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Building a Theoretical
Model of Media Relations
Using Framing,
Information Subsidies,
and Agenda-Building

Lynn M. Zoch
University of Miami

Juan-Carlos Molleda
University of Florida

This chapter focuses on an area of public relations that many nonpractitioners
see as the only function of public relations—that of media or press relations.
The vision of the practitioner as the press agent, the “mouthpiece” who tells
the organization’s good-news-only story or the TV-camera-blinded company
spokesperson, has a long history.

- Scott Cutlip (1994) traces the roots of today’s public relations practitioners
0 the press agentry used by those promoting settlements on the East Coast
of the United States in the 1600s. Modern public relations’ use of media
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relations can be traced to the founding of The Publicity Bureau in mid-1900,
and the firm’s subsequent work for Harvard University, the railroads, and AT&T
(Cutlip, 1994). The early careers of practitioners such as Ivy Lee, Edward
Bernays, John Hill, and Carl Byoir were based on what was then called press
agentry and today has evolved into media relations.

Although the public relations field has expanded well beyond the concept
of one-way press agentry, no public relations textbook is complete with-
out a chapter on media relations. Some textbooks use simple titles such as
“Media Relations” (Baskin, Aronoff & Lattimore, 1997), “Publicity and Me-
dia” (Seitel, 1998), or “Media and Media Relations” (Cutlip, Center, & Broom,
2000), whereas others attempt to draw the focus away from the media by
placing relationships with the media within a broader context such as two-
chapter packages titled “Written Tactics” and “Spoken Tactics” (Wilcox, Ault,
& Agee, 1998) or “Communication Channels and Media” and “Tactics and
Techniques” (Newsom, Turk, & Kruckeberg, 2000). In whatever way it is pre-
sented, media relations is considered to be an important tool in the practitioner’s
skill set. T

Knowing this, it was then surprising for us to discoverin reviewing literature
for this chapter that when the key words “media relations” were used to search
the Communication Institute for Online Scholarship (CIOS) database, which '
covers the past 25 years of academic research in the field of communication,
there-were nio matches. It was even more surprising that when we used “press
relations” as the key words, only eight articles were cited, and six of those
articles actually referred to the relationships between the “press” and various
organizations or government bodies.

This, of course, does not mean that no research has been done in the area of
public relations effect on the media coverage of organizations, issues, Or events
(see References). What it does mean is that the work being done may be hard.
to access through a simple search by a public relations student or practitioner
interested in finding out which theories or models inform the practice of media
relations.

To simplify the search for a theory with which to underpin media relations,
in this chapter we attempt to create a theoretical framework, composed of thre
currently popular paradigms, throu gh which the practice of media relations car
Be viewed. We describe it as an active process 1n whic the public relation
practitioner has, at the least, a modicum of control over the message she wishe
to reach the public, its timing, the source of that information, and the effect @
the media agenda of the issue presented.

The three areas we discuss, and from which we construct the theoretica
framework, are framing theory, the concept of information subsidies, and th
agenda-building paradigm. In this chapter we (1) discuss each of the thre
theoretical areas individually, (2) make interconnections between the area
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3) discuss implications of the three paradigms for practice, (4) develop a
10del of media relations using the three theoretical areas, and (5) end by
discussing the model’s implications for theory and research.

ING

the concept of framing has been variously attributed to sociologist Erving
Goffman ( 1974) and anthropologist Gregory Bateson (1955). Although Goff-
man credits Bateson with the first use of the word “frame” in the sense of a
frame of interpretation or metamessage about what is going on in a particu-
lar situation, it is Goffman himself who carries the concept into the linguistic
malysis of face-to-face interactions.

- Anumber of elements are necessary to understand the concept of the “frame”
or message “framing.” Goffman (1974) defines a frame as a “schemata of inter-
retation” through which individuals organize and make sense of information
T an occurrence (p. 21), whereas Reese (1997) notes that “[f]rames are orga-
lizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work
ymbolically to meaningfully structure the social world” (p. 5).

- “Frames select and call attention to particular aspects of the reality de-
scribed, which logically means that frames simultaneously direct attention
way from other aspects™ writes Entman (1993, p. 54). Here the metaphor of
lwindow frame comes to mind. The message framer has the choice of what is
0 be emphasized in the message, as the view through a window is emphasized
)y where the carpenter frames, or places, the window. If the window had been
laced, or framed, on a different wall, the view would be different.

