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Law Enforcement gnd the Media

“If a vacuum exists in popular
opinion, ignorant and foolish views will
fill the vacuum. No time must be lost in
providing accurate facts and sound

ideas.”
Alexander Hamiiton

In light of the recent commen-
taries by law enforcement executives
throughout the country that advocate a
candid and honest dialogue with all
facets of the news media, the title of
this article seems to be an archaic
statement reminiscent of the censor-
ship of both Warld Wars and even the
period of civil disorders of the 1960’s.
Regardiess- of our meaningful media
policies and our sincere desire to have
a legitimute and complementary. rap-
port with the media, these desires and
policies occasionally remain unheeded
in the heat of serious cases or disturb-
ances within our communities.

Those are. exactly the instances
when a sound media policy, the pres-
ence of qualified media representa-
tives of a department or agency, and
total familiarity with media policy by all
department members is most impor-
tant. A part-time media policy which is
invoked at the convenience of the
department is not satisfactory in deal-
ing with the public’'s right to know. A
free press fulfills an essential role in
our democratic society. Irving R. Kauf-
man, Chief Judge of the U.S. Court of
Appeals, Second Judicial Circuit, com-
mented at the 11th Annual James

By CHARLES W. STEINMETZ
Special Agent
Education and Communigation Aris>Unit
FBI Academy, Quantico, Va.

Madison lecture at New York Univessi-
ty Law School that “the First Amend-
ment Is basically aimed at regulating
the process of exchanging ideas and
forming opinions; in a word, at facilitat-
ing the freest possible use of channels
of communication consistent with pub-
lic order and safety.” ! This is the foun-
dation of the first amendment, the
concept “that government shail not
impede the flow of ideas; in addition,
there's ‘a positive aspect in that gov-
ernment can ant should use its power
to ensure a free press toward the goal
of providing the widest possible dis-
semination of infuormation from diverse
and antagonistic sources.” 2

The title, “No Comment,” is, of
course, symbolic and is meant to point
out that a thoughtful media policy and
training for law enforcement repre-
sentatives is now necessary in this age
of mass communication, whether it be
electronic or printed. Certainly there
are restrictions that have been pro-
vided by various agencies. The U.S.
Department of Justice in Title 28, Code
of Federal Regulations, Section 50.2
(1978) stipuiates procedures which are
intended to promote accuracy and fair-
ness in the release of information.
Under the release of information guide-
lines, the Department of Justice states
that:

While the release of information
for the purpose of influencing a trial is,
of course, always improper, there are
valid reasons for making avaflable to
the public information about the admirn-
Istration of the law. The task of striking
a fair balance between the protection
of individuals accused of crime or
involved in civif proceedings with lhe
Government and public understanding
of the problems of conftrolling crime
and administering government de-
pends largely on the exercise of sound
judgment by those responsible for
administering the law and by repre-
senlalives of the press and other
media.

The imporiant concept for law
enforcement executives is ‘‘sound
judgment.” There are very few situa-
tions which require the finality of a “no
comment.” If we realize the necessity
to society of a complementary relation-
ship between the media and law
enforcement, it would be unlikely that a
news reporter would be turned away
with a terse “no comment.” As stated
by Frank P. Hayward of the New
Orleans, La., Department of Police,
“Public information should be distin-
guished by. its candor and complete-
ness. There is a growing awareness
among law enforcement personnel of
the need for active public information
programs and the important role the
news media can play in fulfilling this
objective.” 8
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A Definition: Public Information v.
Public Relations

It is important to make the distinc-
tion between public information and
public relations. From a managerial
standpoint, public relations ‘“is the
management function which evaluates
public attitudes, identifies the policies
and procedures of an organization with
the public interest, and executes a
program of action (and communica-
tion) to earn public understanding and
acceptance.”* Mike Brake, a police
reporter for the Oklahoma Journal in
Okiahoma City, Okla., speaks of a pub-
lic information officer as one who “acts
as a liaison between the agency and its
administration and the media, and
hopefully creates goodwill and positive
publicity that enhances the agency’s
image and contributes to public sup-
port.”® Gerald Lipson and George
Kroloff summarize the objectives of
public relations which, “simply put, is
creating an appropriate climate in a
community so the goals and programs
of your employer or your organization
are understood, accepted, and, hope-
fully, supported.” ¢

The foregoing are good substan-
tial definitions of ‘“public relations.”
However, it is imperative that a fine line
of distinction be drawn to separate
what might be a policy of obtaining
public support and that of providing the
public with information. This is why
“public information” in law enforce-
ment carinot always be assumed to be
“public relations.” All information
provided the media (and, subsequent-
ly, the public) is not necessarily favora-
ble to the law enforcement agency. As
a result, the need to provide public
information does not necessarily sup-
port the public relations function.

