can be a dangerous thing. The shortened form can
confuse the ear and be misleading to the listener. ‘He couldn’t agree
to the proposal’, sounds very much like, ‘He could agree to the
proposal,’ and ‘She didn’t know who committed the murder’, could,
to someone listening with half an ear, sound like, ‘She did know who
committed the murder.’

There are times when NOT is too important a word to risk skipping
over it with a contraction. Put it in CAPITALS.

Spoken English has a rhythm of its own that differs from the written
word. The simple reason is that, with the exception of Hemingway’s
gypsy quoted above, people have to come up for breath every now
and again.

Sometimes sentences which look fine in print, sound unfinished
when read aloud, because they stray from the conventional rhythms
of speech. Usually where English is spoken, sentences will rise and fall
and end with the voice turned down; unless that sentence is a question,
when the voice will rise at the end. (See also pitch, page 159.)

While print journalists concentrate on cutting words out, broad-
casters will sometimes extend sentences to make them sound more
natural:

“T'he trial resumes at one,” may sound unfinished, while ‘the trial is
due to resume at one o’clock’ is longer but more rhythmic with a more
definite shape and conclusion.

The only rule, which supersedes most rules of grammar, is,
if it sounds right, it probably s right. In the end the copy has
to communicate, and if that means driving a coach and horses
through the flower beds of the Queen’s English, then so be it.

Another problem which can often show up only when the copy is
read out loud is that of the unintentional rhyme:
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‘Defence Counsel Simon Crayle said thejury could not fail to set these
men free on their not guilty plea, but the judge gave them three
months in jail.’

‘One defendant, a stocky Croatian, yelled no justice was done in
this nation. For disturbance in court, the judge said he ought to serve
six further months on probation.’

Jarring clashes of sound and potential tongue-twisters should also be
avoided:

‘At election offices throughout Throstlebury today, each party is
preparing to grind into gear for the great haul towards the imminent
general election.’

A litde alliteration may occasionally be acceptable, but sometimes
several similar sounds spoken aloud sound stupid, while a superfluity
of hissing s and ¢ sounds sound sibilant. Say these sentences yourself
and see.

FIELDWORK

1 Take two daily newspapers, one popular, the other serious, and read
some of the stories out loud. Which newspaper style sounds more like
conversational English — the popular style or the serious style? What makes
the difference?

Take the hardest story to read aloud and go through it using Fang’s
Easy Listening Formula (page 45) and give a score for each sentence.
Then rewrite the story using shorter sentences and words with fewer sylla-
bles until it satisfies the Easy Listening Formula. Now read it out loud and
see how it sounds. Is it any better? Can it still be improved?

2 Find a better way to write this story and to bring the point home:

‘The rate of inflation has continued to rise over the past 12 month
period, according to today’s figures, which show that the retail
price of staple foodstuffs has increased by 10 per cent — 5 per cent
higher than the average inflation rate.’

3 Discuss the differences between:
Assassinate and Execute
Billion and Million
Injured and Wounded
Claim and Say
Imply and Infer
Fewer and Less
Black and Coloured

4 A new agricultural strategy for the country has been launched which
requires increased productivity by farmers. How would you cover the story
to make it sound interesting to a typical audience?
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5 Translate the following gobbledygook into plain English:

‘The Managing Director unequivocally reiterated his observation to
the Board that there was an immediate necessity for the
augmentation of differentials within the company to offer an
extended programme of pecuniary incrementation for senior
executives, for the prevention of the continuing and increasing
recruitment of not inconsiderable numbers of personnel in higher
management by overseas companies currently offering enhanced
salaries and more attractive inducements.’
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WRITING FOR BROADCARST

5 Newswriting

‘When you’ve got a thing to say,

Say it! Don’t take half a day. . .

Life is short — a fleeting vapour —
Don’t you fill the whole blamed paper
With a tale, which at a pinch,

Could be covered in an inch!

Boil her down until she simmers,
Polish her until she glimmers.’

~ JOEL CHANDLER HARRIS

Hard news is new and important information about events of signifi-
cance. Soft news and human interest items are stories run for their
entertainment value first and their information second.

In the hard news story for broadcast there is no room for padding.
The information must have the impact of an uppercut and connect
with the audience in the first sentence.

Before so much as rattling the keyboard, the journalist has to be clear
about which angle to take on the story. This will depend on where the
story occurred, what has been reported already, and what new facts
have emerged.

Take the example of an air crash. All 329 people on board were killed
when an Air India jumbo jet crashed off the west coast of Ireland. The
disaster made headlines throughout the world, but had special signifi-
cance in India and Canada. The Indian national airline was involved
and the plane had taken off from Toronto, bound for Bombay.

Apart from the international importance of the event, news media
of both nations had major local stories on their hands. The local angle
resurfaced time and again in India, Canada and around the world in
the villages, towns and cities where the passengers and crew had lived.

A number of different angles would have to be pursued. The first
is the fact of the crash, and the questions, ‘When where, why and how
many dead?’




MULTI-ANGLED
STORIES

Newswriting

That same day two people die when a bomb explodes in a suitcase
unloaded from another Canadian flight, from Vancouver. The events
are too similar to be a coincidence. So the next angle is who planted
the bomb? Two militant groups claim responsibility; the Kashmir
Liberation Army, and the Sikh Dashmesh Regiment.

A reporter is assigned to produce a background item about terror-
ism in the sub-continent, looking at the history of these groups and
their possible motives.

As the names of local people on the passenger list filter back to
newsrooms stories would be prepared about the deceased, to be
followed perhaps by interviews with relatives.

Meanwhile, a new angle comes into play when search teams set out
to recover the wreckage. Eighteen days after the crash, the digital flight
recorder is found, putting the story back in the headlines. Three
months to the day after the plane went down, it makes big news again
when the inquest takes place at Cork, in Ireland.

Developing stories, which constantly throw up new angles and call for
different versions, are known as running stortes. When a major running
story breaks, it is often more than a single reporter can do to keep up
with it, so a team is usually assigned to cover every possible angle.

Broadcast news can handle more complex stories by breaking the
information down point by point and giving it out in logical sequence.
But another problem can arise when the story has two angles of near
equal importance which both deserve a place in the introduction. This
is known as the multi-angled or umbrella story.

The way to tackle this is with a double intro — which is not to say
the intro should be double the length:

‘Today’s record crime figures reveal violence and sex attacks at an
all-time high . .. Police chiefs say the streets are turning into no-go
areas because of the shortage of trained officers.’

Here we have two stories, the first the escalating crime figures and the
second the equally dramatic police reaction to them — both would be
developed in the rest of the report.

Multi-angled stories may arise from one good story leading to an
equally good follow-up which beg to be combined. These can be
refreshed and kept running by updating and emphasizing different
angles in subsequent bulletins. Sometimes two stories arise separately
which need to be run together under an umbrella:

‘Sport. . .and it's been a tremendous day for New Zealand’s athletes,
with success in the hundred metres at home and a swimming triumph
in Europe.’

Or: ‘More bad news for industry ... A smelting plant in Tema is to
close with the loss of more than 130 jobs, and 50 workers are to be
made redundant at a nearby steelworks.’
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Both examples begin with an umbrella statement which covers the two
stories in each and signposts what is to follow.

There is a tried and tested hard news formula which is used in
newspapers, radio and TV. It constructs the story by asking who, what,
when, where, why and how questions. Answers to these should give
most of the information required.

What has happened?
Where did it happen?
When did it happen?
Who  was involved?
How  did it happen?
Why  did it happen?
What does it mean?

Plus extra information, if there is time.

The news story begins with the most important facts, and backs
those up with detail, background and interpretation, constructed to get
the story across in a logical way that is clear and commands attention.
Newswriters for the BBC’s World Service are advised to tell listeners
all they need to know to understand the story and to stop there. No
question should be raised that cannot be answered.

‘The first sentence in a radio news story is all-important. It must
have, partly, the character of a headline. It must instantly establish
the subject in the listener’s mind, show him why the story is worth
hearing and signpost the direction it is going to take. But it should
not try to say too much.’ — BBC BUSH HOUSE NEWSROOM GUIDE

‘The story should ‘sell’ itself in the first line which should be
simple and punchy. My philosophy is that news should be lively
rather than worthy. Even Iif it’s serious it doesn’t have to be boring.
The key is . . . if you enjoy the story, so will the audience.’

— KATRINA BALMFORTH, NEWS EDITOR, CHILTERN RADIO

Once the angle is established, the writer has to work out his/her intro-
duction (also known as intro or lead ~ UK, or headline sentence — US).
This is the first sentence or paragraph of the story and also the most
important. It’s function is to:

@ State the most significant point.

e Grab attention.

e Whet the appetite.

@ Signpost the way into the rest of the story.
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The first twenty or thirty words are like the ornate fly which an angler
uses to lure the fish. The story opening has to be bright, attractive,
skilfully constructed and worthy of further investigation. Once listen-
ers are interested and take the bait you can reel them in with the rest
of the story.

The intro contains the most important point. If there has been an
art auction at which a masterpiece by Rubens has fetched a record
price, the main point will be the record sums paid for the painting.

To make it easier to select the main point, it can help to choose a
key word or short phrase which sums up whatever is most important
about the story.

The key word in the art auction story is ‘record’. If the story
concerned a car crash which had killed sixteen, the most important
point would be the sixteen deaths, not the crash. Car crashes happen
all the time, but they seldom claim so many lives, so ‘16 dead’ becomes
the key phrase.

To build up the story, it may help to imagine a newspaper headline
which could be worked up into an introduction. So, ‘Record price for
masterpiece’ would be the starting place for the art auction story, and
‘Car crash kills 16> would do for the other.

Both stories would probably make national news, and would lead a
local news bulletin if they happened in an area covered by a radio or
TV station. The locality would become central to the story and the
line would change to, ‘Record price for masterpiece at New York art
auction’y, and ‘Car crash in Lagos kills 16

Some stations also require the today angle to be pointed up in the
intro to heighten the immediacy of the story.

Lastly, as it would not do for broadcasters to speak in headlines,
these stories need reworking to turn them into conversational speech,
which is easily done.

‘The highest price ever paid for a masterpiece has been reached at
an art auction in New York.’

‘A multiple car crash in downtown Lagos has this morning claimed
the lives of 16 people.’

The ideal hard news intro or headline sentence should be short
- no longer than twenty to thirty words; uncluttered and with
no unnecessary detail; simple; direct and capable of grabbing
and holding interest.

Looking more closely at the second example above, it might seem
more direct to say, ‘16 people were killed this morning in a multiple car
crash in downtown Lagos” This would get over the important infor-
mation and communicate well enough in print, but for broadcast news,
putting the main point right at the beginning of the story could create
a problem.
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AENTTNERY A
SO SOUHED

News Cue Sheet

[ vttt EEEEe T BULLETIN/TICK/NOTES:::::1::BULLETIN/TICK/NOTES
DATE | 25.9.— [Time r12.1o 0 5
07.00 15.00
CREDIT COPY TAKEN BY 08.00 16.00
- o TRIC 09.00 17.00
WORDS NATALIE AUD'OI HaTALZE 10.00 )
- — .00 | [19.00
FOR BROADCAST ~ todey -- luncn 1200 | T22.00
13.00 [ 2400
CUT TAKEN FROM . T P T
QuaLiTy:sTuoio | [LocaToN [X [rHoNe [ ]
DZTECTIVES hunting the iriple reilway killer -- who
murdared HOASLEY schoolgirl MaRTY TAFBOEZIR -- ere fiercely
Zenying reports t.e man trhey want To trap is 2 nusician,
And taey say he didn't kill all THIZEZ victims by tying
guitar string around tiheir throais ‘and <hrottling them to death.
SUPERINTENDANT JCHIl HIRST et GUILDFCRD CID szys the article

in a SUNDAY newspaper is totally inaccurate ....

cut musician SPECIAL INSTRUCTIONS
DUR | 19

ouT irresgonsible

TOTAL 4o

Figure 13 Some news editors insist that copy is prepared on special cue sheets. This
example gives detailed information about when the story was written, when it was
intended for use and when it was actually broadcast. It also shows the recording was
made on location rather than in the studio or over the phone. This helps the producer
avoid putting too many similar sounding items in the bulletin.

The box at the bottom left of the sheet gives the title of the tape accompanying the
cue, its duration and last word, and the combined duration of the cue and tape.

The cue itself points up the local angle in the introduction and stress words are
marked by putting them in capitals (courtesy County Sound)
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The reader of a newspaper is led around the printed page by its
layout. Each story is clearly separated from the one before it and the
reader can choose which items to look at and which to ignore from the
headlines which also prepare for the information to come. Television
approaches this with its graphics and strong visual element, but in radio
the layout is invisible and sometimes inaudible. Stories are separated by
pauses and there is only the reader’s voice and the writer’s ability to
help the listener tell where one story ends and the next begins.

With radio the problem is compounded because people tend to listen
with half an ear while they tinker with the car, splash paint over the
ceiling or shout at the children. Absolute attention is usually reserved
for times of national crisis when the family huddles in silent anticipa-
tion around the receiver. Under normal circumstances, the first few
words of a story may easily slip by unnoticed. If the main point does
escape the audience, then by the time their attention is drawn back to
the story, the whole meaning of the piece may be lost. The broad-
caster should avoid putting key words right at the beginning.

Not all opening sentences follow the hard news formula. The feature,
human interest or soft news story is primarily for entertainment, so the
order in which the information is given becomes less important. What
matters most is that the story brings a moment of light relief to the
audience, and this calls for a different writing technique:

‘If you’ve got a thing about creepy crawlies and the thought of
stepping on a snake makes you sick, then spare a thought for Jeb
Winston from Canberra.

‘leb’s going to be surrounded by snakes ... many of them
poisonous . .. for up to a fortnight. He's planning to sit cross legged
in an eight by six tank with more than forty serpents to keep him
company in a bid to break the world record for snake-sitting.’

The hard news formula calls for the meat of the story in the first line,
but the introductory paragraph here teases the audience into wanting
to get to the bottom of the story by beginning with a tantalizing appeal
to the emotions.

The style is conversational, even anecdotal, and contrasts with the
brisk formality of hard news. The story is relaxed, and so is the style
of its writing and delivery. This easy-going and informal approach is
often used for cheerful end-of-bulletin items.