Because framing involves selecting a particular viewpoint to bring to the fore
s well as communicating some aspect of the whole to make it the salient point

1993) identifies four locations where frames can occur in the communication
ransaction, and there serve their function of selecting and emphasizing, in
he communication process: the communicator, the receiver, the text, and the
ultural framework.

Frames or schemata of interpretation are present in both the communicator
nd the receiver from which they either build the message or the interpretation
f the message. “The text [italics in original] contains frames, which are man-
ested by the presence or absence of certain keywords, stock phrases, stereo-
iped images, sources of information, and sentences that provide thematically
inforcing clusters of facts or judgments” (Entman, 1993, p. 52). Culture or
ocial grouping is the origin for many commonly accepted frames that are
esent in the thinking of a particular group of people. A good example of this
he issue of flying the Confederate battle flag over the state house in South
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Carolina. The frame of one social grouping might be that the flag embodies the
history and culture of the South and should be flown out of respect for the her-
itage of the state. Another social grouping works with the collective frame that
the flag represents a repressive society and the enslavement of an entire race
of people. Goffman (1974) separates frames into two broad classes—natural
and social. Natural frames identify occurrences that are purely physical, such
as the weather as given in a report. As public relations practitioners we are
more concerned with social frames, which Goffman describes as “guided do-
ings™ where there is motive and intent to present a particular viewpoint, much
like a public relations practitioner presenting information to the media about
a particular issue or event. “Social frameworks . . . provide background under
standing for events that incorporate the will, aim, and controlling effort of ar
intelligence, a live agency, . . . the human being” (Goffman, 1974, p. 22). Thus
framing is critical to the construction of social reality—the way people view
the world.

In his exhaustive literature review of framing and its relationship to publie
relations, Hallahan (1999) makes this connection to the practitioner:

Implicitly, framing plays an integral role in public relations, If public relations is
defined as the process of establishing and maintaining mutually beneficial rela-
tions between an organization and publics on whom it depends (Cutlip, Center,
& Broom, 1995)(sic) the establishment of common frames of reference [italics
in original] about topics or issues of mutual concern is a necessary condition for
effective relations to be established (p. 207).

In terms of a public relations practitioner’s use of framing to get out hes
organization’s message, frames have four functions: (1) They define problem
or “determine what a causal agent is doing with what costs and benefits,” in thi
case the organization; (2) they diagnose causes or identify what is causing d
problem, either within or outside the organization; (3) they make moral jué
ments about the situation causing the problem; and (4) they suggest remedi
or “offer and justify treatments for the problems™ (Entman, 1993, p. 52).

A frame can also be viewed as an idea or central story line that organize
and provides meaning (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987) to the events related &
a story or issue. Those looking for such frames can identify them through ¢
use of five common devices: catchphrases, depictions, metaphors, exemp;
and visual images (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). ;

From the media’s perspective, frames allow journalists to work with la
amounts of information quickly, assign that information to its place in
scheme of the story, and package it for the audience so that they too see whe
the information fits into the issue (Gitlin, 1980). Media framing thus takes i
account not just the topic, but how the journalist or media in general cover as

package an issue. By focusing attention on the language and defining the iss
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under consideration, “framing goes well beyond the traditional agenda-setting
model, which tends to take issues as givens” (Kosicki, 1993, p. 113). Media
can also affect the way issues are framed through the choices of Jjournalists
who cover a story, and those who may be chosen as sources (Kosicki & Pan,
1996). For public relations practitioners engaged in working with the media,
this is an important point. As is discussed later in this chapter under infor-
mation subsidies, positioning yourself as an accurate, dependable, and readily
available source goes a long way toward getting your message into the media
outlets.

A great deal of research has been done on how various topics are framed by
both the media and what researchers often term organizational policy actors,
Andsager and Smiley (1 998) write, “Policy actors are entities—such as govern-
ment agencies, large corporations, elite professional organizations and even
citizen-activists—who are outside the media but, because of their size and
influence, also possess the ability to intervene in the production of news. Pol-
icy actors employ public information officers to communicate their frames™
(p. 185).

The largest body of framing research is based around how these policy ac-
tors attempt to frame their particular issue or event for the media. Health
issues (Andsager & Smiley, 1998; Shriver, White & Kebede, 1998), race
(Gandy, Kopp, Hands, Frazer & Phillips, 1997), the environment (Liebler &
Bendix, 1996), political campaigns (Domke, Shah, & Wackman, 1998: Miller,
Andsager & Riechert, 1998; Missika & Bregman, 1987; Rhee, 1997: Sullivan,
1989), nuclear issues (Entman & Rojecki, 1993; Meyer, 1995), war (German,
1995; Iyengar & Simon, 1993; Reese & Buckalew, 1995; Tankard & Israel,
1997), the government (Jasperson, Shah, Watts, Faber, & Fan, 1998), and polit-
ical issues (Hanson, 1995; Iorio & Huxman, 1996; Norris, 1995; Woo, 1996)
have each lent credence to the idea that the ability to frame the news is an
exercise in power.

