First Amendment and Media Issues
Dealing with the Media

·  Establish ground rules

· Be available and accurate

· Be understanding and aware of media deadlines

· Be truthful and clear

· Always be on the record

· Use easily understood terms

· Be fair and behave professionally

· Understand and respect the media’s competitiveness

· Be prepared to be interviewed

Be Aware of Deadlines

· Always ask a journalist who is requesting information what his or her deadline is.

· Respond as soon as possible to questions/requests for information.

· Stalling damages credibility.  If you must do any research to ensure the accuracy of your response, make sure that the media do not think you are just stalling for time.

Be Truthful and Clear

· Do not lie.  Tell the truth or say nothing at all.

· Don’t say anything you don’t want in print or broadcast.

· Avoid flip statements.

· Don’t express personal opinions.  Even after the camera is stowed and the notebook is put away.

· Avoid appearing as if you are covering something up or trying to hide something.

· Let journalists know when you think they have done a good job.

The Media are Competitive 

· Journalists are always looking for ways to get a story that other journalists don’t have. 

· Getting the story first is vitally important to every journalist and every news organization.

· Don’t give information you have learned from one reporter to another reporter.

Developing Relationships with Members of the Media

· What is appropriate?

· Why is it necessary?

· How members of the media try to manipulate/abuse it.

· Establishing personal relationships are unnecessary. Appropriately handled, having professional relationships doesn’t compromise the integrity of the court.

· Hold an orientation for members of the media.

1. Tour of public areas of court.

2. Provide materials such as applicable laws or rules of court.

3. Discuss objectives/challenges of media.

4. Discuss objectives/challenges of attorneys and the court/judiciary.

· Schedule occasional informal sessions with reporters who routinely cover the courts to discuss questions, issues, and situations of mutual concern.

· Create a Bench-Bar-Media Committee.

Use Easily Understood Terms

· Do not use legalese, bureaucratese or terms not commonly used or understood by members of the public.

· Remember that news stories are written or prepared for people with a sixth-grade education.

· Make your statement in 30 seconds or less for print journalists, 10 seconds or less for broadcast journalists.

· Create a glossary of legal terms commonly used in court parlance and have a copy available to give any journalist who contracts you for information or for an interview.  

Correcting Errors/Responding to Criticisms

For Criticism:
· Gather the facts.

· Compile facts in writing in a fact sheet.

· Discuss the criticism and possible options with Bar professionals, Presiding Judge or colleagues.

Possible Options:

1. Discuss the situation with the reporter or editor of the news organization that published or aired the critical story.

2. Write a Letter to the Editor of newspaper that published critical story.

3. Write and submit an op-ed piece to the news organization that reported the critical information.

4. Issue a news release.

5. Post everything you write on the court’s website, if one exists.  (Have a “News” category created on the Website, if such a category doesn’t already exist.  Other news about the court can be posted there, as well).

6. Enlist support of bar associations for leadership/members to write letters to the editor of news organizations and/or write op-ed pieces for publications in news publications.

For errors, determine if it is important or serious enough to try to get a correction.
· If not, contact the reporter who wrote the story and give him/her the correct information in hope that the error wont be repeated in future stories.  

· If you think a correction is warranted, the following is a list of possible options:

1. Ask the reporter who wrote the story to do a correction. If s/he declines to do one, ask for the name and phone number of his/her editor.

2. Ask the editor for a correction.  If the editor declines, you can take some of the same actions as you would for unwarranted criticism such as:

· Write a letter to the editor of the news organization that reported the incorrect information.

· Write and submit an op-ed piece to the news organization that reported the incorrect information.

· Often other news organizations pick up stories reported by other news organizations without confirming the information or checking facts in them, thereby perpetuating incorrect information.  If that happens, send a correcting news release to all news organizations that might pick up the erroneous story.

· Post everything you write on your court’s website.