Most bulletin stories will be written in the straight-backed, concise,
hard news style. But the same story can undergo a revolution in style
when written in greater detail for a longer programme. Where the
presenter is given room to be a ‘personality’, the writing will often
loosen up to take on a chattier, more relaxed and discursive approach:

Bulletin intro: ‘Three counties in New Mexico have been declared
disaster areas after a winter storm claimed the lives of five people.’
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Programme intro: ‘The weather continues to make big news. Some
places have more snow than they can handle and others, it seems,
can not get enough of it. While St Paul in Minnesota is having to
import 600 tons of snow before it can stage its Winter Carnival,
elsewhere snowdrifts of up to seven feet are paralysing whole areas
and claiming lives. In New Mexico, three counties have been declared
disaster areas, after being hit by savage winter storms which killed
five people.’

The feature style, which leads the audience into the story rather than
presenting them with the facts in the first line, is used more freely
wherever greater emphasis is placed on entertainment and a lighter
touch than on straightforward and sometimes impersonal, hard news.

‘A story has to be built up logically. Start with an attention-
grabbing development — something new. Then give the story a
beginning, a middle and an end. You have to tell a tale.’

— MALCOLM DOWNING, AUSTRALIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION

Finding the intro is the hardest task in newswriting. Once that is settled
the rest of the item will usually fall into place.

The next step is to list the points in their logical order, construct-
ing a story that progresses from point to point without running back
on itself or leaving the listener dangling for an explanation.

Explanation usually follows the introduction, and after that comes
more detail (beware of clutter), and the tying up of loose ends. This
has been described as the what formula:

W  What has happened? The introduction tells the story in brief.

H How did it happen? Explain the immediate background or
context.

A Amplify the introduction. Flesh out the main points in order
of importance.

T  Tie up loose ends. Give additional background material.

The final story should answer the questions, who, what, when, where,
why and how, though not necessarily in that order.

The trickiest part is deciding which facts to include and
which to leave out. A 20-second story is only sixty words long,
which leaves no room for superfluous detail. Frequently,
important points have to give way if vital points are to remain.

The test of non-essential information is, does the audience need it
to make sense of the story, or will the story stand up without it?

In the case of our snake sitter above, his name and where he comes
from are important, but his middle names, the name of his road and
the number of his house are irrelevant. The details of how he and the
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snakes will be fed over the fortnight might be interesting, but could be
dropped if space is short, while his chances of surviving unbitten and
what would happen if a snake did sink its fangs into him would be
well worth a mention.

Simply stated, the skill is to write up the information in order of
importance until space runs out and then leave the rest.

‘Tell ’em you’re gonna tell ‘'em; tell ‘'em you're tellin’ ‘em; and tell
’em you’ve told ‘'em.’ ANON.

Broadcasting has one major limitation — the spoken word has an infuri-
ating habit of going in one ear and out the other. Research has shown
that people can only recall about two items in eight from the previous
night’s TV news.*

To beat these odds, the journalist has to write to create an impres-
sion rather than trying to forcefeed an audience with facts which are
no sooner heard than forgotten. The art is to decide on the one
lasting impression you want to leave your audience, which will
usually be the main point of the story, and then to subtly push that
point home throughout. This is called signposting, and it works like
this:

‘In an historic move, Canada has agreed to allow one fifth of its terri-
tory to be self-governed by the Eskimo people.

The vast Arctic territory of Nunavut covers a region twice the size of
England, Germany and France put together. Yet it’s home to a tiny
population of just 22,000.

Eighty per cent of them are Eskimos, or Inuit as they prefer to be
called.

At 850,000 square miles it’s the largest land claim settlement ever
made in Canada. The agreement will allow the Eskimos to establish
an elected legislature to govern Nunavut — which in Inuit means ‘Our
Land’.

The opening line to the story signposts the significance of the agree-
ment. The next sentence indicates the scale of the deal and its benefi-
ciaries.

The second paragraph provides a graphic illustration of that scale.
The following line runs counterpoint, contrasting the mass of the land
with its minuscule population.

The last paragraph is a reflection of the introduction, developing the
significance of the deal to both Canada and the Eskimos. The final
line, or payoff, reiterates the theme of the story and gives the meaning

* Laurie Taylor and Bob Mullen, Uninvited Guests, Chatto and Windus, 1986.
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of Nunavut in the language Inuit, to which we were introduced in the
previous paragraph.

The aim is to make the message of the story inescapably clear.
Signposting picks out the thread of the argument without requiring the
audience to backtrack, which is impossible over the air. The skill lies
in highlighting and restating the main points without making them
sound like repetition.

The last line should round off the story and point ahead to any next
developments. This is the ‘tell ’em you’ve told ’em’ part of the signpost-
ing. A story about trouble on the roads could end:

‘

. and difficult driving conditions are expected to continue until
much later this evening.’

A story about an unofficial bus strike, could finish:

‘Bus drivers will be meeting their union leaders this afternoon to try
to persuade them to make the strike official.’

Both closings refer back to the events in question (conditions on the
roads; the bus strike) and show the way ahead (difficult conditions
continuing into the evening; the meeting with union leaders).

Another way to round off a story is for the presenter to pick up on
the end of audio or film footage with a final comment. This is known
as a back announcement (or back anno, BA). It is a useful device for
giving out phone numbers or updating an item recorded earlier with
new information:

BA: ‘And we’ve just heard that the road is now clear and traffic is
starting to move. Tailbacks are still expected for the next half hour.’

Back announcements are commonly used in radio to remind an
audience who or what they have been listening to and as a bridge
between items where some natural link can be found.

BA: ‘Mary Fernandez reporting on the growing numbers of teenagers
who run away from home . . . Well, one of the biggest dangers to those
children must come from the drug pushers, and there’s worrying news
of yet another kind of drug that is now being sold on the streets . . . etc.’

The lasting impression of any programme or item is usually made by
the first and last words, and as much care should be taken on ending
the story as in writing the intro. As well as beginning strongly, the
story should end on a positive note, and not be allowed to tail off
weakly or to fizzle out.

News stories should end with a bang rather than a whimper. Strong,
definite and emphatic last words are preferable to limp endings:

Prefer: ‘she said the investigation would be launched at once.’
To: .. .the investigation would be launched at once, she said.’
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Weak: °...the gunmen are threatening to shoot the hostages at
midnight unless the Government gives in to them.’
Stronger: ‘. ..the gunmen are threatening to shoot the hostages at

midnight, unless the Government gives in to their demands.

The last words are the ones the audience will remember — so make
them memorable.

‘In the case of news we should always wait for the sacrament of
confirmation.’ — VOLTAIRE

‘A journalist is someone who finds a story and then lures the facts towards
1’y and ‘Never let the facts get in the way of a good story’, are jokes which,
unfortunately, sometimes contain more than a grain of truth.

But nothing devalues a reporter’s credibility faster than getting the
facts wrong.

Mispronouncing place names irritates listeners and getting wrong
someone’s name or job title can sour a valued contact. More seriously, an
inaccurate court report could lead to a libel suit or an action for contempt.
The best maxim for the journalist is: ‘If tn doubt . .. check it ouf.

The main points of the story should always be verified, so no
contentious or uncertain points are left to chance. If they can’t be
checked out, they should be chucked out.

The example below illustrates how difficult it can be to get the facts
right, especially on a breaking story. This snap arrived on the telex
from a news agency:

86626 MYNEWS G
M AND Y NEWSAGENCY, PORTSMOUTH
OIL RIG

A 400 TON SUPPLY SHIP HAS COLLIDED WITH ONE OF THE LEGS
OF THE PENROD THREE OIL RIG, 20 MILES SOUTH OF THE ISLE OF
WIGHT AND IS TRAPPED IN THE OIL RIG AND SINKING, WITH
EIGHT PEOPLE ON BOARD.

IT'S POSSIBLE THAT THE DAMAGE TO THE OIL RIG WILL CAUSE IT
TO COLLAPSE.

THE SAR HELICOPTER FROM LEE ON SOLENT HAS BEEN
SCRAMBLED.

MORE FOLLOWS LATER.
86626 MYNEWS G

A battery of quick fire calls was made to the coastguard and the

search and rescue (SAR) service among others. These threw up the
following conflicting information:
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Name of oil rig Name of ship Size of ship

Penrod 3 Spearfish 150 tons

Penrod No. 3 Spearship 400 tons

Penrod 83 500 tons

Penrod 85

Penrose 85

Number of crew Damage to rig State of ship

6 Slight Sunk

7 In danger of collapse  Not sunk

8 Partially sunk
Being towed ashore
Scuttled

Method of scuttling Number of helicopters Location

at scene

Blown up 1 10 miles south of island

Shot out of the 2 15 miles south of island

water 20 miles south of island

Fast moving events, inaccessible location and lack of official
comment from experts too tied up in the operation to talk made the
facts difficult to establish.

In the end, the story was that the 143 ton trawler Spearfish had
become entangled in one of the legs of the Penrod 85 oil rig when it
was trying to land supplies. The six man crew was winched to safety
by one helicopter before the ship was towed clear by a frigate and sunk
by anti-aircraft fire.

The best angle did not emerge until later, when an inspection of the
helicopter rotors revealed they had flown so close to the rig that the
blades had clipped the superstructure. A couple of centimetres closer
and the helicopter would have crashed.

With news flashes and breaking news some reshuffling of the facts
is expected as the story becomes clearer. But there are times when
getting the facts wrong can have disastrous consequences.

Reports of accidents, air crashes and loss of life must be handled
with utmost care. If a crowded passenger train has been derailed and
passengers killed, there can be no excuses for confusing the time of
the train with that of another. Much anxiety can be averted by giving
specific and accurate details, and with an air crash, by broadcasting
the flight number.

When names of the dead are released, those names have to be got
right, and if the name is a common one, like Smith, Brown or Patel,
details of the address should be given to prevent needless worry.

A slip of the eye or stumble on the keyboard can render numbers
wildly out, which can have a dramatic effect on a story, as happened
with this vintage example from the BBC’s General News Service:
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THE HEALTH MINISTRY IN WEST GERMANY IS SENDING, TO EVERY
HOUSEHOLD IN THE COUNTRY, A COPY OF THE PAMPHLET ABOUT
THE DANGERS OF THE DISEASE, AIDS — THAT’S ACQUIRED IMMUNE
DEFICIENCY SYNDROME. THE TWENTY-SEVEN-MILLION BOOKLETS
WILL COST MORE THAN A MILLION AND A QUARTER POUNDS TO
PRINT.

WEST GERMANY HAS HAD THREE AND A QUARTER MILLION CASES
OF AIDS REPORTED SO FAR.

CORRECTION TO RIP "N READ

IN THE LAST LINE PLEASE READ ..... WEST GERMANY HAS HAD
THREE HUNDRED AND FORTY CASES OF AIDS REPORTED SO FAR.

Kkdkkkhdokdkdokikkkikkkikkihkkikikikikikkkikkkkrkkikkkikkkk
dekkdkkddkkiokkkkkikkkikkkikkkkkkkkkikkkikkkirkkkkkkkkkikx

051285/1250 DB

Wire services alert the network to a correction in a story by ringing a
bell on the teleprinter. Usually, a couple of rings is enough. The above
example was serious enough to warrant 100 bells — represented by the
rows of stars on the copy.

FIELDWORK

1 Put the hard news formula to the test. Go through a couple of meaty
newspaper stories marking out where the story answers the questions, who,
what, when, where, why and how. Then list the order in which those
answers appeared.

2 Sum up the main point of each story in a key phrase of five words or
less. Then compare your key phrases to the newspaper headlines. How
similar are they? Do the headlines home in on different points? Why?

Next develop your key phrases into an intro for each story. Keep each
intro down to thirty words maximum. Then compare your intros with the
ones used by the newspaper. What are the differences?

3 Construct a hard news story from the following collection of facts:
The Bantry Bay Company employs a workforce of 3000.
There are no plans to cut shopfloor workers.
The company makes widgits.
10 per cent of the clerical workers are to lose their jobs.
The company lost £2m in the first half of last year.
The cuts are to try to improve efficiency and reduce costs.
There are 1000 white collar (clerical) workers.
The company says that early retirement and voluntary redundancies
should account for most of the job cuts.
The last redundancies at the Bantry Bay Company took place five
years ago.

4 Now put together a soft news feature from the following facts.
Remember, the style needs to be less terse and more entertaining. You will
need to think of livelier ways to report the facts than they are given here
and should try to avoid repeating the word ‘alligator’ too often.
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The trapper’s name was John Tanner.

The alligator weighed 150 pounds.

Mr Tanner took with him only a rope lassoo and miner’s lamp.

The alligator tried to bite through the noose. With moments to
spare, Mr Tanner managed to bind its jaws with electrical tape.
The alligator was caught in the sewers beneath Orlando, in Florida.
Alligator meat is a local delicacy. He could have sold it for its meat
and its hide.

He wrestled with the alligator and managed to slip the noose
around its neck.

He did not get any money for his efforts. ‘It wasn’t hurting
anybody,’ he said.

He got the alligator to come to him by imitating the mating call of
the female alligator.

The authorities sent for Mr Tanner after state trappers had failed to
catch the reptile, which had tried to bite four drainage inspectors.
He took it to a remote part of the country and let it go.

5 Now turn that feature item into a hard news story of fewer than 100
words. Then go back over your stories and check they are well signposted,
end strongly and are easy to read out loud. Finally, if you are in a class,
swap your work with someone else, and sub-edit their versions, making any
alterations you think are necessary.
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Good style:

‘If I had a donkey as wouldn’t go,

do you think I'd wallop him? Oh no.

I'd give him some corn and cry out ‘Whoa,
Gee up, Neddy.’

Bad style:

‘If I had an ass that refused to proceed,

Do you suppose that I should castigate him?
No indeed.

I should present him with some cereals and
observe proceed,

Continue, Edward.’ — HAROLD EVANS*

Most broadcast organizations have a view about good style, and
though they differ in detail, most would agree that good style is usually
whatever makes good sense.

George Orwell wrote Politics and the English Language in 1946, but

his advice still holds true today;

Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which you
are used to seeing in print.

Never use a long word where a short one will do.

If it is possible to cut out a word, always cut it out.

Never use the passive where you can use the active.

Never use a foreign phrase, scientific word or a jargon word if you
can think of an everyday English equivalent.

Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright
barbarous.t

Eric Partridge, in his Dictionary of Clichés, defines the cliché as ‘a
phrase so hackneyed as to be knock-kneed and spavined.’}

* Newsman’s English, Heinemann, 1972.
1 George Orwell, Politics and the English Language.
1 Routledge, 1940.
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They not only fail to enliven dull copy, clichés make even the most
significant item sound trite. If we accuse council tax payers of taking
up cudgels against city hall whenever they write a letter of complaint,
what are we to say the day owner-occupiers really do drive nails

through wooden clubs and set about their elected representatives?
What will be left to say when war s declared?

Hyperbole and clichés are for hacks. This, then, is a dictionary for
hacks:

absolute farce

acid test
all-out-effort
anybody’s guess
around the table
as sick as a parrot
at this point in time

balanced on a knife edge
beat a hasty retreat

bid (for attempt)

bitter end

bolt from the blue
bombshell

boost

boss

brutal reminder

calm before the storm
calm but tense

cash boost

chequered career
chief

clampdown
crackdown

daylight robbery

deciding factor

desperate attempt/bid

doctors fought

drama

dramatic decision/new
move

dug in their heels

effortless victory
fell on deaf ears

gave as good as he got
get under way

given the green light
going walkabout

got the message

headache

heart of gold
heated debate
high-ranking
horror

how does it feel?

in a nutshell

in due course

in full swing

iron out the problem

jobless youngsters

lashed out at

last but not least
last ditch effort

last minute decision
leading the hunt
leaps and bounds
leave no stone unturned
limped into port
loud and clear
lucky few

luxury liner

major new development/
project

marked contrast

mercy dash

miracle cure

mindless vandals

mine of information

news leaked out

nipped in the bud

none the worse for wear
not to be outdone

one in the eye
over and above
over the moon
own goal

paid the penalty
painted a grim picture
part and parcel
picking up the pieces
point in time

pool of blood

pride and joy

probe

pull out the stops

put into perspective

quiz (for question)
rushed to the scene

selling like hot cakes
shock

short and sweet

shot himself in the foot
shot in the arm

show of force

sitting on a goldmine
sitting on the fence
$64,000 question
square peg in a round hole
still anybody’s guess
stuck to his/her guns
sweeping changes

up in arms
up in the air

vanished into thin air
vast amount

virtual standstill
voiced his approval

weighty matter

what of the future?
whole new ball game
wreak havoc

writing on the wall
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No doubt you will have your own favourites to add to the list. With
technology making strides, it may soon be possible to program an
elaborate lexicon of clichés into a computer, enter the type of story,
say, murder; key in details such as the name of the victim, and within
a matter of seconds, we could be reading printouts of sparkling news
copy, such as the following:

‘Police are hunting a vicious killer following the brutal murder of (FILL
IN NAME) in his opulent country house in the secluded backwater of
(FILL IN NAME) this morning.

‘(FILL IN NAME) ’s mutilated body was found lying in a pool of blood
in the bedroom. A sawn off shotgun lay nearby. Police discovered the
corpse after a dawn raid on the mansion in the early hours of the
morning, following a tip from an underworld supergrass.

‘Detective Inspector (FILL IN NAME) who's leading the hunt, said the
killer had vanished into thin air. Police with tracker dogs were now
combing nearby woods, and pledged to leave no stone unturned until
the butcher of (FILL IN NAME) had been brought to justice.

‘(FILL IN NAME) was described by stunned and grief-stricken neigh-
bours as “a pillar of society”.’

‘(FILL IN NAME)’s widow, shapely blonde (FILL IN NAME) told us how
she felt ...’

The cliché owes much to journalese, described by writer John Leo as
the native tongue of newsgatherers and pundits. It is the language of
the label and instant metaphor, drawing its inspiration from space-
starved newspaper headlines to make pronouncements of stunning
clarity over matters which to everybody else appear decidedly
muddied.

‘Every cub reporter . .. knows that fires rage out of control, minor
mischief is perpetrated by Vandals (never Visigoths, Franks or a
single Vandal working alone) and key labour accords are
hammered out by weary negotiators in marathon, round-the-clock
bargaining sessions, thus narrowly averting threatened walkouts.’
— JOHN LEO*

More disturbingly, an evening’s sport of name-calling, stone throwing
and petty crimes against property by rival gangs of schoolboys in
Northern Ireland (which is divided along sectarian, religious, tribal and
political lines, and suffers the worst unemployment in the UK) becomes
a ‘fresh outbreak of violence between loyalists and republican supporters. . .’

* ‘Journalese for the Lay Reader,” Time, 18 March, 1985.
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Clichés and journalese are devils disguised as angels. They
lie in wait for the moment Inspiration turns her back, before
overpowering her, stealing her clothes and sneaking up on the
reporter as a deadline approaches.

Hapless hacks are usually so intent on beating the clock that they
fail to see through the disguise and welcome these saboteurs as
saviours. So resigned are reporters to their infiltration and so depen-
dent on their support, that, even when their disguise wears thin
through over-use, the two are often left to wreak their havoc
unchecked. The alternative is to waste precious minutes attempting to
revive Inspiration, who has an infuriating habit of succumbing
whenever deadlines draw near.

Even books are written to deadlines, and it is not inconceivable that
you may unmask the odd cliché within these pages. Feel free to strike
the offender through with a biro and, if you find Inspiration at her
post, make some suitable correction.

Definition of hype

‘Exaggerated statement not meant to be taken literally.’
— CONCISE OXFORD DICTIONARY

‘Headlines twice the size of the events.’ — JOHN GALSWORTHY

Another blood relation of journalese is hype. Hype can be found
scattered throughout the media, and in especially large concentrations
wherever advertising copywriters gather.

Many journalists readily call on hype’s assistance to lend support to
a flaccid story on a quiet news day.

‘Children’s lives could be at risk if they swallow quantities of a lethal
drug which has gone missing in Harare.’

Translated: Somebody dropped their sleeping tablets on their way
home from the shops.

‘A man has been arrested in Perth after an appalling and unprovoked
sex attack on a defenceless three year old girl.’

But: All sex attacks are appalling:
NO three year old girl is likely to provoke such an attack
ALL small girls are defenceless.

Hype of this order is unpleasant, distasteful and unnecessary. If the
story can’t stand up without it, it should not be run.

If the news is to remain a reliable source of factual information, hype
should be kept within the confines of the commercial break.
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‘1 will rarely use an adjective and only because I think it’s important,
and then I will ask for it to be taken out in the next bulletin.’
— PENNY YOUNG, BBC NEWS EDITOR

How many adjectives you use will depend on your house style and
whether the station’s image is ‘quality’ or ‘popular’. Contrast the
versions below:

‘Firemen with oxy-acetylene cutters took three hours to free the body
from the wreckage. They said it was one of the worst crashes they’'d
seen.’

‘Firemen with oxy-acetylene cutters struggled for three hours to free
the mangled body from the shattered cab. They said the horrific crash
was one of the worst they’d seen.’

Most stations would think twice about the tasteless ‘mangled’.
Adjectives add colour but too many make the piece sound like an
extract from a lurid novel. Remove them all and the item can sound
dull or bland. Handle with care.

A choice quotation can add considerably to the flavour of a report,
but there are hazards in using quotes in broadcasting.

In print a quote is immediately obvious because of the quotation
marks, but broadcast audiences cannot kear when a quote begins and
ends, so they should be kept short and clearly attributed:

‘The Prime Minister rounded on the protesters, accusing them of

5y

“behaving like a bunch of anarchists”.

The newsreader can help with the signposting, by pausing for a
fraction of a second before reading the quote.

Information should be attributed clearly to leave the audience in no
doubt about who is speaking — remember, listeners can never refer back.
This said, attribution can be overdone and badly clutter a piece of copy:

‘The honourable Peter Threeple, Junior Minister in the Department of
Health, said today than an injection of 20 million pounds would be
made available to improve wages in the National Health Service.’

Not exactly an attention grabber, so the sentence should be turned
around to put the facts before the attribution, and the attribution short-
ened to be stll accurate, but much more manageable:

‘A cash injection of 20 million pounds is to be made available to
improve wages in the Health Service.

‘Health Minister Peter Threeple told the Commons today that the
money ... etc.’
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The message is often more important than the messenger. In this case
the news of the funding is more important than the name of the minis-
ter, so the information should be run before the attribution.

Stories should begin with a person’s name only when that name is
widely known. If the audience cannot immediately identify the person,
this becomes a point of confusion at the start of a story.

To avoid cluttering an introduction it is sometimes necessary to
choose between giving a person’s name or title in the first line. If their
name is better known than their job or organization, then the name
should be given before the title, and vice-versa.

‘The Director General of the CBI, Howard Davies, has called on the
Government to provide tax concessions to make Britain’s businesses
more profitable.’

This might work satisfactorily in print, but spoken out loud the first
line becomes cluttered and the title CBI may not be universally under-
stood. The attribution should be spread over two sentences and some
clear signposting provided:

‘The leader of Britain’s employers is calling for tax concessions to
make businesses more profitable.

‘Howard Davies, Director General of the Confederation of British
Industry, wants the Government to . . . etc.’

The art is to attribute a statement clearly without letting the attribu-
tion get in the way. Television has a major advantage over radio —
interviewees can appear without a verbal introduction because their
names and titles can be displayed on the screen over the pictures.

When statements are controversial or contentious the attribution has
to be made clearly and cannot be held back until the second sentence:

‘America’s unemployed are a shiftless, lazy bunch of spongers, who
should be forced to sweep the streets until they find a decent job.’ So
said Governor Richman at a news conference today ...’

This first sentence has turned a highly debatable assertion into a state-
ment of fact, and the danger is that the audience may miss the attri-
bution which follows and identify the opinion with the newsreader.
The station could lose a large section of its audience — the unemployed.
The broadcaster must maintain impartiality by keeping a distance from
such statements.

This problem is avoided by giving the attribution in the same sentence
and signposting that we are dealing with opinions and not facts:

‘Governor Richman launched a scathing attack on America’s
unemployed today . . . calling them a shiftless, lazy bunch of spongers.
And, speaking at a news conference, he said they should be forced to
sweep the streets until they could get themselves decent jobs.’
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This gets the broadcaster off the hook and leaves Governor Richman
dangling firmly on it.

Careful attribution is crucial where facts are being asserted which
have yet to be proven true. It is not uncommon with war reporting to
find both sides claiming substantial victories over each other at the
same time. Unless the facts can be confirmed from independent
sources, such statements should never be given without qualification:

‘Cornish and Devonian forces are both claiming significant victories
today. The Cornish airforce say they shot down 14 Devonian bombers
with no losses of their own and the Devonian airforce is claiming to
have destroyed every Cornish airfield. Both sides now say they have
total air superiority and in official statements today each side alleges
the other is lying.’

Say, claim and allege are useful qualifications for suspect information
and distance the newsreader enough to avoid sounding like a propa-
ganda mouthpiece. Claim and allege should be avoided where no doubt
is meant to be implied, and repetition of the word ‘aid’ can be avoided
by using phrases like ‘%he added’ or ‘pointed out’.

One of the great strengths of broadcast news is its immediacy. It wipes
the floor with newspapers when it comes to reacting quickly to chang-
ing events. The Cuban missile crisis in 1962 when the world stood on
the brink of nuclear war, has been accredited as the catalyst which
caused the switch from papers to TV as the prime source of news.*

While newspapers have no option but to examine old news, broad-
casters are able to follow events as they unfold. Broadcasters under-
standably play to their strengths, and most newsrooms heighten the
sense of immediacy in their copy by using the present or perfect
tenses. While tomorrow’s newspaper will tell us:

‘Indian forces shot dead a pro-Pakistan guerilla leader in Kashmir.’
(past tense)

Today’s bulletin might say:

‘Indian forces have shot dead a pro-Pakistan guerilla leader in
Kashmir.’ (perfect tense)

But the present tense is even more immediate:

‘Nigeria’s Supreme Court is refusing to intervene in the election crisis
which is delaying return to civilian rule.’

Tomorrow’s newspaper, which will be inherently backward-looking,
would alter that tense to ‘has refused’ or ‘refused’. To use either is to
retreat from the immediacy of the action.

The word ‘yesterday’ is taboo in broadcasting. Nothing sounds
more incongruous than a station with hourly bulletins giving a
time reference which harks back 24 hours. If ‘yesterday’ or ‘last

* Anthony Davis, Television: Here is the news, Independent Books Lid, 1976, p. 23.
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night’ have to be used, they should be kept out of the opening
sentences and buried further down in the story.

Similarly, phrases such as ‘this morning,” ‘this afternoon’, or ‘this
evening’ can date copy. So, for inclusion in the 6 o’clock news, the
following story would have to be rewritten:

‘The United Nations warned this morning that planned talks between
the Angolan government and Unita rebels may be the last chance for
peace. ..’

The phrase ‘this morning’, which would stand out like a sore thumb
by the evening, would be replaced with the words ‘have’, or ‘have
today.’ Some news editors object to prolific use of the word ‘today’
arguing that all broadcasting is about what happened today, so the
word is redundant and can be omitted.

Similarly, exact times, such as, ‘at seven minutes past twelve’ should
be rounded off to, ‘just after midday’, and specific times should be used
only if they are essential to the story or heighten the immediacy of the
coverage:

‘News just in. . .the President of Sri Lanka has been assassinated in a
suicide bomb attack. The bomber struck within the past few minutes
at the head of the Mayday parade in Colombo. . ..’

For those listening in the small hours of the morning, references to
events ‘last might can be confusing, and should be replaced with
‘overmight’ or ‘during the night.

Time references have to be handled even more carefully when a
station is broadcasting over several time zones. Canada, for example,
spans seven such zones. To avoid confusion over their copy, news
agencies which file stories over a wide area usually include the day of
the week in brackets.

News is about movement, change and action. Yet too often newswrit-
ing is reduced to the passive voice — instead of actions that produce
change, we hear of changes that have occurred as a result of actions.
‘The car smashed into the brick wall, becomes the limp and soft-centred,
‘the brick wall was smashed into by the car’.

Hickory Dickory Dock Hickory Dickory Dock

The clock was run up by the mouse The mouse ran up the clock
One o’clock was struck The clock struck one

Down the mouse ran The mouse ran down
Hickory Dickory Dock Hickory Dickory Dock.

