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Dear George:

Enclosed is a copy of my remarks at the conference.

I enjoyed seeing you there and hope we can continue to
be in touch.

Sincerely,
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for lecture at Annenburg Center

FUBLIC RELATIONS.AND THE REPORTING OF RIBK
Dorothy Nelkin

The reporting of technological risk is one of the most
controversial areas of journalism. The widely recognized
communications fiasco at. Three Mile Island, the confused
reporting of the saccharin dispute, and the controversial
coverage of the toxicé waste disposal_problem provoked by
the problems at Love Canal and Times Beach, all created.
awareness of béth the importance and the extraordinary
difficulty of communicating informatién about risk to the
public. They have generated debates on the biases, inaccu-
racies and sensationaliét tendencies of journalists, but
they have also called attention to the interests at stake in
controlling and m&nipﬁlating public comﬁunication about con-
trovérsial tecﬁnological choices., These interests are
reflected in a remarkable“increase in puﬁlic relations
acﬁivities drganized'around problems qf risk.

Thé préssures df public relations are of course not a
recent problem for journalism, but they assume particular
imﬁortance in shaping the newé about risks. The character
of risk events leaves feporters espediélly vulnerable to
public-relations"activities. Few journalists have the back-
;ground to understénd the Sciéntific complexity of risk
ksituations; and the constraints of newswork -- the dead-
lines, thg cbmpetition for spacé ~= leave them little time

to develop the relevant technical competence. Thus they



oftén fail to place risk events in an appropriate technical
contéxt. for example, the misleading news reports on the

- rat experiments in the saccharin controversy reflected a
widespread failure among journalists to understand a stan-
dard scientific prbceduré based on extrapolations from large-
dose experiments, Similarly, the reporting about possible
explosions at Three Mile Island reflected the failure to
understand the technicélities of reactor safety.

Risk eventé are also characterized by technical uncer-
tainty and pervaded by scientific disputes. In many cases
uncertainties reflect the unavailability of adequate scien-
tific information; . This has become a problem; for example,
in the reporting about the health effects of exposﬁre to
toxic chemicals. Of the 63,000 toxic chemicals that are in
~commercial use, relatively few have been adequately tested
for health and safety. Cﬁmpoﬁnding the lack of scientific
kndﬁledge.is the difficulty of drawing.precise causal asso-
éiétions between human exposure and long—term health effects.
As a result, the scientists assessing risk often‘afrive at
conflicting conélusions about the relative -dangers of partic-
uiar hazards. Conflict prevails over the Severity of risk,
the.methoddlogiés for evaluating risk and the appropriate
means of fegulatian Deluged by excéssive and conflicting
information,'journalisté may not know whom to believe.

‘.Risk repprtihg ié also politically controversial.
Defining the nature of risk creates thé context for account-
ability. The terms used to describe an event, the voices

heard, the perceptions conveyed, point the finger of blame.



‘News abbut risk can affect consumer behavior, especially if
alternatives are available. People, for example, reduced
théir use of aerosol spray cans after the media reports on
the potential risks of fluorocarbons to the ozone layer.
The media also set the context for public policy. It was
the local press publicity about Love Canal that forced the
Department of Health to issue a health alert. This in turn
jettisoned the issue into the national press and onto the
Congressional agenda. 0ften journalists, esﬁecially when
they report on local events, are under editorial pressure to’
consider local commercial reaiities.' As one reporter put
it, “We are trained subtly not to cover the corporate sector
and other private inétitutions the way we cover City Hall.,"
Studies of press reports on environmental risks suggest that
journalists are reluctant to challenge prqjects that are
importént'torthe local economy, a habit sometimes referred
to as the-"Afghaﬁistan.syndroﬁe,” the tendéncy to cover
probhlems 6ccurring in distant places. |

When time is short aﬁd information coﬁplek,'disputed and
also politically sensitive, journalists tend to rely on the
pre-selected news that is readily évailable in press releases.
They are especially.vuinerable if this selection of news is
backed by scientific authority. In an analysis.of the influ-
Pncefof sources_oh environmental reporting David Sachsman
‘found that'duriﬁg'an eight week period, eleven environmental
repérters réceived 1,347 press releases. Over half of the

published stories could be traced to these public relations



efforts, and most adopted their language as well as their.
content. Reporting on risk may simply require opening the
mail. Those sources who are best organized té provide
authoritaﬁive facts in a manageable and efficiently packaged
form‘have an unusual degree of power. Recognizing this, the
technical community has responded by creating increasingly
sdphisticated public relations techniques to meet the needs
of the press.

Most public relations efforts in the arena of risk have
been generated by those indﬁstries {(nuclear power, chemicals’
and drugs) that are involved in controversial sciénce—based
technologies., Industrial public relations developed at the
turn of the century, first as an adjunct to advertising and
later as 5 means to influence public policies that might
bear on govefnment regulation., Industries create and expand
their public relatibﬁs_departments in response to crises
that affect their imége. Dupent, for example, fofmed its PR
department in 1934 after a Senate inveétigation of the gun-
‘powder industry created an image of the company as "a mer~
chant of death." As regulatory pressures have developed
"with increasing public concern about risk, many firms have
ex?anded their public'relationé activities. And, interest-
ingly, they are engaging s¢ientists as an increasingly impor-
tant part of these efforts; Indeed, scientists are incréas—
"ingly employed to communicate technical information, to
enhance cérporate credibility and to legitimate corporate

claims.



