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& Training major coverage in the national media,

were publicly challenged by another
research organisation, which demanded
that the charity be called to account for
both the data and the conclusions it
drew from the research. The conflict
Directories itself became the subject of media Karen Masters from Upstream Australia
Contact us coverage.
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The issue of how research findings are reported in the media can be
controversial. Research News invited three public relations professionals to
respond to a hypothetical situation involving the reporting of research
results. They are Karen Masters from Upstream Australia, Liz McLaughlin
from Horizon Communication Group and Andrew Kirk from Hill & Knowlton.

The hypothetical situation

Your client has carried out research for a major employer to discover the
attitudes to and impacts of the new industrial relations laws on young people
in Australia. It has conducted a national random telephone poll of 1000
young people.

Meanwhile, a competing agency has conducted research about the same
topic using mobile phones, online panels, tracking blogs and focus group
work. That researcher's client has published results which include estimates
of the numbers of young people negatively affected by the laws. The
estimate is almost double that of the number negatively affected in your
client's survey. Their results have been released to the media and have
attracted prime time television and front page newspaper coverage.

After examining the publicly available data from the other research study,
your client believes that there are major methodological flaws in the study
and that the findings are not supported by the data. Your client wants to
enter the media debate.

Karen Masters, general manager, Upstream Australia
How would you advise your client to respond?

Responding to a media situation like this one will very much depend on the
purpose of the research, so having a clear understanding of the background
drivers for the study will be important and will influence the strategy for
publicising the research in the first place.
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The fundamental difference between these pieces of research is the number
of young people negatively affected. In this case, the client's research paints
a more positive picture of the impacts of the new IR laws on young people,
and as such is more likely to appeal to the federal government. It may be
possible that the government might even be interested in helping announce
the research. For example, partnering with the federal Minister for Industrial
Relations to announce the research would potentially attract more media
and working closely with the federal government to develop a joint storyline
that links the research results to government policy and is confirmed by
official government statistics would add further credibility. It would also
reduce the likelihood of the two pieces of research being directly compared.

The key point is that in a case where two pieces of conflicting research are
being announced at the same time, it's important to ensure your story is
more credible and stronger than your competitors, and that could be
achieved through strength of message, authority of the spokesperson and
the credibility of third party support or endorsement.

If your client is aiming for a retraction in the media, how do they go about
achieving one?

A ‘retraction’ wouldn't work. We would not recommend this as a strategy.
The journalists are only reporting on a set of findings which are accurate
according to the research they were given.

If the differences between the two organisations come down to research
methodology, how can this be dealt with in the media? Is the media
interested or equipped to deal with this level of detail?

In terms of the research methodology detail, it needs to be seen to be
credible. All media will want to be sure that the statistics they report are
correct. Both companies must be able to demonstrate that.

Do you have overall comments about how research organisations should
deal with the media when releasing results and how both sides of a debate
should deal with differences in opinions relating to research findings?

It's important to establish the context of any piece of research so that
commentators recognise the importance or significance of the material and
the impact it could have on Australians in general.

Journalists only publish credible, authoritative research. Research companies
need to ensure that the research results that they are releasing are
perceived by the media as being bona fide facts or statistics.

It's also worth mentioning that its not always the facts and figures that are
important, but the interpretation of that research and what it means to
people in their everyday lives.

Andrew Kirk, general manager, Hill & Knowlton
How would you advise your client to respond?

Based on the information provided, we'd counsel the client not to use the
media to respond. The media have covered the research extensively and as
such, must have confidence in the methodology used as all good PR
consultants will include the research methodology on the media materials.
Media will normally ask about the research methodology if it is not clear -
especially sample size and how it was conducted.

Going out with conflicting research following is unlikely to get media pick-up
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as they will not wish to run a story which contradicts one they did recently -
even if you believe your methodology is better.

Also, we would advise not to publicly denounce a competitor. It will look like
an attempt to weaken a competitor's story, create tension in the industry
and expose the client to criticism.

If your client is aiming for a retraction in the media, how do they go about
achieving one?

We do not believe that the client would get a retraction from the media. The
media will only provide a retraction if they have reported something
inaccurately. In this example, the media have not done anything wrong.
They have used research provided to them which they believe is valid.

If the differences between the two organisations come down to research
methodology, how can this be dealt with in the media? Is the media
interested or equipped to deal with this level of detail?

Some journalists will be interested but for many the story will be old news.
Journalists who regularly cover these stories will have a greater
understanding of the issue than those who cover general news, and may be
equipped to deal with the detail. However, the bigger issue is whether
audiences will care. The media publishes news of interest or importance to
its audiences - if the general public aren't demanding more information on
the story then it will fade very quickly from the public eye.