The passive version on the left could be said to be lacking something
of the snap of the original. The active voice is tighter, crisper and more
concrete.
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‘Good style is when you can see pictures in your writing, but just as
important is a good grasp of the English language ~ and that’s
getting rarer and rarer to find.’

— JUDITH MELBY, NETWORK PRODUCER, CANADIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION

News is about what is happening, so even what is #not happening
should be expressed in an active, positive way. ‘He did not succeed,
becomes ‘he failed’; ‘He was asked to move, but didn’t’, becomes ‘he
refused to move’s ‘Plans for the hospital would not go ahead for the time
being’, becomes, ‘Plans for the hospital have been shelved .

Double negatives should be unravelled; ‘Doctors say it is improbable
that the illness will not prove terminal, becomes, ‘Doctors admit the
patient will probably die’.

Redundancies are words that serve only to clutter up the copy. They
should be ruthlessly eliminated:

Check out

End result

Eye witness

Period of a week, etc.
One of the worst offenders is the little word, ‘that’, which can strad-
dle the middle of a sentence like a roadblock:

‘New Zealand’s Prime Minister said that the country’s anti-nuclear
policy was here to stay.’

The can also be a pain. To be extreme about them both:

‘When asked about the possible strike action, the dockers’ leaders
said that they hoped that that would not be necessary.

Now read those sentences again and leave out the words in bold.

Every word should earn its place in the copy. Newswriting is too
streamlined to carry any passengers. Modifiers such as ‘very’, ‘quite’,
and ‘almost’ are excess baggage and should be dumped.

‘The obvious is better than the obvious avoidance of it’
— FOWLER'S MODERN ENGLISH USAGE

Unnecessary repetition of words can jar the ear and should be avoided,
but if no alternative can be found, and if it sounds right, then don’t be
afraid to repeat. No one has yet come up with a way of avoiding saying
‘fire’ in a story about a ... well, a conflagration, without sounding
absurd. Common practice is to alternate the words ‘fire’ and ‘blaze’.

13
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Where a proposal is involved, alternatives such as scheme, plan, project
or programme may be used.

Homonyms are words which sound like others with different
meanings:

Bare and Bear
Blight and  Plight
Might and Might
Ate and Eight
Billion and Million
Fatal and Facial

Confusing fatal and facial injuries in an accident report could give
somebody’s mother a heart attack! Usually the context will make the
meaning of the word clear, but beware of baffling the listener.

Should it be the Government says or the Government say? Opinions
differ and many newsrooms settle the issue by writing whatever sounds
right to the ear. The trouble starts when inconsistencies creep into the

copy:

‘The Labour party say their policies will put Britain back to work.
Labour wants a massive increase in public spending.’

‘The Labour party say, and ‘Labour wants’ may both sound right
individually, but they do not sound right together. Journalists must
make up their own mind.

Using pronouns in broadcasting requires a special discipline to get
round the problem of muddling the listener who can’t go back over
what has been said:

‘Film star Richard Cruise was involved in an ugly scene with fellow
actor Tom Gere outside a Hollywood restaurant today. Cruise called
Gere a has-been, and Gere responded by casting doubt on Cruise’s
parentage. He said he would sue.’

Is Gere suing Cruise or is Cruise suing Gere? The way around this is
to swap the pronoun for a name:

‘Cruise said he would sue.’

Writing for broadcast is writing to be read aloud. Sentences should be
broken into groups of meaning and these should be separated by a
visible pause. Semi-colons and colons do not work well because they
are visually too similar to the full stop (period) or comma.

Pauses that are intended to be longer than a comma can be indicated
by the dash — — hyphen - ellipsis ... or slash /. The ellipsis or dash
(double hyphen) are perhaps the most effective indicators of pauses
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because they create more physical space between words than other
forms of punctuation. Each new idea should be separated by a longer
pause, and the best way to indicate this is to begin a new paragraph.
Capital letters can be used for names or to create emphasis, but if
the story is written entirely in capitals, as is often the case (sic), the
emphasis and visual signal at the start of the sentence is lost.

‘The names of people represent an enormous threat, particularly if
they’re foreign names that you suddenly see for the first time.’
— ANNA FORD, UK NEWSREADER AND PRESENTER

‘If you get a difficult name to pronounce and you’re fairly uncertain
in your own mind about it, there’s one golden rule — look the viewer
straight in the eye through the camera lens, and say the first thing
that comes into your head.’

— ANDREW GARDNER, BRITISH NEWSREADER*

Some people say spelling does not matter in broadcasting, but that is
not strictly true. The listener may not know if the wurds are speld gud,
but a misspelled word can act like a banana skin beneath an unwary
newsreader and cause him or her to stumble or trip.

Foreign or unfamiliar names can also be a problem. The solution is
to spell them fon-et-ik-lee (phonetically) — as they sound. It is also a
good idea to warn newsreaders of a pronunciation trap by marking the
top of the page. They can then rehearse the troublesome word.

Abbreviations generally make sense to the eye, but not to the ear. All
but the most common, such as Mr and Mrs and USA, should be
avoided.

Names of organizations should be spelled out unless they are
commonly known by their initals, such as the BBC. Never use abbre-
viations that the newsreader would have to translate, such as C-in-C
for Commander in Chief. The newsreader may be thrown for a second
or get them wrong.

Some stations require abbreviations to be hyphenated, for example
P-T-A, A-N-C, unless they form recognizable words (acronyms),
when they should be left intact, for example SWAPO or NATO.

Nothing clutters copy quicker or confuses the ear more than a collec-
tion of figures. Even a short figure on a piece of paper can take a
surprisingly long time to read aloud.

A single story should contain as few figures as possible, and within
the bounds of accuracy numbers should always by rounded up or

*Ip’ll Be Alright on the Night, London Weekend Television
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down to make them easier to take in: for 246,326, write ‘almost
250,000’ or, even better, ‘nearly a quarter of a million’.

Broadcast stations vary in their approach to figures, but whatever
the house style, clarity is the aim, for the sake of the newsreader as
well as the listener. Resist the temptation to use ‘a million’ instead of
‘one muillion’, as listeners could easily confuse it for eight million.
‘Bullion’ should also be avoided at this means different things in differ-
ent countries. Refer to so many thousands of millions instead.

Copy should always be read out loud, to check for the sense and make
sure no traps lie in wait for the unwary newsreader. Never leave it to
the reader to check the copy through. A sudden rush before the
bulletin could leave no time to prepare. The acid test of good copy is
whether someone else could read it out loud, having never before
clapped eyes on it, and get through without tripping over his tongue.

Below are some examples of hastily written copy which were actually
submitted to be read on air:

FAAAA

HEALTH OFFICERS THROUGHOUT THE COUNTRY ARE BEING PUT
ON THE ALERT FOR TYPYOID CASES ... AFTER SIX PEOPLE
RETURNING FROM A GREEK HOLIDAY WERE FOUND TO HAVE
THE DISEASE TAKES TWENTY ONE DAYS TO INCUBATE AND IT'S
THOUGHT MORE CASES COULD DEVELOP IN THE NEXT FEW
DAYS.

kR

Fk kR

ALBOUR LEFT WINGER ... MICHAEL MEACHER ... HAS
DEFENDED HIS PROPOSAL THAT A FUTURE LABOUR GOVERN-
MENT SHOULD HOLD A REFERENDUM ON WHETHER BRITIAN
SHOULD HAVE NUCLEAR WEAPOSN.

HE SAYS IT’S A LIFE AND DEATH ISSUE . .. AND ONE THOUSAND
THAT OVERRIDES ALL OTHER MATTERS.

Heok ok ok ok

Hk kA

ENGLAND BEAT THE REPUBLIC OF IRELAND TWO NIL LAST NIGHT
AT WEMBLEY. IT WAS AN EASY WIN, AND ENGLAND WERE ON
TOP UNTIL THE CLOSING MINUTES WHEN BRADY SCORED FOR
IRELAND.

FAAAA

Apart from the spelling mistakes, these stories may look feasible at
first glance. Only when they are read through do the problems become
obvious.

Even the most innocent words and phrases can sometimes conspire
to trap you. Find another way of saying it before you go on air:




AMBIGUITY

Broadcast style book

‘Avon’s ambulamencement ... Avon’s ambulaments ... Avon’s
ambulen ... Avon’s ambewlamence ... (Pause. Deep breath) The
ambulancemen of Avon ...’ — British TV.

Ambiguity offers the audience a rich source of humour at the
newsreader’s expense. Howlers can range from the simple snigger:

‘Orchestra musicians at the Royal Opera House are threatening to
strike next week, if the management turn down a 10 per cent no-
strings pay rise.’

to the cringingly embarrassing:
‘. ..the batsman’s Holding . . . the bowler’s Willey ...’

Here are some other examples which might have been caught in time
if the writer had troubled to read them through:

‘Teams of traditional dancers from various parts of Kenya exposed
themselves to world scouts delegates in a grand performance.’

‘About 50 students broke into the college, smashing glass and chant-
ing, “No cuts, no cuts”. A porter had his hand injured . ..’

‘During evidence PC John Wilkinson said that John Depledge had
given him a violent blow to the testicles. They both fell to the
ground ...’

FIELDWORK

1 Compare two radio bulletins on different stations that vary in style.
Which do you prefer and why? Jot down the clichés and journalese that
appear in each. See if you can come up with less hackneyed ways of saying
the same thing.

2 Scan the pages of a popular newspaper for examples of journalese. How
many of these phrases do you occasionally hear in radio or TV news
broadcasts? Again, see if you can come up with alternatives.

3 The following story needs rewriting to clarify it, tidy up the attribution,
simplify the figures and generally knock it into shape. Have a go.

Flagham Council leader and Housing Chairman, Councillor Fred Bunter MA,
has dismissed opposition plans to cut council rents as ‘absurd’. Rent cuts of
up to 19 per cent had been suggested to help out the 6883 tenants who had
fallen badly into arears. Councillor Bunter said the rent cuts would penalise
the council’s other 63,722 tenants who had managed to keep up with their
rent. The cut price rents scheme was proposed by opposition spokesman
on Housing, Councillor Bob Taylor, who said, ‘Many of these tenants have
no way of paying their rent. They are in severe difficulties, often through no
fault of their own, and must be helped.’

4 Rewrite the following headlines into a more immediate, direct and active
broadcast style:

11
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In connection with the Security Holdings armed robbery in Parkerville last
month, four men appeared briefly in court today. An adjournment was
granted for a week.

The search for twelve fishermen from a Danish trawler in the North Sea
ended when they were found safe and well drifting on the sea in a small
boat.

Three schoolchildren died after their school bus was hit by a car on the M1.
Other vehicles were not involved.

5 The following story is a complete mess. Whoever wrote it should fear
for his/her job. The angle needs pointing up, it has unnecessary repetition,
redundancies, convolution, singular/plural problems, hopeless punctuation
and too many adjectives. Hammer it into shape and rewrite it to broadcast

style.

The Police Department is urgently calling for eye-witnesses following a
tragic and fatal fire at hospital in Brunton. The fire broke out in the third
floor laundry room at the modern 300-bed General Hospital in Brunton and
quickly spread to the casualty ward. Frightened patients in the casualty
ward hastily raised the alarm and worried doctors and nurses had to evacu-
ate them from the ward along with all the other patients in the rest of the
hospital who later heard the distressing news that an ancillary worker in the
laundry room where the fire began was overcome by the fumes and sadly
died in the horrific fire which is still burning fiercely as firemen continue
bravely to fight the flames which are still lighting up the night sky. The
police say that they think the fire may have been started on purpose. The
flames have badly damaged about half of the hospital. No other patient or
member of staff was injured in the fire.
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[ The 1interview

‘It’s marvellous! I have the opportunity to be impertinent to people
I'd never normally meet and I can say what would be considered
rude things and they have to answer. It's a position of great
responsibility and I'm privileged to do it.’

— RICHARD BESTIC, PARLIAMENTARY CORRESPONDENT

Every scrap of information that reaches the airwaves stems from an inter-
view of some sort — a chat at a bar to get some background, an infor-
mal phone call to clear up some details, or a recording for transmission.

Broadcasting’s great appeal is that the audience can hear the facts
straight from the horse’s mouth. The speaker’s own words lend greater
authority to a report than any number of quotes in next day’s news-
paper. Listeners can follow events as they happen — live.

Figure 14 All eyes on the interviewee during location filming for the news programme
Wales at Six. Eye contact between reporter and interviewee keeps the information
flowing (courtesy HTV)
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Interviewers are brokers of information. Their skill lies in matching the
goods on offer with the needs of their customers. Their art is to tease
out the story in the teller’s own words, while making sure every word
will be clearly understood by the audience.

Listeners can then make up their own minds about whether or not
to believe what is being said. The function of exposing viewpoints to
public debate and criticism is one of the major planks in the argument
that a free news media is essential to democracy.

To the best of their ability, reporters must lay aside their own inter-
ests, points of view and prejudices. The reporter’s job is not to produce
propaganda, however noble the cause: that is the task of the politician
and public relations officer. Reporters are watchdogs for their
audience, and it is with them that their loyaltdes must lie.

Reporters’ skills, their knowledge of the subject, and their
access to the interviewee give them the means and the respon-
sibility to ask the sort of ‘Yes, but. ..’ questions their audience
would love to ask in their place. The reporter is the bridge
between the layperson and the expert, the person in the street
and the official, and a good interview will often test the validity
of an argument by exploring its points of tension or controversy.

The BBC tells its trainees that there are three basic types of interview:

1 The hard exposure interview which investigates a subject.

2 The informational interview which puts the audience in the picture.

3 The emotional interview which aims to reveal an interviewee’s state
of mind.

These three paint a broad picture of the art of the interview, which
we can develop further into twelve different types, all with special
functions:

e Hard news @ Interpretative @ Entertainment

® Information e Vox pop and multiple @ Actuality only

® Investigation e Personal ® Telephone or remote
® Adversarial e Emotional o Grabbed

The following extraordinary interview is something of a classic. It was
broadcast on the British network news service IRN (Independent
Radio News) during a long and bitter strike. The man facing the
microphone was militant miner’s leader Arthur Scargill, a
Yorkshireman not known for his gentle touch with interviewers, or for
giving any ground in an argument. But this reporter thought he could
take him on and beat him at his own game - live on peak-time radio.
Decide for yourself whether he succeeded and whether the result made
good or bad radio.