This chapter posits that along with the media’s framing of events and issues,
public relations practitioners who act as sources, whether or not they are public

- information officers for policy actors, also contribute to the framing of a story
- as presented in the media. They do this by highlighting or withholding specific
information about a subject or issue from those covering the story.

The work done by Entman and by Gamson and Modigliani perhaps best
inform the conscious framing by public relations practitioners. By using one
or more of the five devices noted earlier, and creating a storyline to organize the
message (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989), the practitioner can better emphasize
her frame to the media. The work of Entman can help the practitioner best de-
termine when use of a frame may be most effective—when defining problems,
diagnosing causes or identifying what is causing the problem, making moral
Jjudgments about the situation causing the problem, or suggesting remedies for
the problems (Entman, 1993, p. 52).
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Those engaging in media relations must daily construct and process the
information about their organization before releasing that information to the
media. Pan and Kosicki (1993) state that framing may be considered a “strat-
egy of constructing and processing news discourse or as a characteristic of the
discourse itself” (p. 57). Another responsibility of those practicing media rela-
tions is to help the media outlet develop what Gamson (1984, 1989) calls media
packages that arrange the assorted facts of a situation or event concerning an

organization into a meaningful, organized whole.

INFORMATION SUBSIDIES

Public relations practitioners generate prepackaged information to promote
their organizations’ viewpoints on issues, and to communicate aspects of in-
terest within those issues, to their internal and external publics. Publicity and
public information strategies also assist organizations to meet legal demands
of financial disclosure, to influence legislation, and, among other purposes, to
publicize organizational actions and operations that could have an impact on
their publics or could add to the formation of positive organizational images in
the minds of their publics. Gandy (1982) describes the packaged information
generated by public relations professionals as information _subsidies, or the.
~TTorts fo reduce the prices faced by others for certain information in order o,
increase its consumption” (p. 8y
“The generation of information by media relations practitioners not only
facilitates organizations to freely contribute to the marketplace of ideas, but
also facilitates the newsgathering process of media organizations. Newsom

et al. (2000) explain:

Publicity is supposed to facilitate the newsgathering process. PR people expect
“news people to regard news releases critically, and to use or not use the news
release at their own discretion. The release can be rewritten, incorporated with
other materials, or not used at the time and used at a later date, sometimes in
an unflattering way that is not helpful. That is part of the risk in being a source J

(p. 238).

The facilitation of the newsgathering process by public relations so
has economic implications for both the practitioners’ organizations and medis
organizations. Organizations of all kinds invest human and monetary resources
in producing information that expresses their viewpoints. Media organizatiol
save these resources when they receive packaged information for free or sig

nificantly below the cost of production.
S .

S

| Gandy derived this definition from Randall Bartlett’s (1973) book Economic Foundations
Political Power.
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The belief that “information is power” is applicable to the implicit value of
information subsidies and their control. Turk (1986) writes, “Who has access
to information and to what sources of information they have access, seems an
important determinant of whose opinion and participation has the potential for

| influencing organizational life” (p.d):

Information is seen as a commodity that has a value for those who provide

and use it. Gandy (1982) states:

Sources enter into an exchange of value with Journalists in which (1) they reduce
the costs of news work to increase their control over news content; (2) they
reduce the costs of scientific research to increase their control over scientific and
technical information; and (3) they even reduce the costs of writing and producing
television fiction to increase their control over the cultural background against
which social policy questions are generally framed. (p. 15)

Turk (1986) adds that “sources who make information quickly and inexpen-
sively available to journalists through ... ‘information subsidies’ increase the
likelihood that the information will be consumed by the journalists and used
in media content” (p. 3).

According to Gandy (1982), subsidized information could decrease or in-
crease its value depending on how well disguised the quality of self-interest of
the information is, how credible the sources are, and how diverse the available
competing information is. Moreover, the value of an information subsidy in-
creases in relation to its quality as perceived by reporters and editors. Editors
who believe the authors of news releases share with them a similar education
and training in news values are more likely to see the news release as more
informational and less promotional (Kopenhaver, 1985, p. 41).