Do you have overall comments about how research organisations should
deal with the media when releasing results and how both sides of a debate
should deal with differences in opinions relating to research findings?

Think about the kind of story your results tell because most people will want
to know what your results mean for them. If it's an analysis of attitudes or
behaviours, have they changed? If they've stayed the same, frame them in
the context of something that should have changed them. Every story needs
to include a ‘what’, followed by a ‘why'. For example, Australians are buying
fewer large cars, with many commentators attributing this to the rise in
petrol prices. The rest of the story is supporting material.

Use language that you'd use in normal conversation with people who don't
work in the industry. This means limiting use of facts and figures to
supporting evidence only. For most people the findings themselves aren't
important; what's important is what the results mean for them. This is just
as relevant for releasing results as for dealing with differences in opinions.

Research results can make great news stories. Remember that the
important thing for most Australians is to explain how your research will
have an affect on them.

Liz McLaughlin, managing director, Horizon Communication Group
How would you advise your client to respond?
I never recommend that you fight battles in the media.

In this case you have the interesting question of what ‘side' you're on -
being pro the industrial relations laws or against them? Are the two
organisations, or their supporters, on the same side, or on different sides?
That will definitely influence the situation.

If you are on the same side it would be very worthwhile to go to the other
organisation and have a discussion with them on how interesting it is that
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the results are so very different.

If you are on opposing sides it may be useful to release your information
and generate further debate. To achieve this it would be important to
involve independent third parties who could engage in the debate and add
some more credibility to your research findings. Having the client just saying
‘their research is wrong and mine is right' isn't very strong. I'd be looking at
drawing some academics, or someone with some degree of authority and
independence into the debate.

If your client is aiming for a retraction in the media, how do they go about
achieving one?

Getting a retraction is highly unlikely. It will only happen if the media's
information is completely wrong, and from the hypothetical we don't know if
that's the case. The issue is that the other organisation has used different
methodologies.

If the differences between the two organisations come down to research
methodology, how can this be dealt with in the media? Is the media
interested or equipped to deal with this level of detail?

The media should have been provided with some context with the results as
well as how the research was conducted in the first place. However, media
are under significant time constraints and unfortunately do not always check
the reliability of statistics.

Do you have overall comments about how research organisations should
deal with the media when releasing results and how both sides of a debate
should deal with differences in opinions relating to research findings?

It is always valuable to help the media increase their knowledge and it would
be worthwhile for researchers to provide journalists with some simple
information about how to determine whether data that is presented to them
is reliable and more importantly valid.

By Jesse Blackadder, editor, Research News.

Back

Print this page

Other Articles in this edition

Society news
Research and media: Negotiating the knowledge chasm

'How the Hell Did We Get Here?'

Letter to the editor: Net promoters score - A cautionary tale
Asia Pacific forum in Kuala Lumpur

Action research paper presented in the USA
Advertisements failing

Ambit Insights and Rodski Survey Research become Insync Surveys
Australian executives faithful newspaper readers
Australians hold the most Christmas work parties

Emerging markets reports

Forethought patents market research method

Influences on Aussie shoppers

Parents more likely to be overweight

Pulse Group introduces social networking

4 of 5 2/26/2007 1:24 PM



AMSRS

50f5

http://www.mrsa.com.au/index.cfm?a=detail &eid=130&id=2394

Reaching respondents on the go

Research Now plc profits trebled

Sensory and consumer statistics workshops

Shopping websites should incorporate social networking
SSI opens Sydney office

Swinburne accredited to deliver MR course

The Leading Edge website re-launched

AMSRO news

An ethical question: no. 145

Career moves

Continuum: A suitcase and five phone numbers...
Letter to the editor: Online research - another goose for the chopping
block!

e | etter to the editor: Researching the researcher

e Monthly data on industry growth

® Opinion: The quiet media revolution

® Research News over the decade

e Stats: Do little things mean a lot?

Research News Edition index (February 2007)

Home page | MRQA | AMRO | Web site privacy statement | Disclaimer

Australian Market & Social Research Society

Level 1, 3 Queen Street Glebe NSW 2037

Postal address: Level 1, 3 Queen Street Glebe NSW 2037
Tel: B~ 0295663102  Fax: 02 9571 5944

Email: amsrs@amsrs.com.au

Copyright © 2004 Australian Market & Social Research Society.
No material may be reproduced without prior approval.

Another site by RUCC

2/26/2007 1:24 PM



