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WORKING WITH MEDIA

When image, truth wrestle,
il’s bad for the executive

By Calvin Naito

It’s riveting: The president
of the United States and the
media appear to be engaged
in an intense wrestling match
that has effects on all of our
lives.

The reality is it’s just an-’
other example of the timeless
wrestling match between im-
age and truth.

This is what happens when
government officials, business
executives and others seek to
increase their power and in-
fluence. The person in a po-
sition of authority seeks to
shape their image by control-
ling their organization’s com-
munications with their stake-
holders and the general pub-
lic. Working with the authority
figure in this effort is their top
PR/communications officer or
press secretary and associated
staff.

The more that the official
tries to falsely shape image at
the expense of the truth, the
more intense the wrestling
match will become. The main-
stream media, with its inquis-
itive and investigative nature,
is focused on reporting the
truth in the public interest.
The media can be seen meta-
phorically as the truth.

The fundamental reality in
today’s techinological and mul-
timedia world is that the path

_to greater power and influence
involves working truthfully
and skillfully with the media.
Many people find this hard to
believe, as many executives-in
business and government are
afraid of the press, have little
understanding of it, and often
hold the media in contempt.

The most influential people
in the world are the best com-
municators. We are in a me-
dia-driven age with a multi-
tude of platfoims; and the in-
dividuals who gain influence:
know how to get their mes-
sages out via these:media plat-
forms. They understand the

" power of the miedia. They un-
derstand that the media is the
best friend they can have.

How do you establish and
maintain positive. relatlons

-with the media? '

The CEO or official should
follow these basic guidelines: -
Be honest but discreet (you
don’t have to tell them -every-
thing, but everything you tell

them must be true). Hustle for
them, and get back to report-
ers as soon as you can. Write
clearly and give them informa-
tion that is useful and accu-
rate. Help them sort out and
visualize the story. And most

- important of all: Maintain a

healthy attitude toward the
press.

Exercising leadership is
hard, and effectively engag-
ing the media requires a rep-
ertoire of skills. Either the of-
ficial must possess them, de-
velop them, employ others
(staff or consultants) who have
the valuable skills, or the offi-
cial must function via. a combi-
nation of these. The challenge
of the official and his team is
to make sure that their stories
make the news in an infor-
mative and entertaining way.
They need to find ways to cut
through the clutter and noise
and ensure that their story is
seen and heard.

The executive must create
asetting that allows the com-
munications officer to-tell him’
the truth. The CEO must make
it safe for the communica-
tions officer to iell him what
he needs to know, not intimi-
date the communications offi-
cer into insincerely telling the
official what he wants to hear.
‘Conversely, though, the com-
munications officer or press
secretary must be commit-
ted to speaking truth to power
and explicitly make cléar to
the official that they are pre-
pared to resign or be fired
if asked to lie or engage in a
cover-up.

The official or CEO should
let his or her PR/communica-
tions officer continuously audit
the organization’s operations
and actively identify shortcom-
ings in business plans, policy
proposals, workplace practices
and personal conduct. In some
ways, these advisers are the
first reporters on the scene,
-and they can advise the CEO
and the management team to
correct shortcomings and defi-
ciencies before engaging with
the real reporters.

The official must have the
calmness and maturity to lis-
ten to their recommendations,
without irrationally killing the
messenger.

In the public arena, when
image and truth are different,
they will continue to wres-
tle, with usually bad conse-
quences for-the government
official (including the presi-
dent of the United States) or
business executive. When im-
age and truth are not differ-
ent, the two will'miorph into
identical twins and become
a powerful duo. When im-
age and truth stop wrestling
and instead become one, you
come out on top.
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communications professionial
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