Scholars have studied information subsidies’ effectiveness—mainly the
generation and publication of news releases—in different types of organi-
zations, such as state appellate courts (Hale, 1978), state agencies (Martin
& Singletary, 1981; Turk, 1985, 1986, 1991; Walters & Walters, 1992), a
comparison of U.S. and U K. state agencies (Turk and Franklin, 1987), educa-
tional institutions (Bollinger 1999: Morton, 1988; Morton & Warren, 1992a,
1992b, 1992c; Rings, 1971), interest groups (Griffin & Dunwoody, 1995), and
the scientific community (Walters & Walters, 1996). Other scholars have fo-
cused on wire service delivery of subsidized information (Morton and Ramsey,
1994) and the news media screening process of subsidized materials (Abbott
& Brassfield, 1989: Berkowitz & Adams, 1990; Cameron & Blount, 1996).

Scholars have also focused on the information subsidy itself, exploring dif-
ferent characteristics of news releases that appear to contribute to their success
in entering the media agenda. For instance, Hale (1978) explains that there
- seems to be a positive correlation between the length of new releases and the
length of coverage. Nevertheless, most research has determined that although
public relations practitioners do not have complete control over the outcome
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of their information subsidies, they can increase their value and chances for
success if they focus on certain news values, such as thoroughness and ac- °
curacy. Martin and Singletary (1981) state, “Thoroughness and accuracy can
be interpreted to mean that, when a reporter receives a news release, the facts
should be checked with the news source. The reporter should be alert both to
what it said and what it didn’t say. Itis further assumed that news releases are
sometimes self-serving and hence should be rewritten” (p. 93).
News releases distributed through wire services appear to have a high rate of
acceptance by newspapers (Gandy, 1992; Martin & Singletary, 1981; Walters
ters, “Not surprising to most public relations practitioners dealing
with the media, releases of a negative or critical nature generate more published
stories (Martin & Singletary, 1981). Newspapers, which because of compe-
tition increasingly focus mainly on local events, are more receptive to news
releases generated by local sources than to releases issued by sources located
in other cities or states (Martin & Singletary, 1981: Morton & Warren, 1992a).
Similarly, both newspapers and television stations identified local focus, angle
or relevance (Abbott & Brassfield, 1989: Berkowitz & Adams, 1990; Morton
& Warren, 1992b; Turk, 1985), and timeliness (Abbott & Brassfield, 1989;
Rings, 1971; Walters & Walters, 1992) as important factors for saving Or re-
jecting a news release. In addition to standard news value, television stations

| eci hasis on ti
Other aspects of a news release that are considered important by editors are
accuracy (Kopenhaver, 1985), readers interests or benefit (Abbott & Brassfield.
1989: Kopenhaver, 1985; Turk. 1991), newsworthiness (Turk, 1991; Walters
& Walters, 1992), avoidance of persuasive tactics or objectivity (Rings, 19713
Turk, 1991) and impact (Turk 1991; Griffin & Dunwoody, 1995). In contrast,
Morton and Warren (1992a) note that there are three news elements that are
difficult for the public relations practitioners to utilize despite the value those
news elements have for journalists and editors: oddity, magnitude, and known
principals.
The distinction between direct and indirect subsidies is explained by Gandy
(1982): “The journalist receives a direct [italics in original] information sub-
sidy, and the target in government receives an indirect subsidy when the ins
formation is read in the paper or heard on the news” (p. 62). When subsidi a'-f
information is filtered through the media before it reaches its intended auds
ence, usually the government, it becomes an indirect subsidy. Gandy (1992

further elaborates this concept of indirect subsidies:

Policy actors provide indirect subsidies through a variety of means, most of §
which have to do with using a credible source to deliver a persuasive message.
Journalists are blessed with a self-generated cloak of objectivity. Thus, material
perceived as news, rather than as opinion, has a higher value to the decision
maker. Indirect subsidies are therefore regularly provided through journalists,
and editors of print and electronic news media (p. 143).
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10 influence decision making for the benefit of their organizations, We also
contend that when media outlets are provided a carefully framed message,

erhaps even arranged into an organized media package to help facilitate their
sgathering, the benefits to 3 Practitioner’s organization increase geomet-

fically. Following is the final piece necessary to build a complete mode] of
ictive media relations,

4

AGENDA-BUILDING PROCESS

~ This question of who builds media agendas was discussed by Cobb and
Elder (1 972) and Lang and Lang(1981) early in the development of the agenda-
etting paradigm. On the one hand, Cobb and Elder explain that politicians act
8 opinion leaders and publicize particular issues creating a systematic and
ormal agenda through symbolic crusades. On the other hand, Lang and Lang
1981) suggest that the agenda-buildin is a collective and reciprocal process.
ore specifically, they state that the agenda-building process “js a continuous
i€, involving a number of feedback loops, most important among which are
he way political figures see their own image mirrored in the media, the pooling
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of information within the press corps, and the various indicators of the public
response” (p. 466).