If we are to look only toward en-
hancing our image through public rela-
tions, what is to prevent us from
avolding or altering news issues that
~ gould be critical to our operations? All
information that is allowed to be publi-
cized through the media in accordance
Wwith State and local laws and guide-
lines should be made available to the
public. The impact on our public rela-
tions may be good or bad, but the
connecting thread is that a candid and
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open policy is most desirable in a pub-
lic service agency that aspires to pro-
fessional status. E. M. Davis, former
Chief of the Los Angeles Police De-
partment, succinctly put it when he
advised that *“a police department
should have nothing to hide. It should
accept the news media as its best and
welcome witness. Its sworn personnel
should never cease to invite the scruti-
ny of the news media and community
alike.” 7 Our basic responsibility as far
as media relations is concerned is that
lawful information should be provided.

“‘fMutual understanding
. . . is clearly in the best
interests of both the police
and the press, and of the
public that is ultimately
served by both’.”

Whether or not the reporting of this
information enhances our public image
is not a matter to be overly concerned
with, if we are sincere in our interest in
pursuing a policy of forthrightness and
honesty with society.

Historical—Legal Implications

When this Nation was being
formed as a democratic republic, the
controversy over the inclusion of a Bill
of Rights in the Constitution prompted
Alexander Hamilton to say (in the Fed-
eralist Papers) that we do not know
what fiberty of the press really is. He
asked who could give the definition of
a free press which did not leave the
“utmost latitude for evasion.” it must
be realized that at that time the press
was, in fact, just that—a printed paper
witn information in it. The men who
formulated the Bill of Rights finally de-
cided upon the following wording for
the first amendment to the Constitu-
tion:

Congress shall make no law re-
specting an establishment of religion or
prohibiting the free exarcise thereof; or
abridging the freedom of speech, or of
the press; or of the right of the people

peaceably to assemble, and to petition,

the government for a redress of griev-
ances.

This established the right of the
public to know and to be informed. It
must be recognized that these Govern-
ment decrees are not self-explanatory
or self-executing and the word
“press,” for example, meant literally
the printed newspaper. There was no
concept of electronic mass communi-
cation as we know it today. But the
press ariginally was a medium for the
transmission of information, just as
mass media is today.®

In retrospect, the debate over
freedom of the press and persuasive
impact of news was clearly recognized
by the British prior to the American
Revolution. “it is significant that the
Stamp Act of 1765 alienated two very
influential groups—-the lawyers and the
journalists. The new law placed a
heavy duty on paper used in publishing
newspapers. There was also a heavy
tax on all tegal documents. Thus, the
lawyer, who swayed people by the
spoken word, and the journalist, who
had an even wider influence through
the written word, were both turned
against those who favored the unpopu-
lar act.” ®

These conflicts are the underlying
basis for much of the tension that ex-
ists today in the realm of law enforce-
ment—media  relationships.  Our
founding fathers had no way of know-
ing the social and technical advances
that would be made and therein the
arguments over their simple phrase,
“freedom of the press.” They had no
way of anticipating our present day
problems.

It is sometimes claimed that the
first amendment guarantee of freedom
of the press also requires that the
news media have a legal right to obtain
information.® On the basis of U.S. Su-
preme Court decisions, it appears that
the Court has declined to interpret the
first amendment as guaranteeing the
news media greater access to informa-
tion 'than the general public. As Mr.
Justice White wrote in 1972:

It has generally been held that the
First Amendment does not guarantee
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trille. if such restrictions are necessary
tqassure a defendant a fair trial before
impartial tribunal.**

'n spite of the fact that freedom of

peech and press are not absolute, it is
imperative that the law enforcement
agency have a sound media policy and
avoid efforts to thwart the legitimate
gathering and reporting of news.

As Jerry Wilson, writing in The
Pulice and the Media, notes, “On an
everi more fundamental level, police
administrators should be sensitive to
the principle that free and open news
media are the bulwark of liberty. Al-
though they may be aggravating to ali
of us at times, it is the free news media
more than anything else which pro-
tects Americans from excess of social,
economic, and governmental pow-
er.” 12 Wilson then quotes Thomas
Jefferson's- famous letter to Col. Ed-
ward Carrington-in 1787:

The basis of our government be-
ing the opinion of the people, the very
first object should be to keep that right;
and were it left for me to decide wheth-
er we should have a government with-
out - newspapers, or rnewspapers
without a government, | should not
hesitate a moment to prefer the latter. 3

The Law Enforcement Media
Representative

When the National Advisory Com-
mission on Criminal Justice Standards
and Goals addressed the issue of
news media relations, they specifically
called for every police chief to immedi-
ately acknowledge in written policy
statements the important role of the
news media and the need for the po-
lice-agency to be open in its relations
with the media. In support of this state-
ment, the commission suggested that
each police agency designate an offi-
cer or unit to maintain regular liaison
with the media.**

To date, this has not been done in
all law enforcement agencies. Recog-
nizing that the chief executive in small-
er departments may prefer to handle
the media tasks, there are still many
shortcomings. It is encouraging to note
that 96 percent of those officers taking
a graduate-level media course at the
FBI National Academy reported, when
surveyed, that their agencies had a
media policy of some type. These poli-
cies were by no means all inclusive,
but they were an attempt to provide
guidelines for their personnel.