For example,'during the controversy over nuclear power
the nuclear industfy developed an elaborate public relations
apparatus that engaged scientists, both at tﬁe national level
to convince the public of the safety of the technology, and
at the local le§31 to show that utilities were good neighbors.
Public relations officers developed strategies to enlighten
the press, recommending that industry spokesmen do some
"gemantic soul-searching'" to eliminate language that might
work against them. "Palatable synonyms for scare words such
as 'hazard' or 'ecriticality' would facilitate the public
understéndihg_of nuclear energy," advised one PR.officer.

‘In the press releases that followed nuclear sites became
“nﬁclear parks" and accidents became "aberrations.!" Electric
power industry consuitants also developed a "nuclear accept-
ance campaign," a strategy to use "the right medium to com-
municate -the righﬁlmessage to. the right target audience."

The consultants advised the industry that scientists were
the right medium: "The public has féith in science, believes
scientists, and.would listen." Accordingly, Westinghbuse
developed.the Campus America program designed to incréase
positive media coverage of nuclear power. It hired public
relaticons firms specialized in running political campaigns

to tfain their scientists and engineers to deal effectively
hith reporters. Between 19076 and 1982 Westinghouse scien-
'tists made 300 pﬁblic aﬁpéarances'and held 300 newspaper
interviews. |

The chemical industry began to use similar strategies

after the news coverage of Love Canal and Times Beach. They



employed scientists to provide "the facts" and to counter
the "erroneous stories" that were being printed and broad-
cast about the hazards of toxic wastes. Chemical industrial
leaders generally feel under siege. They believe that fhe
press is disseminating biased information that is creating
irrational and unreasonable fear about chemicals. They have
coined the terms "cancerphobia" and "chemophobia" to describe
thé public response. The press claims a Chemical_company
qukesmah is poisoning America: "If there is any poiscning
of America going on, it is not chemicals that are the culprit,
it is the medié. Jourﬁalists have hélped to create crises
where none exists {(the cancer epidemic), have blown out of
proportion legitimate stories (Three Mile Island), and avidly
hunted for crises to come {acid rain)." The industry has
expanded publiec reiations in order to_counter these tenden-
cies, "to get across to the public the value of chemicals in
our lives.“ Accordingly D@w Chemical established a "visible
scientist" program, sending scientists, professionally'
trained in communication skills by public relations firms,
on media tours. In 19082 16 scientists visited 26 media
markets, held 24 newspaper intefviews, appeared on 62 TV and
76 radio shows, reaching an estimated 9 million people.
Following up the presé coverage, I found théir arguments
Qere duly reportéd'in local newspapers as facts.

The New York City public relations firm, Hili and
Knowltoﬁ, also runs a visible séientist program, arranging

meetings between corporate scientists and "the right edi-



tors," Hill and Knowlton orchestrated public relations for
the Calorie Control Council when it opposed the saccharin
ban, and it worked for Metropolitan Edison in order to
increase its press credibility after Three Mile Island,.
Other public relations firms have developed so-called "para-
chute teamsg" or "truth squads" of scientists who are ready
to move into rigk situafions in order to defuse opposition
and to present the '"facts."

Environmentalists also use PR techniques to enhance
their credibility, though they are usually less professional
and less well organized in their efforts. The Union.of Con-~
cerned Scientists'kept in regular contaét with reporters
dﬁring the nuclear debate. Anti-nuclear scientists worked
with folk singers; rock artists and Nobel laureates, all in
order to influence the press. Love Canal neighbors geared
their demonstratiéné to attract maximum media attention.
Indeed, all the interests involved in risk disputes see the
press as a resocource through which to éfeate public attitudes
sympathetic to their position,

From the earliest days of public relations journalists
have regarded such efforts with cynicism. The influence of
public relations on the news énce prompted ﬁpton Sinclair to
define journalism as "a business in the practice of presenting
the news of the day in the interests of economic privilege."
3 Today reporters are ﬁore skeptical that ever; however, the
fact that journalists resent manipulation by PR professionals
does not diminish their influence. For sensitivity to manip-

ulation is dulled by the vulnerability of Jjournalists in



reporting complex technical information and by their uncrit-
ical belief in science as an authoritative source of objec-
tive information,

While the reporting about risk is often
problematic, the most serious problem may be less one of

bias, inaccuracy and sensationalism than the reluctance of
journalists to challenge the sources of risk information.
There are few I,F.

Stones or Walter Lippmanns writing about
teéhnological risk.

There is no tradition of investigative
or critical reporting of science and technology.

Too often
the press is simply a conduit for the many interested parties

who use the authority of science to shape the public view
about technical choices,

As these choices become an increas-~
ingly important dimension of public policy, they must be

approached by Jjournalists with the spirit of independent,

critical inquiry that has guided good investigative
reporting in other policy areas.