Max McCombs has spent almost 30 years developing and tracking the
agenda-setting paradigm (See for example: Brewer & McCombs, 1996; Lopez-
Escobar, Llamas, McCombs & Lennon, 1998; McCombs, 1992; McCombs
& Masel-Walters, 1976; McCombs & Shaw, 1972; McCombs & Shaw, 1993;
Stone & McCombs, 1981; Wanta, Stephenson, Turk & McCombs, 1989). Dur-
ing that time he has presented and watched many changes in the way we view
agenda setting. He has come to see agenda setting as a series of levels or phases
and now writes of it in that way. Recently he has written that the currently
evolving phase of agenda-setting research transformed the news agenda from
independent variable to dependent variable, and that means the exploration of
the sources that set the agenda to the media (McCombs, 1992; Roberts and
McCombs, 1994). According to McCombs, “The outermost layer is the array
of sources routinely used by journalists to obtain news. New agenda setting
studies linked the interests of public relations researchers with work in the
sociology of news. Other work expanded the scope of presidential studies to
explore the agenda-setting influence of the nation’s number one newsmaker”
(1992, p. 816).

Johnson et al., (1996) explain that the collective and reciprocal agenda-
building process means that the press, the public, and public officials influence
one another and, at the same time, are influenced by one another. They con-
ducted path analysis research and concluded with a model of agenda building
that includes at least four stages: (1) real-world conditions set into motion the
agenda-building process; (2) the news media increases coverage of the issue;
(3) the public picks up salience cues from both real-world conditions and me-
dia coverage; and finally (4) the opinion leader (the president in this study)
reacts to public concern.

In a similar attempt to explain a model of the agenda building process,
Corbett and Mori (1999) point out how issues first arise in society (e.g.,
disease epidemic); then interest groups become involved and take positions re=
garding those issues; third, those interest groups’ positions influence the news
media and the public; and finally, the news media’s coverage influences interes
groups that originally became involved in addressing the issue from their par-
ticular perspectives. Media coverage also influences the public and politicians.

Walters and Gray (1996) identify another starting point for the agenda:
building process when studying how politicians match the agenda of issues
important to voters. They argue that voters first set the agenda of issues fos
political candidates, then voters and candidates simultaneously or separatel
set the agenda for the news media, and finally the news media organize the
agenda of issues of different candidates and groups or voters.

The different stages of the media agenda-building process summarized is
Table 10.1 have implications for public relations practitioners in charge o
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TABLE 10.1

Dynamic Agenda-Building Process

Researchers

Lang & Lang (1981)

Collective and Reciprocal

> News media highlight
events, activities,
groups, and
personalities

Second stage » The object focus of

attention is framed

Process’ label
Starting stage

Third stage » The buildup step links
the object or event to
secondary symbols and
it becomes a
continuing story

Final stage > Spokespeople
articulate demands and
command media
attention

Walters & Gray (1996)

Matching Voters® Agenda
» Voters set the agenda of
issues o candidates

Johnson et al. (1 996)

Reciprocal Agenda

» Real-world conditions
set into motion the
agenda-building
process

» The news media increase
coverage of the issue

Corbett & Mori (1 999)

Circular Relationship
» Issues arise in society
(epidemic disease)

» Both voters and
candidates set the agenda
Lo the news media

» Interest groups become
involved and take
positions regarding
those issues

» News media organize the » Interest groups influence

» The public picks up

agenda of different salience cues from both the news media and the
candidates and sectors in real-world conditions public
society and media coverage

» The news media’s
coverage influences the
public, interest groups,
and politicians

> Opinion leaders react to
public concerns
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media relations, as well as for the development of a theoretical framework and
future research in the area. These implications will be discussed later in this

chapter.
INTERCONNECTIONS BETWEEN THE CONCEPTS

Framing and information subsidies are just tools media relations practitioners
can use to participate in the building process of the media agenda. After more
than two decades of research regarding the effectiveness of news releases and
other subsidized information, findings and implications clearly point to two
additional factors that help determine the effectiveness of an information sub-
sidy to influence the media agenda. Although information subsidies may set
the stage for the presentation of particular viewpoints, they must be reinforced
and complemented by interpersonal interaction and a variety of communi-
Cation channels. Taking the news release as an example of a subsidy, Ohl,
Pincus. Rimmer, and Harrison (1995) argue that it must “be considered more
a ‘stage setter’ than a self-contained news package: that is, it provides basic
facts and presents the sponsor’s perspective, both of: which hopefully whet
reporters’ appetites to seek further clarification and/or additional information
from company sources” (p. 100).