The first major stumbling block came near the beginning when the
interviewer asked the militant miner’s leader to admit defeat:




The interview

‘Five weeks into the dispute the membership . .. is still divided over
whether to follow your call. Would you concede that the strike is a
bitter one and that like never before miner is pitched against miner?’

Which prompted the swift response:

Scargill: ‘. .. now I’'m not going to correct you again, I hope . .. If
people misinterpret what we'’re doing the way you're doing, then
clearly it’s little wonder the British people don’t know the facts ...’
(He then proceeded to reiterate a point he had made earlier)

Interviewer: ‘We'll deal with those points later . ..’

Scargill: ‘No, I'm sorry, you'll not ...’

Interviewer: ‘Mr Scargill, could you please answer my question ...’
Scargill: ‘No, I'm sorry, you’ll not deal with those points later in the
programme, you’ll either listen to what I've got to say or not at all ...’
Interviewer: ‘We’ll come to those in a minute ...’

Scargill: ‘No, I'm sorry, you can either listen to the answers that I'm
giving, or alternatively, you can shutup ...’

Interviewer: ‘We’ll come to those figures later, Mr Scargill . . .’
Scargill: ‘No, I'm sorry, one thing you’re going to learn is that on an
interview of this kind, you’re going to listen clearly to the things that
I want to talk about . . .’ (this banter continued for some time, until:)
Scargill: ‘Now are you going to listen?’

Interviewer: ‘No, can you please . ..’ (but his voice is drowned out
by that of his guest)

Scargill: ‘Then as far as I'm concerned we might as well pack up this
interview . . . Now it’s obvious you’re not going to listen, and if you'’re
not going to listen, lad, than there’s no point in me talking to you is
there, eh?’ (They debated this moot point for a time, until:)

Interviewer: ‘(Exasperated) ‘Mr Scargill, Mr Scargill, can you please
answer the question?’

Scargill: ‘Now are you going to listen to my answers or not?’
Interviewer: ‘If you listen, if you listen to my questions and give
answers to them, it’s as simple as that!’

Scargill: ‘Quite frankly, either you're going to listen to my answers
or not. And if you're not, then you’re going to obviously make yourself
look a complete fool . ..’

Interviewer: (Pleadingly) ‘Then why don’t you give answers to the
questions I'm giving, Mr Scargill . . .7’

Scargill: ‘You're either going to let me answer the questions in my
way, or if you want, write the answers that you want on a board and
tell people that you want me to answer those questions your way ...’

Interviewer: (Gathering about himself his last shreds of compo-
sure) ‘Can you come to the point then, and answer the question?’
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Scargill: (Unrelenting) ‘I can come to any point I want providing
you’ll shut up and let me answer, but if you won’t shut up, then I can’t
... If you don’t, then this interview is going to go on in this silly way
as a result of your irresponsible attitude.’

Interviewer: (Abandonedly) Letf’s move on to something else . ..
(Sigh)’

But that proved to be a vain hope, and, although the question had
long since been forgotten, by the audience at least, interviewer and
interviewee continued the same exasperating little dance for some time,
with Mr Scargill repeating the same point again and again, and
punctuating his interviewee’s unwelcome interruptions with observa-
tions that his would-be interrogator was:

® Speaking as a representative of the Coal Board or the Tory
Government.

@ Trying to make himself a budding Robin Day (a senior BBC anchor
man), which he followed through with stern rejoinder: ... well,
tha’s not dotng it wi’ me, lad’.

@ That his interviewer was an ignorant man who ought to have more
sense.

® And that he ought to get out of the chair and let someone else sit
there who could do the job.

Were his remarks justified? Judge for yourself. Full marks for persis-
tence on the part of the interviewer, but perhaps that persistence could
have been better placed in seeking answers to questions designed to
elicit information rather than to invoke the other man’s wrath. In the
end it was a victory on points for Mr Scargill, but one which was
unlikely to popularize either him or his cause or do much to enhance
the reputation of live broadcasting.

Strangely though; however disastrous it may have sounded, it did
make compelling radio . ..

The hard news interview is usually short, to the point, and to illus-
trate a bulletin or news item. It deals only with important facts, or
comment and reaction to those facts.

Let us set up a scenario to see how this and other types of inter-
view apply:

A cruise liner is in trouble 80 miles out to sea with a fire apparently
out of control in the engine room. You have the coastguard on the
phone and he is prepared to be interviewed. Once the name of the
ship, the number on board, her destination, her point of departure,
and the name of her owners are established for the cue material,
the questions to the coastguard would be:

o How bad is the fire?
® How did it start?




Informational

Investigative

The in1\

(s )

e® How can the fire be prevented from spreading?
® How safe are the passengers?

e What about the crew?

e Are they likely to have to abandon ship?

o What steps are being taken to rescue them? elc.

The answer which will illustrate the news will be the strongest to
emerge from these key questions. Important facts and background will
be given in the cue, while more detail and explanation will go into the
programme-length interview of between two and three minutes.

There is no reason to settle for interviewing the coastguard if there
is a chance of raising the crew of the ship by radio telephone. A first-
hand account from the people at the centre of a story is always prefer-
able, though here the crew would almost certainly be too busy fighting
the fire to talk.

The informational interview is similar to the hard news interview, but
need not be restricted to major stories. Informational interviews can
be about events — something that is happening or about to happen.

It can also provide background. Returning to the cruise liner story,
an interview could be set up with the station’s shipping correspondent,
who would probably be a freelance with specialist knowledge. He/she
would be asked about the whole issue of accidents at sea, with
questions such as:

o What is the normal procedure for abandoning ship?

@ How safe is this?

e® How long before the passengers could be picked up?

e Would they suffer from exposure in these weather conditions?

Broadening to:

e Just how safe is travelling by sea these days?
@ How does it compare with air travel? etc.

Informational interviews go beyond the main point to explain the facts:
the how and why of the story. As such they tend to produce better
extended features than short bulletin items.

The investigative interview aims to get behind the facts to discover
what really caused events and sometimes what could be done to
prevent a recurrence.

This kind of interview can run and run and often forms the basis
of a documentary.

Assuming with the above story you discover there has been a recent
spate of accidents involving cruise liners, and this is the second vessel
belonging to that shipping line to have caught fire within three months;
then your next step would be to raise this with the owners.
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With investigative interviews it is only sensible not to put your prey
to flight by scaring them off with your first question, so the interview
would be conducted something like this:

How did the fire break out?

How quickly was it discovered?

Why weren’t the crew able to control it?

When was the ship last checked for safety?

What problems were discovered then?

How would you describe your safety record?

This is your second liner to have caught fire in three months ... how
do you account for that?

At this stage it is likely the interview will rapidly move from being
investigative into the category below:

Adversarial No one likes to be cross-examined or have their motives questioned, so
frequently this type of interview can turn into a war of words between
the two parties as the interviewer tries to get the other to admit to things
that he/she really does not want to say. The interview might continue:

e Some people might see two fires in three months as negligence on
your part. How would you answer that?

e Would you agree that your safety standards need looking into?

o What plans do you have for improving those safety standards? etc.

And if it turned out that the crew had been unable to control the fire
because they had set sail five hands down owing to a severe outbreak
of flu back in port, the right and proper questions to ask would be:

o Why was the ship permitted to sail with too few crewmen to deal with
an emergency?

e Some would say this action put your ship and your passengers’ lives
in jeopardy. How would you answer that?

o What disciplinary action do you plan to take against the captain who
authorized the sailing? etc.

But beware. . . The adversarial approach should never be seen to be a
head-on clash between the interviewer and the interviewee. The
reporter is representing the audience or speaking up on behalf of
public opinion. Even the question above about risking the safety of
passengers and ship begins: ‘Some would say. ..’

A head-on clash can have disastrous consequences and produce
allegations of victimization and bias (see the interview with Arthur
Scargill earlier in this chapter). And if this happens it can shift public
sympathy away from the reporter and towards the ‘vicum’.

Adversarial interviews run the greatest risk of a libel suit.
This is where a person who has had something damaging said
about him/her seeks compensation in the courts. As a
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The interview

journalist, opening your mouth before thinking could prove to
be your costliest mistake.

By nature, the adversarial interview attempts to undermine or
disprove an argument by direct and public confrontation. The
atmosphere may get heated, but the professional should always resist
getting hot under the collar. In the heat of the moment it is too easy
to say something disparaging or harmful to an interviewee.

The adversarial approach comes and goes with fashion, but should
only be used where appropriate. There is really no excuse for cross-
examining a welfare organization about plans for a new orphanage,
unless the proposal really does smack of corruption. If the adversarial
approach is used indiscriminately it could provoke a backlash and
more calls to curtail the freedom of the media.

There are two prongs to the interpretative interview: the first is the
reaction story — a response either for or against what has happened;
the second is an explanation of events.

Both approaches offer a perspective on what has taken place, and
put the event into context. By bringing an issue into the light it is
possible to examine it more closely.

Reaction is frequently stronger and more effective when it comes
from someone who is personally involved.

Analysis, explanation or interpretation comes best from an expert eye
far enough away from the story to remain objective.

Our shipping correspondent in the example above fits that bill
exactly. He/she could ask:

e How will this accident affect public confidence in sea travel?

® Do the safety laws need tightening up? If so, how?

e What provision is there in maritime law for setting sail without an
adequate or healthy crew?

e What cover does travel insurance offer passengers?

This might be a short interview with someone well-known about
themselves, or a longer, more inquisitive and intentionally revealing
personality profile. Among the best of this breed is Radio 4’s In the
Psychiatrist’s Chair which talks to well known people from different
walks of life, and attempts to get beneath their skins to find out, not
what they do, but why they do it, what drives and motivates them and
what in their past has made them the people they are today? In short,
what makes them tick?

The interview is intimate and penetrating. To lower a person’s guard
to the point where they become vulnerable and yet still secure enough
with the interviewer to answer questions such as, ‘Do you believe in
God? and ‘Have you ever wanted to take your own life?, requires the
interviewer to combine the insight of a psychiatrist with the empathy
of a priest at the confessional. It can make fascinating listening.

85



Broadcast Journalism

Emotional

86

Figure 15 Vietnam revisited. Location interview with a woman who was hit by napalm
and survived. Personal interviews require sympathetic interviewers. Relaxing the
inferviewee and winning her confidence are essentia! (couriesy [TN)

The emotional interview is an attempt to lay bare someone’s feelings,
to enable an audience to share in a personal tragedy or moving event.
The emotional interview springs from the personal interview, above,
and is perhaps the most sensitive area of reporting. It is dealing with
a subject’s inner self, an area into which the media too frequently
trespasses uninvited.

Returning to our stricken cruise liner: time has passed, the fire has
proved impossible to contain and the captain has been left with no
opuon but to give the cry, ‘dbandon ship!. Fortunately, rescue vessels
were already at the scene and the passengers, bedraggled and nearing
exhaustion, are starting to come ashore.

The reporter is at the quayside with the instruction to get the human
angle.

Closing in on the first of the passengers, a woman who is weary but
obviously greatly relieved to be setting foot on terra firma, he asks:

o How does it feel to be back on dry land?
e Were you able to save any of your possessions?



Entertainment

Actuality only

The interview

e When did you first realize the fire was out of control?
o How did the passengers react to the news? elc.

Mercifully, the reporter has remembered that the hackneyed and crass
‘How do you feel?” should only be asked to let us share in someone’s
relief or happiness, never their tragedy or misfortune. (See also
privacy, page 178.)

For emotional interviews the rule is to tread carefully when
your foot is on somebody’s heart, and then only walk where
you have been given the right of way.

The entertainment factor often plays a part in attracting and keeping
an audience. The entertainment interview looks at the lighter side of
life, the things that make us smile. If, on board the liner, a troupe of
dancing girls had kept people’s spirits up when the flames were spread-
ing amidships by doing the can-can, then that is entertainment and
the reporter who sneers at that angle is likely to get a roasting when
he/she returns.

This is where the reporter’s voice is removed from the interview, leaving
only the interviewee. The technique is occasionally used to good effect
in documentary or feature making, but is harder to master than it sounds.

The skill lies in building up a clear storyline which needs no narra-
tion to prop it up and in asking questions which prompt the inter-
viewee to give all the information that would normally arise as
background in the question.

Wrong approach:

Interviewer: ‘Where were you when the fire broke out?’

Passenger: ‘At the bar.’

Interviewer: ‘Who told you?’

Passenger: ‘The steward.’

Interviewer: ‘What was your reaction?’

Passenger: ‘I didn’t take it seriously. I thought they’d manage to put
it out.’

Better:

Interviewer: ‘Could you tell us where you were when the fire broke
out, how you got to hear about it, and what your reaction was?’
Passenger: ‘I was at the bar with half a dozen others, when the
steward came in and told us fire had broken out in the engine room.
We didn’t think much of it. We were sure they’d put it out. But we
didn’t know how wrong we were.’

With this technique multiple questions are often required to get a good
flow of answers. The interview will usually have to be worked out in
advance with the interviewee, and several retakes might be necessary
to get the important background while still sounding conversational
and natural. (See also vérite page 109.)
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Interviews may be carried out on the phone or with a subject who is
speaking from a remote studio. Remote studios are linked to the
mother station by cables, microwave or satellite, offering studio quality
sound for radio, and combining sound with vision for TV.

The poor sound quality of phone lines mean phone interviews
should be avoided where it is possible to record the interview or get
the interviewee into the studio. Use a phone only if you have to, and
then keep the recording as short as possible.

With our earlier telephone interview with the coastguard, a clip of
that would be used for the bulletin, and, to produce a longer piece,
this could be combined with narrative by the reporter to cut out as
much phone quality material as possible. Few listeners will trouble to
strain to hear what is being said.

Vox pop is an abbreviation of the Latin vox populi, or ‘voice of the
people’. The vox is used in broadcasting to provide a cross-section of
public opinion on a given subject. In the US it is known as the ‘person
in the street’ interview.

The technique is to get a broad mix of opinion and different voices.
Alternate between male and female, young and old. Begin and end
with strong comments and make good use of humorous remarks.

Shopping precincts make a happy hunting ground, and one radio
presenter was known for his regular vox about topical items which he
recorded each week with the same crowd at a bus stop.