“The advantages of
fostering a candid,
open-door policy . . . may
lead to a much more
fulfilling police-media
relationship.”

Conceivably, a sheriff or chief of
police could handle media responsibil-
ities in his respective department, but it
is not likely that this department would
have a comprehensive media program.

A public information officer (PIO)
or media representative could easily be
appointed to nandle these duties. It is
not necessary that this individual be
someone with a journalism background
or even be a sworn officer—the critical
element is that he is willing to under-
take a challenging and service-orient-
ed role for his department. Qualities
that students in the FBI National Acad-
emy have identified as being desirable
in a media representative are:

Experience in law enforcement,

Civilian professional/sworn
officer,

Maturity,

Sensitivity to problems,

Willingness to learn,

Communicative abilities,

Ability to establish rapport,

Loyalty to agency,

Knowledge of pertinent issues,

Appearance,

Journalistic knowledge,

Positive attitude,

Flexibility,

Personal integrity, and

Initiative.

Obviously, we would be hard-
pressed to find an individual who dis-
played alt of these traits. It is reason-
able to assume that each individual
agency would evaluate its own needs
and select someone to fill their particu-
lar goals.

The media representative program
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation
was devised in 1975 to enable each of
its 59 field offices to respond to news
inguiries. In keeping with a public infor-
mation policy rather than public rela-
tions, FB! Director Webster - em-
phasizes that he encourages an “open
stance’ with the media and has tried to
guide the Bur2au away from undue
sensitivity to media praise or criticism.

The PIO can lift much of the bur-
den from the shoulders of an aiready
heavily cormmitted law enforcement ex-
ecutive. The corollary duties of such a
valuable representative can include
such sophisticated responsibilities as
organizing and coordinating television
productions for the department.

On the other hand, a PIO can
merely be a spokesman for his depart-
ment. The range of duties the PIO
might be responsible for have been
clearly articulated by others, but a brief
review might prove to be of assistance.
Public information officer duties might
include:

1. Spokesman for the department,

2. Relations with the media,

3. Media training for department mem-
bers,

4. Development of public service docu-
mentaries,

5. Counsel to departmental staff on
media issues,

6. Publication of internal newsletters or
video tape “roll call” commentaries,

7. Coordination of news media passes,
and ‘

8. Setting up exchange visits between
law enforcement agency staff and
media leaders of the community.
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The PIO can =asily become an
indispensable person to a department,
but it would be wise to delineate care-
fully that person’s duties in order to
prevent the PIO from expanding into
community relations or public relations
areas. The PiO is not a community
relations officer. Mike Brake, writing in
the FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, rec-
ognizes that the PIO’s role is distinct
and cannot be blended with more tradi-
tional police-community relations func-
tions, which will only dilute his
effectiveness as media liaison.*® The
PIO's media duties must be clearly
established and adhered to wiether
they are fuli- or part-time. A carefully
selected and informed PIO with a prop-
er attitude and understanding of police-
media relations would not be likely to
create animosity by hiding behind the
infamous ‘‘no comment” response.

Preparing the News Release

A major responsibility of the de-
partmental media representative (or
PIO) will be to prepare what is com-
monly called a “press release.” It is
preferable for law enforcement officials
to begin to think in terms of a ‘‘news”
release, “news” conference, and the
media, instead of the more limited
word “press.” In fairness to all media
representatives, “press” is somewhat
fimited and specifically refers to news-
papers. By expanding the term to
“news releases” et al., we afford pro-
fessional courtesy and include all of
the printed and electronic media.

Regarding the all-important news
release, some guidelines will be of-
fered to assist PlO’s in their writing
responsibility. What might be consid-
ered a checre can become a much
more pleasant duty if some simple prin-
ciples are followed.

To begin with, most PIO’s are
sworn policemen and are not neces-
sarily journalists. A PO might have had
the opportunity to attend a course or
two in the journalism field or he might
even have a media background, but
that is an exception. Regardless, the
PIO is responsible for providing infor-
mation about police activities.
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The first principle that must be
adhered to is that the information that
is being released must be written in a
clear, easy to understand style. It
should be simply organized and the
language should be simple and direct.*¢

Journalists may argue about which
particular style may be appropriate for
which type news, but the PIO must
remember that he is not in the busi-
ness of “storytelling”—he is con-
cerned basically with “newstelling.” 17

“ .. it is imperative that
law enforcement agencies
consider the orientation of

their personnel to the
media.”