In a previous section we discussed what seems to be a positive relationship
between the quality of an information subsidy and the news media’s rate of
acceptance of it. The ideal outcome ofinformation subsidies’ efforts will be that
the coverage reflects a similar viewpoint to the one presented in the subsidies.
For instance, as early as 1978, Hale found that newspapers emphasized the
same characteristics as the court-prepared and subsidized news releases on
which the articles were based.

— Researchers also have found that when sources of information (in this case
public relations practitioners), reporters, and editors cultivate personal relation=
ships with a high level of interpersonal contact based on similar approaches t@
news values, professional standards, and education level, the impact of thos P
sources on the agenda-building process is greater (Berkowitz & Adams, 1990:
Lipschultz, 1991).
— Berkowitz (1987), too, argues that the literature regarding sources also
cilitates the understanding of the agenda-building process. Some sources, be:
cause of their nature and placement within an organization, are seen as mor
believable than others. An understanding of media needs also helps a soure
to get information published or to get air play. A number of studies prese
high-ranking government officials and corporate executives as sources v
dominate the agenda-building process by successfull oroviding their subs
zed information to s media (Berkowitz, 1987; Cameron & Blou

- Corbett, 1998; McCombs, Einsiedel & Weaver, 1991; Sachsman, 197
Weaver & Elliot. 1985). Other sources that researchers find seem to grasp t
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fiention of the media and, therefore, actively participate in building the media
genda are public relations practitioners and spokespersons (Duhé & Zoch,
894 95; Kopenhaver, 1985; Ohl et al., 1995; Rings, 1971), the U.S. presi-
ent (McCartney, 1994; Wanta, 1991; Wanta, Stephenson, Turk & McCombs.
89), celebrities (Corbett & Mori, 1999; Denham, 1999), interest groups
Chang, 1999; Huckins, 1999), scientists (Dunwoody & Ryan, 1983), and
wurt lawyers (Hale, 1978; Lipschultz, 1991).
A number of researchers have made a direct connection between information
bsidies and agenda building, starting with Gandy (1982), although he does
ot use the words agenda building, choosing rather to use agenda setting.
rk (1986), in her study of public relations influence on the news, was the
st to view the connection positively for media relations practitioners. While
mitting that the agenda-building process is a complicated one, Berkowitz
nd Adams (1990) write, “The importance of studying the role of information
mbsidies in the agenda-building process is that it helps assess the magnitude
¥ news source power” (p. 723). They conclude that the most powerful sources

p local televisions news are those who both create news events and cultivate
terpersonal relationships with reporters.

" Framing also has a connection to agenda building. McCombs has designated
the “emerging second level of agenda setting” (McCombs, Llamas, Lopez-
sscobar & Rey, 1997, p. 704) because rather than looking at issues, or what the
mthors call “objects,” framing is involved with describing “attributes, [italics
Joriginal] those characteristics and properties that fill out the picture of each
ject” (p. 704). They contend that both the selection of objects and that of
gributes are powerful agenda-setting roles. This is a role that the practitioner
ten plays while attempting to frame her organization’s issue in such a way
s to make it of interest to the media, because framing a message involves
stive decisions about the information to include or exclude, to emphasize or
daborate on, to evaluate or interpret. As McCombs et al. (1997) write, “In the
nguage of the second level of agenda setting, framing is the selection of a
mall number of attributes for inclusion on the media agenda when a particular
bject is discussed” (p. 704).

As early as 1972 in their article about agenda building in politics, Cobb and
der write about another aspect of framing. “The symbols, or language, in
shich an issue is phrased” will affect those who become aware of the 1ssue
5. 162). The decisional aspect of choosing the right words or symbols to
pnvey a particular meaning is part of a conscious effort to frame an issue in
certain way.