Vox pops work best where the reporter’s voice is kept out as much
as possible. A single question should be asked, which is introduced in
the cue, and the reporter asks that question of people in turn with the
recorder kept on pause during the questions.

Variations in background noise can make editing difficult, but
recording wildtrack and using fades and retakes can go some way
towards compensating for the problem.

Returning to our running story, if the holiday booking season is at
its height, our reporter could catch people outside travel agents, and
after making introductions, ask them:

‘There’s been another fire on a cruise liner, and passengers have had
to abandon ship, so how does that make you feel about travelling by
sea?

The multiple interview differs from the vox by taking a smaller number
of selected extracts, often drawn from longer interviews and having
the reporter link them together. This is known as a package. (See page
213.)

Our ship saga is ideal for such treatment. Excerpts from the coast-
guard and the ship’s owners could be mixed with comment by the
shipping correspondent and glued together with narrative by the
reporter.




Grabbed

The interview

Our final category concerns interviews which people do not want to
give but which reporters are determined to take.

These are usually short and may comprise only one or two brief
comments or a terse ‘No comment’, which is often comment enough.

Grabbed interviews are obtained by pushing a camera or micro-
phone under the nose of a subject and firing off questions.

Our reporter has caught sight of a smoke-stained uniform. It is the
captain coming ashore. He seems in no mood to answer questions.
Rushing over, our reporter pushes the microphone towards him and asks:

‘How did the fire begin?’
(The captain ignores him and quickens his pace. The reporter
pursues and repeats his question)

Captain: ‘It began in the engine room . .. overheating we think.’
Reporter: ‘Why weren’t you able to put it out?’

(No answer)

Reporter: ‘Could it be that there weren’t enough crewmen on board?’
(Silence)

Reporter: ‘Why did you set sail without a full crew?’

Captain: ‘No comment!’

(He is hustled forward and swallowed up inside a big black car with
official number plates.)

The grabbed interview usually works best on camera, where, even if
the subject says nothing, he can be watched by the audience and his
reactions noted.

Frequently there are so many reporters that there is no chance to
pursue a line of questioning. If you ask even one question at a free-
for-all, you are doing well. Not that it matters a great deal; the mélée
and persistent refusals to answer add to the sense that here is Someone
with Something to Hide.

Grabbed interviews are often intrusions of privacy. It would be
unwarranted to grab an interview with a widow after a funeral or
anyone who is grieving or suffering. Ethically, personal privacy
should only be intruded upon where someone’s understandable
desire to be left alone runs counter to proper public interest.
That could be argued to be true of our captain. (See also page 178.)

Sometimes grabbing interviews can do more harm than good.
Royalty will understandably take umbrage — they will usually speak to
the media by appointment only. Similar rules apply to heads of state
or anyone to whom the station would rather not risk causing an
offence. And as with the adversarial interview, there is always the risk
of saying something libellous. Bear in mind that your unwilling subject
may be only too happy to find occasion to sue you.
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Having concluded our foray into the jungle of the interview, let us
return to hear how Mr Scargill and his hapless interviewer are getting
on. They are stll at it. . . '

Interviewer: ‘Let’s move on to something else . . . the meeting you’re
having tomorrow . ..’

Scargill: ‘No, I'm sorry, we're not moving on to anything until you
let me put the point of view across on behalf of those that I repre-
sent.’

Interviewer: ‘I think you’ve put it over several times, Mr Scargill.’

Scargill: “.. . all I've done so far is to be interrupted by an ignorant
man like you, who ought to have more sense ...’

Interviewer: ‘Mr Scargill, we've ... (sigh). Can we conduct this
interview rather than having a slanging match?’

Scargill: ‘Well you started it, not me! . . . All that you’re doing so far
is to present a question and then conveniently ignore the point that I
want to give by way of response.’

Interviewer: (Struggling to get a word in) ‘Let’s move on to another
question . . .’

Perhaps it is not surprising the interview has turned out the way it has.
If you can remember back to where we came in, it was with the state-
ment that the miners were divided over following Mr Scargill, and a
request that the fiery miners’ leader concede that the strike was bitter
and that ‘like never before miner is pitched against miner.

You could hope for more success in arm wrestling a gorilla than in
asking a determined and embattled interviewee whose reputation is on
the line to concede.

Another moral of this tale might be that if you plan to fight fire with
fire, than do not pitch a match against a flamethrower. If there is ever
an occasion when interviewer and interviewee should be evenly pitted
it is against one another in an adversarial interview.

There are signs that this interview may be just about to shudder to
its conclusion . ..

Interviewer: ‘It seems you're incapable of answering any questions,
Mr Scargill.’

Scargill: ‘It seems as though you're the most ignorant person that
I've ever discussed with on radio. Now either you're going to listen
to answers even though you don’t like them, or you’re not. It’s entirely
up to you.’

Interviewer: ‘Mr Scargill, thank you for joining us and I'm afraid not
answering any of our questions here in Sheffield this afternoon. This
live interview with the miners’ leader Arthur Scargill . ..’




The interview

Scargill: ‘This live interview has been absolutely appalling as a result
of .. .’(He is faded out)

Interviewer: ‘Independent Radio News, it’s 1.30!

REPRODUCED BY KIND PERMISSION OF INDEPENDENT RADIO NEWS

FIELDWORK

1 Open a file marked ‘interviewing’. Keep one page for each of the twelve
categories of interview above and others for notes. Watch a variety of
different TV news, current affairs and magazine programmes and see if
you can identify all twelve types of interview in action.

2 See if you can come up with some new categories. Watch and listen to
interviews critically. Each time ask yourself whether it worked or failed,
whether is was good or bad, and why. File any tips on technique you pick
up.

3 If you are in a class, break into pairs, preferably with someone you do
not know too well, and without any preparation conduct personality inter-
views with one another. Attempt to discover what makes your partner tick
and find out something new about him/her. Aim to spend between ten and
fifteen minutes on each interview. Afterwards, sum up in a couple of
paragraphs to the class what you have discovered about your partner. If
you are not in a class, find a willing subject and see how you get on.

4 That interview was conducted off the top of your head. Discuss with
your partner how you could best prepare yourself and your interviewee for
similar interviews in future.

5 Log every interview you do in your file in the appropriate category.
Over a period of time attempt to cover all twelve categories of interview.
Make notes of any difficulties you experienced doing those interviews and
any helpful tips. Share your problems and advice with others and pool
your knowledge.

91



92

INTERVIEWING

8 Setting up the interview

News is often too immediate to allow detailed research, and news items
are frequently too brief to warrant an in-depth approach. The average
length of a bulletin clip on British independent radio is around 20 to
30 seconds — just enough for one or two succinct points. Even a three
minute report (and many music-based stations keep interviews to half
that length) can support only four or five questions.

Longer interviews are more frequently the province of speech-based
stations and current affairs departments, though many regional TV
newsrooms will produce a daily half-hour programme which takes
longer items.

Figure 16 On the telephone. . .
where most interviews begin.
A few minutes spent setting up
the interview correctly can
save hours of time and much
frustration later (Andrew Boyd)




BACKGROUND

A PLAN OF
CAMPAIGN - THE
QUESTIONS

GET YOUR FACTS
RIGHT

Setting up the interview

Brevity is usually cited as the reason why broadcast news is often
shallow, tending to polarize issues into black and white for the sake of
simplicity by removing all shades of grey. A common complaint is that
broadcasters are content to deal with the what of the story, but seldom
trouble to explain the why or the how.

But shallowness is no excuse for ignorance on the part of an interviewer.
Reporters may not have time to gather background to a story, but they
would be expected to carry much of that information in their heads.

Reporters should keep up to date with the stories their station is
covering. Before beginning their shift, they should hear a number of
bulletins, including those on rival stations, so they know what is
happening that day and have a shrewd idea of the follow-ups they can
expect to be given. They should also have read the local papers which
have more space to give to background.

Reporters are often expected to be their own researchers, constantly
topping up their reservoir of knowledge about local news, so when they
walk through the door and the editor says: ‘Don’t take your coat off ...
they know what to expect, and what to do next.

Familiarizing yourself with the story is step one. Step two is getting a
clear idea of what to ask, which depends on the type of interview
involved and its duration. (See the brief, page 31.)

One tip — if you are going out for a thirty-second clip, there is no
point coming back with twelve minutes on tape. You would simply be
laying up trouble for yourself; there will be twelve minutes to review and
ten different answers to choose from. That takes time, and with hourly
deadlines, time is one commodity the reporter never has to spare.

Five minutes beforehand spent thinking out the questions is worth
an hour’s editing back at the station.

Interviewer: ‘Is this a plane that can run well on one engine?’
Interviewee: ‘It runs best on one engine — that’s all it has.” - Us TV

Before leaving the newsroom, make sure you have your facts right.
There is nothing more embarrassing or more likely to undermine the
reporter’s reputation and that of the station than an ignorant and ill-
informed line of questioning:

Reporter: ‘Mr Smith, as hospital administrator, just how seriously do
you view this typhoid epidemic?’

Mr Smith: ‘Hmmm. I'm actually the deputy administrator, and two
isolated cases hardly constitute an epidemic. Oh yes ... and the
name is Smythe. Now what was the question?’

What chance of a successful interview?
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Working to your brief, set up a chain of thought — a plan of campaign
— by jotting down a few questions and arranging them in logical order.
Sometimes the mind becomes clearer when its contents are spilled on
to paper. Even if you never refer to your notes this can be a worth-
while exercise.

Be mindful that whatever you ask has to fit the angle and length required
by the brief and the result has to be relevant to your audience. Beware
of leaping off at tangents that might interest you or a like-minded minor-
ity, but would be irrelevant to the majority. Keep to the point.

Let us take a bread and butter story and assume that the fire service
has been called to a fire in an apartment block. It is serious and the flats
have been evacuated. You go to the scene to talk to the chief fire officer.
If your brief is to produce a thirty second clip then you have space for
one line of questioning only. Human life is always more important than
property, so your first question must be: Has anyone been hurt?

If the answer is yes, then the next question has to be Who?, followed
by, What happened to them?, and that should be enough.

Whatever you do, do not follow the lead of one local radio reporter
who began every interview regardless of the story with the same
question: ‘Tell me about it. . .”. Leave that opener to doctors, psychia-
trists and others who are paid by the hour.

If time is of the essence, then no reporter can afford to waste it by
heading the wrong way down a motorway or arriving at the wrong
address. Arriving late for an interview only raises everybody’s blood
pressure. Check the arrangement before leaving and allow plenty of
time to get there. Directions can be sorted out by telephone when the
interview is being set up. At the same time you can get enough infor-
mation to leave a brief story to tide the newsroom over until you return
with your pictures or audio.

If you are working for radio, check your portable recorder before
you leave. This is basic, yet often forgotten in the rush. One of my
reporters interviewed a government minister then tried to play it back
only to find there was no tape in the machine. Astonishingly, he agreed
to wait while she returned to the station to get another reel and redo
the interview. Another reporter grabbed a machine to cover a fire but
found he could get no level on the meters. It wasn’t that his batteries
were flat — just that there were no batteries in the machine. Check it
out before you take it out. A comprehensive test takes less than a
minute and can save hours.

Don’t forget to take a spare tape and batteries.

Many young reporters, anxious to make a name for themselves, have
to be reminded every now and again of the need not to promote their
own careers at the expense of the station and its valuable contacts.




Pre-chat

Setting up the interview

Where the reporter comes face to face with the influential, want of a
litle wisdom can cause a great deal of damage.

It is old hat (but the hat fits too well to throw it away) to say that
each reporter is an ambassador for his/her radio or TV station. How
you look and conduct yourself can make or break a station’s reputation.

Stations have different approaches to dress. Some permit an infor-
mal, even sloppy style, others insist on staff being suit-smart. First
impressions matter. What your clothes and manner say about you in
the first two seconds may affect the whole interview. A business suit
might lose some interviews in a downtown area, where a casual style
would be more credible, but if your news trade is with business people
and politicians then dress to suit ... in a suit.

How you deal with your contacts will have a lot to do with whether
you keep them as contacts in the future. Natonal reporters are often
the bane of a local newsroom. Sometimes they don’t seem to care
whose toes they tread on as long as they get their story. As one local
news editor put it: ‘They don’t have to live with their contacts . . . we do”

‘1 must say, I get rather nervous before these sort of interviews, my
particular fear is that I'll dry up.’ — MARK TULLY, FORMER BBC BUREAU
CHIEF INDIA, ON THE WAY TO INTERVIEW THE INDIAN PRIME MINISTER*

‘If they’re frightened it’s @ matter of just talking to them
beforehand, joking with them and putting them at their ease.
Usually I say how I keep making mistakes as well, and then [ fluff a
question, and say, “I'm sorry about that!” Although you go in as a
professional, you can’t be too aloof, because people won’t talk to
you. It’s got to be a conversation, and you have to start it.’

— ROB MCcKENZIE, PRODUCER/PRESENTER CAPITAL RADIO

Almost as important as the interview itself is the pre-chat. This is when
reporter and subject establish a rapport, and the reporter sounds out
the course he/she has charted for the interview.

Even if your deadline is only fifteen minutes away, your manner must
be calm and relaxed, polite yet assertive but never aggressive. Approach
is all-important. If the interviewee is inexperienced and nervous he/she will
need to be relaxed and put at ease. Conversely, nothing is more unsettling
than a nervous interviewer. Even if your adrenal gland is running riot, you
must cover your trepidation with a polished performance.

A pleasant greeting, a firm handshake and a good deal of eye-contact
is the best way to begin, with a clear statement about who you are and
which radio or TV station you represent.

Eye-contact can work wonders for calming the other’s nerves. A key
contact at one radio station was the naval base’s Port Admiral.

* See it for Yourself, BBC, 1987
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Whenever it was necessary to interview him groans went up from the
newsroom. He had an appalling s.s.s.s.stammer. Even a short bulletin
clip would take an age to edit, and he could never be used for longer
features. One day a reporter discovered the knack of stopping that
stammer. He fixed him in the eye and smiled all the time the admiral
was speaking and the stammer just melted away.

Never rehearse an interview, just discuss it. Repeats of interviews
are like second-hand cars — they lose their pace and their sparkle. Even
nervous interviewees usually perform better when the adrenalin is
flowing. Agree to a run-through only if you think there is no other
way to calm your interviewee’s nerves, but make sure your tape or
camera is rolling. Then, if the ‘rehearsal’ goes well, you can ask the
first few questions again when you sense they are into their stride and
suggest dispensing with the retake. An alternative is to warm them up
with some minor questions before getting down to the nitty-gritty.

