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Problems, Solutions And Spin By Media
Recently a BBC report was headlined “Local Food ‘Greener Than Organic’” (1). This sort of media coverage of campaigns is not uncommon. It’s ‘news’ because it’s ‘surprising’ - taken as a ‘news value’ (2) by journalists. Organic is supposed to be good for the environment so here’s an unexpected finding - it’s not after all !
In addition, it’s well-marketed news, aimed at a controversial area (organic v non-organic food) and framed so as to resonate with the prejudices of some readers. Some will be pleased or relieved to hear that they don’t need to buy, or fear other people buying, organic food.
Other examples of this counter-intuitive news format include ‘aid is bad for poor people’, ‘recycling is worse for the environment than throwing rubbish away’, and ‘biofuels are bad for the climate’. Journalists and editors know that these pieces generate interest: they make some readers pay attention to the piece below the headline. So the headline-writing, done by sub-editors, also often follows the old media dictum, “first simplify, then exaggerate”. The greater the incongruity, the better it works, just as “survey finds nuns more sinful than average person” would do. 
On closer inspection, the ‘story’ often relies on deliberate conflation or rests on the sort of misleading categorization which many journalists delight in attacking campaigners for. If the only sin surveyed was envy, for example. This is spin but by the media, to create ‘better’ news.
In the organic food case, the BBC said below the headline: ‘Local food is usually more “green” than organic food, according to a report published in the journal Food Policy. The authors say organic farming is also valuable, but people can help the environment even more by buying food from within a 20km (12-mile) radius.’
The actual article ‘Farm costs and food miles: An assessment of the full cost of the UK weekly food basket’ seems to make no such claim. It contrasts locally produced/consumed food with food transported a significant distance by road (see www.sciencedirect.com and abstract posted at www.campaignstrategy.org/newsletters/ abstract_foodpolicy_foodmiles.doc). Of course only a tiny fraction of this involves organic food. So ‘the problem’ it illustrates is mostly just road-transport of conventional food but it’s easier to make a news story out of the assessment of organic food. 
In this case it seems that the selection of the organic v non-organic angle as the ‘story’ was done by the media – or perhaps arose at a press conference. Either way it illustrates how allowing any ambiguity or plurality of meaning in a ‘campaigning’ piece can have unintentional or even perverse effects. 
The press release issued by the publishers of Food Policy, Elsevier, is also posted at (www.campaignstrategy.org/newsletters/elsevier_release_foodmiles.doc). It begins quite differently from the BBC story: ‘If people bought and consumed more local and more organic produce and if their journeys to and from food shops were made on a bus, by bike or on foot rather than in a car, there would be more than £4bn in environmental savings to the British economy. This is the principal claim of a groundbreaking new economic study’ The BBC angle isn’t there at all.
The campaigning target of the Pretty – Lang study and press release was clearly food-miles. In significance terms (see the ‘ambition box’ at the website), organic food is not a significant target for food-miles either in the immediate term (it’s a tiny part of the food market), or as a lever for long term change (changing organic to be more local probably doesn’t exert any leverage over transport of conventional food). So as a campaign target, organic would be a poor target.
Then there’s the use of the category ‘greener’ and the attempts to weigh all sorts of environmental factors together - death of wildlife against human cancers against climate change for instance. The BBC did this by the use of the vague term ‘green’, and the authors by using ‘economic externalities’. But the main problem here relevant to conduct of campaigns is how the campaigning professors seem to have lost control of the definition of the problem. They aimed at food miles and ended up hitting organic. 

Perhaps this also illustrates how the news media is a high-risk communications channel. To simply blame the BBC is like blaming barmen for people getting drunk – customers can always chose to avoid going into the bar. Likewise, campaigners don’t have to try and use the news media, and if they do, they need to understand how it works.
News polarises and reduces. It draws a line of division at the point which produces the most dramatic polarity. News always resolves things into black and white: so never put anything into the news which isn’t in black and white, irreducible terms already. In this case, a journalist can be expected to dig about in the material and draw their own conclusions about what the ‘best’ story was, and this is especially likely if the story as you present it is rather dull, lacking in dramatic polarities or surprises.
Going up to the design level: If Lang and Pretty had just looked at typical-food miles and costs, and not at organic and non-organic production, the variables would have been reduced and this loss of control or focus could not have occurred.
Or possibly, if it came out at a press conference, they may (I don’t know) have let slip their own view that watching food miles makes a bigger difference (somehow …) than buying organic. The trouble is that whereas academic discourse thrives on ambiguity, news just exploits it.  Throwaway remarks in the seminar room don’t get published: the whole academic publication and peer review system sees to that. Throwaway remarks in a press conference are the ones most likely to be published !
Two good rules about press conferences are first, don’t have one if you don’t absolutely need one (and this story didn’t), and second, as with any interview, work out your headline message, your three proofs, and your back up facts and anecdotes, and stick to them. Say these and nothing else. Inventive journalists are adapt at creating a better story than the one you want to tell, if you give them the components. (See the “Interview Suitcase” extract from How To Win Campaigns, www.campaignstrategy.org/bookindex.html).

What is more, if the target is really ‘your own side’ using news to convey the message is even dodgier. News clarifies but it also calls a division because it’s often about a difference of opinion. If we speculate that the authors had wanted to change organic standards to include a measure of local sourcing, they might better have framed their study or subsequent publicity materials as how-organic-could-be-improved/ be ‘even better’. It would have been unlikely to make news but it might have been more persuasive among advocates of organic. As it is, those most likely to be most affected by the subsequent media coverage (organic-not-green) are probably experimenters or contemplators who were thinking about buying organic. Some of those (most are actually motivated by their health, not ‘environment’) might now feel confused about whether it’s really the right thing to do, so they may not bother.
Lastly, looking again at the design level, remember to make only one point at one time. Lang and Pretty may have wanted to make two points: the food miles one, and the organic-ought-to-be-local one. As these are two different points, they need dealing with separately, with different research, different events, different occasions.
(1) http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/4312591.stm

(2) See “News ‘Values’” extract from How To Win Campaigns posted at the website www.campaignstrategy.org/bookindex.html
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INVITATION 

You are invited to the launch of - HOW TO WIN CAMPAIGNS by Chris Rose, Thursday 7th April 
Time: 6pm Location: Housmans Bookshop, 5 Caledonian Road, London, N1 9DX, Tel: 020 7837 4473 Closest Tube: King’s Cross St. Pancras 

RSVP Jennifer Poole 
Earthscan Publications 
8-12 Camden High Street 
London, NW1 0JH 
Tel: 020 7387 8558 
Email: jpoole@earthscan.co.uk 
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