Few researchers discuss the use of message framing by sources in their
gtempt to provide information subsidies, perhaps because it seems too ob-
jous to note. In one study that looked at presidential primaries and devel-
ved frames for the candidates based on press releases, the authors noted that
hese frames were transmitted by public relations practitioners. “This public
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relations function is referred to as providing information subsidies™ (Miller

et al., 1998, p. 313).
While no one researcher has previously interconnected the three concepts

we have set out here—framing, information subsidies, and agenda building—it
became obvious O us in our reading that each of the areas overlaps the other
in informing the practice of media relations. We therefore decided to attempt
to develop a theoretical model that would have practical implications for the

media relations practitioner.
IMPLICATIONS OF THE THREE PARADIGMS

The quality and value of information subsidies to the originating source de-
pend on NUMETOUS factors: the quality of the information provided in terms of
traditional news values, how carefully the issue is framed to get across a par
ticular issue, the relationship between the source and the reporter or editor, the
media organization’s news gathering and production process, the conditions
present in the social environment, the individual judgment of the journalist,
and organizational pressures within the newsroom. These factors affect each

other and interact in multiple directions.
Because of these multiple interacting factors, there is also more than one

direction or time sequence that can be used t0 describe the media agenda-
building process. Characteristics of the news, where the information used was
originally generated—2a private organization, government, or 2 communit}
group, for example—or who first detects an issue and generates the initial story.
determine which factors play the initial role in the agenda-building process.
Not every issue, Or the consequences reported about it, evolves following
the same pattern. An issue could arise from society. be produced by 2
sation, or be uncovered by a news medium. Following are descripti €
different types of issue development that determine who initiates the media

agenda building process.

1. The media agenda-building
organization that knows an action or
This organization would take a proactive approach
plan to deal with the consequences of its actions or operations on that primar

public. An example here would be a pharmaccutical company that develope

and tested a new drug to reduce the potential for strokes in people over 65.

drug, as with any strong medication takenby a possibly fragile population,

have the potential to cause Jife-threatening side effects in a very few
The plan could include the production of subsidized information to facilit
for the news media, and the organization would tal

the news-gathering process
the lead in releasing the organization’s viewpoint on the issue. The me:
g is safe if taken as directed, and the num

would be framed that the dru
strokes it prevents far outweigh any risks of side effects from the medicatio

process could be initiated by the staff of @
operation could affect one of its public
and design acommunica i
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e the organization could initially control the situation
epend on the organization for original information,
‘Once the information s released to the media, new actors

. and media would

» she needs to also understand how a public forms a

‘ ndevolves
nd how media follow interest or issue trends,

Walters and Gray (1996) explain
marketing approach in mind:

* [Tlhe public relations practitioners

recognized, as do all good marketers, that
bands of virtual publics linked

not by proximity, but by interests and attitudes,
-+ -~ The marketed public perspective not only reco gnizes
- that the agenda building process changes in harmony with the media business, it

also changes in concert with society. Just as the conce
‘melting pot has given way to the view of a socially diverse salad bowl, and as

the marketplace of ideas has become the menu of ideas, so too are there changes
in the public and its power (p. 14),

pt of a homogeneous

up had those characteristics (being more
for example). In this scenario the issue
d/or interest group such as
areness by staging events,
ing the company in some
affected organization, the government,
) » and the news media have influence on the agenda-building
Biey process, and thus they will not have initial control over how the issue is
nitially framed.

3. Finally, the news media could becom
N organization or affecting a group in socie
fe public agenda. To follow with our exam

e interested in an issue created by
ty, but one that has not yet reached
ple, doctors may have contacted the

s: ion releases information on the situation along with
1€ steps it is taking to alleviate the problem.
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Depending on the prominence and impact of the issue on society, and the
activism of special interest groups such as the AARP, other news media will also
follow suit in covering the issue. The organization and affected stakeholders
will eventually be approached as sources of information or will attempt to
provide information subsidies to reporters with whom they have previously
worked, and only at that point will they become part of the media agenda-

building process.

No matter who originates the coverage of an issue or in what stage of
the agenda-building process that entity starts to participate, there are certain
characteristics of issues as well as the corporate, media, or societal environ-
ments that could determine how information subsidies should be produced and
handled. Griffin and Dunwoody (1995) explain that when information about
health risks or related topics, such as the release of a new drug and its attendant
side effects, is released, this type of information will be treated carefully by
the organizations and news media involved in its dissemination. Subsidized
information on these topics is valued by news organizations. The greater the
impact on individuals or society, the more valuable is the subsidy; the greater
the information scarcity, the better the chance that sources who control that
information can influence the media agenda.