Humour can effectively bring down the barriers; a joke or quip at
the reporter’s expense can often relax an interviewee and lower his/her
defences, but obviously humour cannot be forced.

Beware also of putting up barriers. Even if you intend your inter-
view to be adversarial, don’t size up to your guest like a hungry lion
to an antelope. To put it another way, every boxer knows that the best
punches are delivered when his opponent’s guard is down.

Body language is also important. The way we sit, how we cross our
legs and arms, reveals a lot about how we feel. If your interviewee is
sitting legs crossed and arms folded, then you know he/she is on the
defensive and needs to be relaxed. If the reporter is cowering in the
corner, while the interviewee is leaning back exuding confidence, then
something has gone badly wrong indeed!

Once you have established rapport, done your spadework and checked
the important facts, you are ready to draw up your plan of action
before beginning the recording.

Be careful. Some interviewees, particularly those who have been
‘caught out’ at some time, may want to take control of the interview.
Don’t let them. If they say they will only answer from a set list of
questions, then politely but firmly tell them you do not work that way
— you prefer to be free to respond to the answers. If they request not
to be asked a certain question then try to steer around that without
making any promises. Conversely, interviewees may want to answer
from notes or a script. Don’t let them. It will sound ‘read’ and artifi-
cial. Reassure them they will come across better without notes and that
any mistakes can always be retaken. Discussing your first question may
help to relax your guest and if the interview is more probing, that first
question can be a dummy which you can edit out later.

If the interview is non-controversial and there are no conflicts of
interest you can save editing time by outlining your questions and




THE QUESTIONS
(Figure 17)

Using notes

Setting up the interview

discussing the answers you are looking for. As Capital Radio’s Rob
McKenzie puts it: ‘What I need is ninety seconds, so I will ask you these
Jour questions, and your reply will be something like this. .. Yes?

This ‘staged-managed’ approach will only work where all the key facts
of the story are clearly exposed beforehand and both parties agree on the
angle. The biggest dangers here are reporters playing their aces before
the interview begins or putting words into their interviewee’s mouth.

At all times beware of conflicts of interest and be assertive but
always courteous. Remember, you are in charge. The BBC advises its
fledgeling reporters to adopt an attitude of ‘informed naivete’ — in
other words, be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

If you are unsure about the subject it can help to let your inter-
viewee chat about it beforehand so you can be clear you are heading
in the right direction.

Beware of letting the pre-chat drag on for so long that the adrenalin
dies and the conversation gets stale. It should continue just long enough
to explore the topic, establish a direction and relax the interviewee.

Interviewer: ‘Minister, why aren’t you getting home to women?’
Minister: ‘Could you please rephrase that?’ — BRITISH TV

‘If I said that, I was misquoted.’
— LORD HANSON ON THE WORLD AT ONE, RADIO 4

Our thoughts so far have been confined to the preparations for the
match, the warm-up and the strategy. Now on to the tactics for the
match itself — the questions.

There is more to the art of interviewing than developing the ability
to engage complete strangers in intelligent conversation. Good
questions produce good answers. The secret is to think ahead to
the answers you are likely to get before asking your questions.

Most interviewees would agree that preparing questions is construc-
tive in planning the interview, but sticking closely to a list of written
questions can be unhelpful during the course of the interview itself.
The problems are:

e Eye contact is lost.

@ When the interviewer is concentrating on the questions, he/she is
unable to listen to the interviewee.

e Fixed questions make for an inflexible interview.

If you intend to use notes, use them sparingly. Write out the first
question only if you have to to get the interview off to a good start.
Complex questions are seldom a good idea, but if the form of words
is critical then write the question down.
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Figure 17 ITN reporter Jane Corbin conducts one of the last interviews with Mrs Indira
Ghandi before she was assassinated (courtesy ITN)

Write legibly. Preferably do not write at all — print. If you have to
pause to decipher your handwriting you will lose the flow.

Perhaps the best compromise between maintaining rapport and
keeping the interview on course is to make brief notes or headings of
important points only. These should be sufficient to jog the memory
without breaking concentration.

The who, what, when, where, why and how framework for writing copy
applies equally to the news interview and the type of questions the
interviewer should ask.

No reporter wants to be left with a series of monosyllabic grunis on
tape, so questions should be carefully structured to produce good
useful quotes rather than single word comments.

® The question who calls for a name in response,
® What asks for a description,
® When pins down the timing of an event,




Yes/no questions

Setting up the interview

® Where locates it,
® Why asks for an interpretation or an explanation,
® How asks for an opinion or an interpretation.

Questions beginning with these words will propel the interview forward
and vyield solid facts:

‘Who was hurt in the crash?’

‘What caused the accident?’

‘When did it happen?’

‘Where did the accident occur?’

‘Why did it take so long to free the trapped passengers?’
‘How did you manage to get them out?’

Inexperienced reporters often fall into the trap of asking questions that
produce yes/no answers. They may come away with some idea of the
story, but will seldom have anything on tape worth using.

Sometimes though, a yes or a no answer is required to establish a
fact that will open the way for a new line of questioning:

Interviewer: ‘In the light of today’s street violence, do you plan to
step up police patrols?’

Police chief: ‘No, we think that would be unhelpful.’
Interviewer: ‘Why?’
Police chief: ‘It could be taken as provocation, etc.’

Less artful interviewers are sometimes tempted to ask a yes/no question
in the hope that it will prompt their guest to do the work for them
and develop a new line of argument:

Interviewer: ‘Critics would say the plan to put a factory on the green
land site is ill-conceived. Would you agree?’

Developer: ‘No, of course not. The design is modern and attractive
and will bring many much needed jobs to the area.’

That time the technique worked. More often than not, it does not:

Interviewer: ‘Critics would say the plan to put a factory on the green
land site is ill-conceived. Would you agree?’

Developer: ‘No.’
Interviewer: ‘Why not?’

Developer: ‘Well how could you expect me to agree to that... I'm
the one who'’s building the darned thing!’.

Using the question this way encourages a non-answer, or worse still,
permits the interviewee to pick on the ‘yes’ or ‘no’ in whatever way
he/she wishes and head off on a tangent. The interviewer should
always try to keep the whip hand.
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The opposite of the yes/no question, but which can have the same
effect, is the question which is so wide its scope is almost unlimited:

Interviewer: ‘As a leading clean-up campaigner, what do you think
is wrong with porn shops and peep shows anyway?’

Leave your tape recorder running and come back in an hour when
she’s finished! Pin the question to one clearly defined point:

‘What’s the main reason you’re opposed to these porn shops?’
Or: ‘Which peep shows in particular do you want cleaned up?’

Question scope is important. Make it too narrow and your
interview runs like a car which keeps on stalling. Open it up
too wide and it can run away from you.

Interviewer: ‘Now obviously, er, Reverend, you don’t like the idea of,
em, these prep. schools being used as, em, fashionable schools for
middle class parents, but, em, y. .. d-do you really think that i-i-it
matters whether or not they believe — the parents themselves — in-in a
Christian education as such. I mean, would you be happy if they
particularly wanted and believed that the Christian, em, or th-the-the
Anglic . .. the Anglican sort of education was right for their kids, would
you like to see the church schools remain in that case, as long as you
were convinced of their sincerily, rather than of the fact that they were
doing it simply because it was a middle class fashionable thing to do?’

Reverend: ‘That’s a very good question. I don’t know.’ — UK RADIO

If a question is to be understood by both the audience and the inter-
viewee it has to be kept clear, simple and straightforward, unlike this
example:

Interviewer: ‘Coming back to your earlier point about owners who
get rid of their pets, don’t you think there should be some kind of
sanction, I mean, some sort of measure or something, against owners
who dump their unwanted pets, as happens so frequently after
Christmas, when they get given them as presents and find they didn’t
really want a pet after all?’

Animal welfare spokesman: ‘Em, well, er, I'm not exactly sure what
you’ve in mind. ..’

Cotton wool, by the sounds of it. Try:

Interviewer: ‘What penalty would you like to see against owners who
dump their unwanted pets?’

Keep the threads of the argument untangled and stick to one point at
a time.




Progress from
point to point

Building bridges

Avoid double
questions

Keep the questions
relevant

Setting up the interview

To maintain the logic of the interview each question should naturally
succeed the previous one. If the interviewer needs to refer back to a
point, this should be done neatly and followed through by another
question that progresses the argument:

Interviewer: ‘Going back to owners who dump their pets after
Christmas, would you like to see some form of penalty imposed
against them?’

Animal welfare spokesman: ‘We most certainly would.’

Interviewer: ‘What have you got in mind?’

Each question should arise naturally from the previous answer. If the
two points are only distantly related the interviewer should use a
bridge, as in the question above. Another example is this from inter-
viewer Michael Parkinson, talking to Oscar-winning actor Ben
Kingsley on Radio 4’s Desert Island Discs:

Parkinson: ‘Then I suppose after getting the academy award for best
actor in Ghandi you must have been offered an enormous range of
parts. What parts were you offered?’

The interviewer should ask one question at a time, otherwise a wily
subject will be able to choose which to answer, and which to ignore.
Even the most willing of subjects may forget one half of the question.

Bad question: ‘What form will your demonstration take, and do you
think County Hall will take any notice?’

Better: ‘What kind of demonstration are you planning?’
Following the answer with:

What effect do you think it’ll have on the views of county councillors?’

An interview is not a mental exercise. Like news, it deal with matters
concerning real life. As we said earlier, one of the problems with
talking to experts in any field is they are liable to speak in abstractions
or jargon. The point of relevance to the audience is the point
that needs bringing out above all.

As with news writing, examples should be concrete and real. If you
begin by asking how high inflation will rise, be sure to follow it up
with a question about whether wages and salaries are likely to keep
pace or what it will do to the price of bread.

If it is a question about inner city poverty, don’t just talk about living
standards, ask about the food these people eat or get a description of
their homes.

Get away from the abstract and relate ideas to everyday realities.
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A leading question is one designed to lead interviewees into a corner
and trap them there. More often it has the effect of boxing-in the
reporter with allegations of malice, bias and unfair play.

Take the example of an interview with an elderly farmer who was
seriously burnt trying to save his photograph album from his blazing
house:

Interviewer: ‘Why did you attempt such a foolhardy and dangerous
stunt over a worthless photograph album. Surely that’s taking senti-
mentality too far?’

This question, like most leading questions, was based on assumptions:

e Saving the album was stupid.

e It was dangerous.

@ The album was worthless.

@ The farmer’s motive was sentimental.

@ And that a sentimental reason was not a valid one.

But assumptions can prove to be false:

Farmer; ‘My wife died three years ago. I kept all my most precious
things together. The deeds to my house and all my land were inside
that album with the only pictures I had of my wife. It was kept in the
living room, which was away from the flames. I thought I had time to
pull it out, but in my hurry I fell over and blacked out. Now I've lost
everything.’

The scorn of the audience would quickly shift from the farmer to the
callous interviewer.

If somebody is stupid or wrong or to blame, draw out the evidence
through polite and sensitive interviewing and leave the audience to pass
judgement.

Bad question: ‘You knew the car’s brakes were faulty when you
rented it to Mr Brown, didn’t you? The car crashed, he’s in hospital
and it'’s your fault. How do you feel about that?’

Better:

1 ‘When did you find out the car’s brakes were fauity?’

2 ‘But later that morning, before the brakes could be repaired, didn’t
you rent it out to another customer?’

3 ‘Weren’t you worried there could be an accident?’

4 ‘How do you feel now your car is written off and your customer, Mr
Brown, is in hospital?’

Expose the fallacy of an argument, not by putting words into a
person’s mouth, but by letting the evidence and his own words
condemn him.

Leading questions are frowned on by the courts. The same should
go for interviews.




Mixing statements
with questions

Beware of
questions that
would be out of
date

Avoid sounding
ignorant

Setting up the interview

Sometimes it is necessary to give some background information before
coming to the question. The question and the information should be kept
separate for the sake of clarity, and the question at the end should be brief:

First commentator: ‘So, for the fourth time in a row the Lions have
romped home with a clear victory, and are now standing an aston-
ishing eleven points clear at the top of the table. Manager Bill Fruford,
tell us, what’s the secret?’

Avoid statements posing as questions:

Second commentator: ‘With me here is manager John Turnbull whose
team’s performance crumpled completely in the last five minutes,
with the Lions making all the running over a dispirited side.’

Turnbull: (silence)
Commentator: ‘Mr Turnbull?’
Turnbull: ‘Sorry, you talking to me? What was the question?’

When he passed the ball to the manager the commentator lost posses-
sion, but leaving go like that, especially after such a disparaging
account of the team’s performance, is leaving the commentator’s own
defences wide open. The manager could have said anything he wanted
as no direct question had been asked of him. As it was, because of the
phrasing of the question, the manager was not even aware the ball had
been passed to him.

If the interview is being pre-recorded, remember to say nothing that
would render the item out of date. If the piece is to go out next
Wednesday, avoid:

‘Well, Mr Wilson, what’s your reaction to today’s events?’

Similarly, watch the changeovers from morning to afternoon, after-
noon to evening, evening to night, night to morning. The safest
position is to drop any time reference from a story or an interview.
Broadcast news is about immediacy. Even an only slightly out of date
time reference can make the news sound stale.

Always check your facts before you launch into an interview.
Clear up details like the following during the pre-chat:

Interviewer: ‘Mr Schaeffer, why have you decided to sack half your
workforce?’

Mr Schaeffer: ‘They have not been sacked.’

Interviewer: ‘You deny it?’

Mr Schaeffer: ‘What has happened is that their contracts have expired
and have not been renewed. And it’s not half the workforce, it’s 125
staff out of a total of 400.’

Interviewer: ‘(Sheepishly) ‘Oh.’
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Figure 18 The Budget Programme. One of the toughest jobs in radio — chairing a live,
round-the-table discussion in the talks studio while news is still breaking. Split-second
timing, a cool head and an ability to concentrate on several tasks at once are minimum
requirements (Andrew Boyd)

If you are not in the full picture, get filled in before the interview
begins, but remember, as soon as you rely on your interviewees for
background, you are putting them in a position where they can manip-
ulate the interview to their advantage.