In both routine and crisis situations, journalists seek information from of-
ficial sources. Nevertheless, the choices for the selection of sources in crisis
situations could vary depending on the availability of the people knowledgeable
about the situation. In these cases, organizations could be proactive and provide
subsidized information to the news media so their positions are included in the
coverage. In routine situations, reporters have more sources available, and so
news organizations have more control over who and what is presented in the
coverage. This implies that when only a few sources control the submission of
information subsidies, these sources could produce subsidies according to the
journalists’ needs and still frame the information according to their organiza-
tion’s interest. The framing of the news should be done carefully to avoid the
devaluation of the subsidy due to heavily self-serving content. Whatever the
case, crisis or routine situations, a highly credible source has a greater chance
to shape what enters the media agenda. : '

A MODEL OF MEDIA RELATIONS AND ITS IMPLICATIONS
FOR PRACTICE

What we are about to discuss is an ideal vision of the process of media rel
tions from an organizational viewpoint. The model was developed from the
perspective of the public relations or media relations practitioner and takes inte
account all we have learned about positively affecting media coverage and the
media agenda from our study of framing, information subsidies, and agen
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TABLE 10.2
A Model of Media Relations

active information management and issues tracking entail ., .
> Direct communication with organizational sources.
> Identify management positions regarding current or potential issues,

.

to generate an information subsidy starts the process ...
L. Actions or operations will affect a public

2. A public reacts before the organization, which failed in tracking an issue/crisis
3. A real-world event produces consequences for the organization
4. The news media report an issue that involves the organization and publics

Proceed with the Internal/external news-gathering process ...

» Internal: use information file/Intranet-Web site/organizational sources.

' External: use professional/industry associations, opinion leaders, experts, etc.

> Identify/seek authorization to express organizational viewpoint/position statement
» Produce information subsidy using traditional news values
» Carefully including organizational viewpoint through framing

'

interest/grassroots groups with subsidized information ...

» Be ready/available with framed viewpoint for clarification/further inquiries from the
- news media.

- Monitor news media and audiences’ responses/reactions.

> Follow up responses/possible generation of a sequence of information subsidies.

> Pay attention to competing sources—The more competing sources, the more difficult
is to be heard.

Provide news media,

.

Evaluate the process and outcome to improve the media relations’ efforts.

- Be sure to assess final interpretations/reactions of affected
- Drganizational viewpoint.

publics regarding

nilding. In this section we are attempting to provide the practitioner with a
heoretical and practical base from which to communicate with the media and
sther publics when an organizational issue arises.

The proposed model of media relations (Table 10.2) illustrates how the
eoretical framework discussed in this chapter could be applied in the



296 ZOCH AND MOLLEDA

day-to-day production of framed information subsidies, the attempt by the
media relations practitioner to participate in building the news media agenda,
and ultimately inclusion on the public’s agenda of issues. This model of media
relations will also help in focusing future research on each of the stages of the
process in an attempt to build a meta-theory that fully explains the complexity

of media-public agenda building. ﬂ
Information Management

Successfully conducting media relations starts long before the media ever be-
come involved. The successful practitioner is constantly involved in a proactive
internal information management process. The best position from which to do
this. of course, is that of an upper-level manager, a person who participates
in the management-level decision making of an organization. The IABC Ex-
cellence Study, which produced the book Excellence in Public Relations and
Communication Management (1992), found in its study of 321 organizations
that only those organizations in which public relations functions as an integral
part of the management team could truly be considered excellent.

Although the media relations practitioner may not, herself, be part of an
upper management team, she must have open access to those in upper man-
agement and keep direct communication open with important organizational
sources such as the CEO, CFO, president, or vice presidents of important di-
visions or functions within the organization. Although every organization has
its hierarchy and chain of command, employees such as media relations prac-
titioners who are expected to interact quickly and accurately with important
external publics must be accorded direct access to the sources they need to
accurately explain the organization’s stand on issues of concern.

In addition to direct access to important sources, public relations practition-
ers must engage in constant environmental scanning and issue identification.
Environmental scanning is simply gathering information about an organiza-
tion’s publics and external environment in order to identify potential problems.
Environmental scanning can be as simple and technical an activity as reading
newspapers and journals relevant to an organization and clipping articles that
relate to the organization or issues affecting it. It is also “ideally suited for
a number of qualitative research techniques, including focus-group studies™
(Dozier & Repper, 1992, p. 187). Other methods for such scanning include
exploratory surveys and simple case studies.

If organizations deal with arising problems with publics when they are
identified through environmental scanning, public relations practitioners
never find themselves dealing with issues. Unfortunately, that is not usu
the case, and a public will make an “issue” out of a situation that hasn’t
resolved, thus attracting media coverage of the situation. Examples of comm
issues are consumer or neighborhood safety concerns, environmental proble