The words ‘and finally’ are best avoided during an interview, as a point
may arise which may beg a further question or clarification, and saying
‘and finally’ twice always sounds a little foolish.

Other phrases such as ‘Briefly .. .> or ‘One last point’ may also serve
as wind up signals if necessary. Save your gestures and handsignals
for experienced studio staff (Figure 18).

An interview should go out with a bang and never a whimper. It should
end in a way that gives the whole performance a bold and emphatic
full stop.

Recorded interviews should not end with ‘Thank you very much Miss
Smith’. Save your thank-yous for rounding off live interviews and
handing back to a presenter.

If during a live interview a guest insists on going on over her time,
then do not be afraid to butt in with a polite, ‘Well, 'm afraid we must
stop there’, or ‘That’s all we’ve got time for, Miss Smith, thank you very
much.” And if she refuses to take the hint, it is the job of the producer
to switch off the microphone and usher her out.




BEING
INTERVIEWED
YOURSELF:
THE Q & AR

Introducing
actuality

Setting up the interview

Sometimes the tables get turned on reporters and they find themselves
having to answer the questions. If they have been covering a major
breaking story, such as an air crash or a gas explosion, they will have
expert knowledge and the advantage of being available.

‘Q & A’ stands for question and answer. Reporters, hot foot from the
air crash, may be invited to break into normal programming to give
the audience a first hand account of events. If they have been cover-
ing the story live the station can cross to them at the scene for descrip-
tion as well as background.

The questions will be scripted by reporters. It would be pointless
leaving the line of questioning to a music presenter who has little idea
what has been going on, or ask them questions they cannot answer.

The answers should not be scripted, though. Unless they were
experienced actors their conversation would sound almost as artificial
as interviewees who insisted on reading from a statement.

With unscripted pieces there is always a danger of repetition or
hesitation. Beware of this. Under nerves, people often say too much
or too little. Keep a check on yourself and say just enough to fill the
allocated time with solid details and interesting information without
resorting to filler, bulk, or repetition.

During a stormy budget interview the Tory Chancellor accused the
late BBC veteran Brian Redhead of being a life-long Labour
supporter. Redhead promptly called for a minute’s silence, ‘while
you compose an apology for daring to suggest you know how I
exercise my vote, and I shall reflect upon the death of your
monetary policy.’

If the Q & A is with a radio reporter live at the scene, that reporter
may want to introduce some actuality, such as an interview recorded
earlier with a witness or an official. If you are using reel to reel tape,
this should be rough-edited on the machine, cued-up ready to go and
introduced in the same way as any news interview. For a smooth
production, it would be better to have that interviewee beside you
when you go live. (See also story treatment, page 203.)

FIELDWORK

1 Listen to (and record if possible) a number of interviews on radio and
TV and list the questions that were asked in each.

What proportion of the questions were of the who, what, when, where,
why and how variety? Do all the questions follow on from one another? If
not, why not? Does each interview follow a logical thread? Where do you
think the interviewer has deviated from his/her planned list of questions to
pick up on one of the interviewee’s answers? Can you pick out any bridging
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questions or double questions? Are there any leading questions? If so, how
do you react to them? Are there any badly phrased questions? How would
you rephrase them? Do the interviews finish strongly? If not, how could
they have been edited to give them a more definite conclusion?

2 Below are four scenarios. Draw up a list of five questions for each which
would adequately cover those stories:

@ A fire in a hotel where three people are trapped.

® The announcement of a major new contract at a steelworks.

® The launch of an outrageous fashion range by a local designer.

@ A blind man who is planning to climb a mountain.

3 Interview simulation: taking control

This is a power game requiring two players. One plays the reporter and
the other the interviewee. The story is about a landlord who has bought
houses that are due for demolition and is letting them to tenants and
keeping them in squalor for profit.

The story concerns eight houses in Bridge Street split into single and
double rooms, some are in need of repair and all are badly inadequate.

The landlord, Albert Smith, is leasing the houses cheaply from the local
authority and charging high rents. The tenants are mainly poor immigrants.
A shortage of rented accommodation means they have to stay there or
become homeless. They have complained about the squalid conditions
which they say are to blame for the constant ill-health of some of their
children.

The reporter’s brief is to interview the landlord to expose what is
happening and, in a manner that is both fair and reasonable, call him to
account. The landlord’s aim is to defend his reputation and show himself
up in the best possible light. If the local authority accepts the case against
him, he could lose his houses. The central plank of his defence is that the
immigrants would be homeless without him, and he knows that if the local
authority rules his houses inhabitable, they would then have the responsibil-
ity of housing the immigrants.

The reporter has one constraint upon him - if the landlord disputes any
facts that are not included in his brief, the reporter must not be dogmatic
about them.

Both parties should finish reading this brief and then re-read it. The
reporter should then spend up to five minutes privately thinking up
questions, in which time the interviewee should anticipate the questions
that would be asked and prepare a defence.

The exercise is one of control. Both parties want the interview to go
ahead, though both are hoping for a different outcome. Each should try to
take charge and to bend the interview to his own purposes — one to expose
the facts, the other to gloss over them and turn them to his advantage by
making them seem more acceptable.

If you have recording equipment, record the interview. Conduct it
preferably in front of a small audience of classmates who can later offer
constructive criticism. You have fifteen minutes to conduct the pre-chat
and the interview.

4 Afterwards discuss the interview. Who came out on top and why? How
did the reporter attempt to expose the facts and how did the landlord try




Setting up the interview

to cover them up? How did each side feel about the attempts to manipu-
late him during the interview? Were the right questions asked? How did
you resolve differences in opinion about the facts of the story. What did
the audience think?

5 Interview simulation: Q & A

There has been a serious accident on a main highway from town. Several
cars are involved and some people have died. You are at the scene of the
crash and your station wants to conduct a live interview with you about
what you have seen. Imagine the scene and work out a scenario, then draw
up a list of questions for the presenter. You should have enough material
to stay on air for three minutes. If you are in a class, find someone to be
the presenter and go ahead with the Q & A.
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THE NEWS PROGRAMME

9 From 2 minute
headlines to 24 hour news

‘Give us 22 minutes, we’ll give you the world’
— SLOGAN OF WESTINGHOUSE ALL NEWS RADIO

News programmes come in almost as many shapes ands sizes as the
people who present them, from two-minute headline summaries to 24
hours of non-stop news. As broadcasting develops new forms of
expression and the choice of programmes continues to grow, news is
having to be marketed in increasingly diverse ways to continue to win
audiences accustomed to greater choice. With cable and satellite televi-
sion has come greater specialization. Viewers can now stay tuned to
one channel all day without glimpsing a headline, or watch wall-to-
wall news if the fancy takes them. And as news programmes get longer,
the distinction between news and entertainment becomes more
blurred, with keep-fit spots, recipe slots and even horoscopes juggling
for position amid the more usual news fare.

Figure 19 Getting the news to the network . . . reading the bulletin at IRN (courtesy
Independent Radio News)
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THE BULLETIN

NEWS
PROGRAMMES

DOCUMENTARY

VERITE

From 2 minute headlines to 24 hour news

In the UK, the brief news summary is known as a bulletin. In the US,
bulletin may refer to a one-item snap of breaking news, while in UK
terms, that would be known as a newsflash. The UK definitions apply
here.

The bulletin is a snapshot of the day’s news at a point in time and is
usually on air from three to five minutes. Individual items are kept delib-
erately short — usually under a minute — so a good number of stories can
be packed in. TV bulletins may be illustrated with film footage and stills,
known as wisuals, while radio bulletins may use voice reports and inter-
view extracts (actualities). Or, the bulletin may be read straight without
any illustrations, the technique favoured by the BBC World Service.

News programmes usually aim to provide a broader view of the day’s
news, summarizing the best stories of the day instead of the hour.
Length usually ranges from 20 to 60 minutes. Items are generally longer
and more detailed than those in a bulletin and more sophisticated, using
actualities or film footage, stills and graphics. Some shorter stories may
also be incorporated to increase the breadth of coverage. If a
programme is to gain audience loyalty, it will have to establish a clear
identity and have a greater balance and variety of material than a
bulletin. (See establishing programme identity, page 123.)

The documentary deals with a topical issue or subject in depth, and
is less dependent on a news peg — some immediate and newsworthy
occurrence taking place before that subject can be aired.
Documentaries usually last between 30 minutes and an hour and will
cover a single theme or a small number of issues.

Documentary styles vary from straightforward reportage to drama-
tized documentary and uérite techniques (also known as direct or
actuality reporting). The drama documentary makes use of actors to
reconstruct events and conversations. The use of drama inevitably
requires a degree of speculation and is a further smudging of the
margins between fact and fiction, producing what is sometimes
disparagingly referred to as faction.

Vérite techniques try to get as close to the untainted truth as possible,
by doing away with the narrator, chopping out all the questions and
linking the various interviews and actualities so it seems as though no
reporter was present. The intention is to produce a purer piece of
journalism, closer to reality for being untainted by the presence and
preconceptions of the reporter. But this is, of course, an illusion.

The reporter’s influence, though unseen or unheard, is perhaps
greater than ever, for a good deal of skilful setting-up and manipula-
tion is required to get the interviewees to tell the story so it appears
to be telling itself, without requiring linking narrative. Interviewees
have to be primed to provide answers that effectively encapsulate the
unheard questions so listeners can follow the drift.
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Where it succeeds, vérite paints a picture which is closer to the
subject and more intimate, giving the impression of looking in on
somebody’s life unobserved. Where it fails, it can be both contrived
and confusing and a self-inflicted handicap to story-telling. Vérite is
best used where solid information is less important than atmosphere,
such as a day in the life of an inmate at a prison, or this psychother-
apy session below.

Psychotherapist: ‘If you could place a flower a your mother’s grave
. what flower would you take?’

Alan: ‘A rose.’

Psychotherapist: ‘A rose. Well, let me give you a rose. Take it. What
colour would it be?’

Alan: ‘Red.’

Psychotherapist: ‘Red. Take the rose in your hand. You're doing fine.
Right? Come and place it. And if you could have been responsible for
writing something on her tombstone, what would you have written?’

Alan: ‘I love and forgive you.’

Psychotherapist: ‘Just take this hand for a moment. I want you to be
held in the way you were never held as a kid. No? You can’t do that.’

Alan: ‘You’re going to get all lovey dovey and then they’re just gonna
kick me in the teeth.’

Psychotherapist: ‘What’s your fear of being held, Alan?’

Alan: ‘. .. being loved, and having that love and trust thrown back in
my face. And to hold people. You know, it must be lovely that. You
know, to comfort somebody. I'd like it. It must be nice.’

Psychotherapist: ‘One of things that came over in your works is that
you have a lot of anger and a lot of hatred from what happened in
your family. Where do you think that anger and hatred went?’

Alan: ‘It went in myself. It’s just filthy what I've done. I did worse by
commitin’ rape than what mum ever done to me. God knows what
was goin’ through my head that night. I don’t know. I remember
grabbing hold of her afterwards and cryin’ and sayin’ I don’t know
what’s goin’ on, what's happened. I'm sorry. There she is crying. I
said, ‘I didn’t hurt you, physically,’ did I? Mentally I've hurt her; it was
degrading. Been standing there for about 10 minutes cryin’. I was
doin’ the more cryin’. I was goin’ mental. I just walked along the town
for about two weeks like a tramp. I wouldn’t sleep in a bed, slept
under bushes, in parks, just drinking. Bad news.’ — ACTUALITY RADIO 4

This ‘fly on the wall’ method demands that highly intrusive equipment
such as cameras become as inconspicuous as part of the furniture. The
aim is to record an accurate ‘slice of life’, rather than the inflamed
normality one might expect where the presence of crews and reporters
must make interviewees feel like actors on a stage. To achieve this,
crews will have to be present on location for long enough for their




24 HOUR NEWS

From 2 minute headlines to 24 hour news

subjects to become acclimatized to them before filming can take place
in earnest. Radio scores heavily over TV here, being dependent on
nothing more obtrusive than a reporter with a microphone.

Perhaps the ultimate news programme is the 24 hour news channel on
satellite and cable TV. Ted Turner’s Cable News Network (CNN)
was the first in 1980. What was begun by the man dubbed the ‘living
embodiment of new media barbarism™, has come of age. CNN provides
global round-the-clock news and earned respect for its outstanding
coverage of the massacre in Tiananmen Square and the Gulf War.
CNN is being chased by World Service Television which went 24
hours in 1991 and the British-based Sky News, which provides pan-
European 24 hour news coverage.

‘CNN has become the most famous television station in the world . . .
a sort of intercom service for world leaders. Outside the United
States its influence is out of all proportion to its audience. Enter any
newspaper newsroom when important world news is breaking and
its television sets will be tuned to CNN.’ — THE SUNDAY TIMESt

But 24 hour news was on radio years before television jumped on the
bandwagon. All-news radio is credited with making its professional
debut in Mexico in 1961, when the station XTRA in Tijuana began
broadcasting a rip-and-read format which was later to spread to
Chicago and be adopted and adapted by other networks.}

The 24 hour news format has since developed a number of distinct
styles: the magazine approach, which presents a variety of programmes
and personalities throughout the day; and the news cycle, which
repeats and updates an extended news bulletin, and lasts usually
between twenty minutes and an hour.

The US Westinghouse format adopted a news cycle, with a
constantly updated sequence of hard news repeated throughout the day.
‘Give us 22 mwunutes, we’ll give you the world was the slogan. Repetition
was not thought to matter, because Westinghouse stations catered for
an audience that tuned in for the latest news and then tuned out.

CBS stations extended that cycle to an hour to try to hold an audience
for longer. National news could be taken on the hour, followed by local
news, with traffic, sport, weather reports and other items programmed into
the cycle, moving away from the extended bulletin feel to become a news
programme. Programmes became double-headed for variety, and the style
aimed to be warmer and more relaxed than the Westinghouse model.

* David Housham in ‘CNN’, Broadcast 4 October, 1985.
t Profile Cable News Network, 20 January 1991.
1 Philip O. Keirstead, A/l-News Radio, TAB Books, 1980.
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The other approach is the magazine style which builds programmes,
such as phone-ins and discussions, on to a backbone of regular
bulletins and summaries which run at intervals throughout. This was
the philosophy used by LLBC in London and transplanted to British
breakfast television, albeit with a greater emphasis on 