The Inverted Pyramid

One of the most convenient forms
of news structure is the inverted pyra-
mid. This simply is a style that places
facts in diminishing order of impor-
tance. The most important facts are on
top (or in the beginning) where they will
attract attention. The lesser facts are
placed in order of descending impor-
tance so that they will meet the me-
dia’'s demands of space, time, and
editorial operation.® Normally, a police
story will fit neatly into this format and
may be used for issuance to the news-
papers, wire services, or radio and
television.

It is suggested then, as principle
number two, that the writer of police
news adhere to a simple and traditional
format—such as the inverted pyramid.

Lead (Opening Sentences)

It should be noted that the five
W’s and H (Who, What, Where, When,
Why, and How) might be difficult to
place in the lead or opening of a news
release. This could make the story un-
wieldy or anticlimatic, but even more
realistically for the PIO, all of the five

W's and H might not be available fo--

publication. An investigation could still
be under way or such information
might jeopardize the conclusion of a
case and cannot be released at the
time of writing.

Principle three for the writer of the

news release, then, is that the opening
“lead” may consist of several sen-
tences (not to exceed 25 words in
length each), but does not necessarily
have toinclude each of the five W's or H.
In a police news report, the single key
element might be merely the “who?”

Advantages and Disadvantages of
the Inverted Pyramid Format

For law enforcement purposes,
the inverted pyramid is a - suitable
guide. Journalists, on the other hand,
may be more conscious of other meth-
ods of organizing a news story. It is
recommended that the PIO (or the indi-
vidual preparing news releases) select
a type compatible with his organization
and local media agencies and continue
to write in that style. The advantages of
a simply written, explicit news release
outweighs the stinging and lingering
aftermath of a “‘no comment.”

Advantages of the Inverted Pyramid
Format

1. Covers essential facts,

2. Requires little editing,

3. Adjusts' to media space consider-
ations,

4. Average reader can read article rap-
idly, and

5. Important points are not left out.

Disadvantages of the Inverted
Pyramid Format

1. Anticlimatic in reading,

2. Top-heavy (too much in lead),

3. Discourages reader interest,

4, Not adapted to logical and interest-
ing order, and

5. Old-fashioned.

Inverted Pyramid
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here is no question that the in-
vegled pyramid format may be unsuit-
alle for certain types of news
porting. Journalists are encouraged
be original and to get away from
outine styles of writing. This can be
entertaining to a media-oriented soci-
ety. It is obvious, though, that a news
release by a law enforcement agericy
must abide by restrictions and laws. In
that respect, the inverted pyramid can
be a stable guide and a useful tool for
the law enforcement information offi-
cer.

To avoid confusion of styles and
rules, the PIO might consider the fol-
Iqwing passage from Alice in Wonder-
land, which has been called the
greatest rule in writing yet set forth:

The White Rabbit put on his spec-
tacles. "Where shall | begin, please
Your Majesty?” he asked. “Begin at
the beginning,” the  King said very
gravely, "“and go on till you come to the
end: then stop.” 1°

Media Training for the Law Enforce-
ment Agency

In this age of instant communica-
tion, it is imperative that law enforce-

ment agencies consider the orientation”

of their personnel to the media. it may
be advantageous to have the training
officer, in conjunction with the PIO,
offer a brief period of instruction to
individuals within. a department. Hope-
fully, all personnel would be apprised
of the departmental media policy and
the chief’s position in regard to public
information, discuss any applicable
laws, and perhaps participate in a
group conference with a member of
the working media. :

Each person in a law enforcement
agency may face the distinct possibility
of an impromptu media conference at
the scene of a crime or other violation.
It would pay dividends to let depart-
ment members know what is and is not
expected of them. Although a training
session might be brief, the topic of
media relations should be included in
basic recruit training and any inservice
courses that a department may be of-
fering.

The type of policy regarding re-
lease of information that a department
may wish to follow usually depends on
how much information the department
head is willing to let his officers re-
lease. Considering the high level of

police education and the desire to rein- -

force individual initiative, it would prob-
ably be detrimental to morale and
performance to insisit upon a closed
mouth or “no comment” policy. Wilson
identifies a second type of policy that
states it is permissible to give out infor-
mation so long as it does not embar-
rass the department. Another policy
aliows only those in the command and
staff structure to give out information.
Again, based on the intelligence of law
enforcement personnel today and the
need to inspire trust and loyalty, it
would be a sensible procedure to allow
any member of a department to speak
about a miatter in which he might be
involved. This type of policy requires
guidance and support by the chief ex-
ecutive. It also may create difficulty,
should an individual comment errone-
ously. The advantages of fostering a
candid, open-door policy, however,
may lead to a much more fulfilling po-
lice-media relationship.

Conclusion

This article has tried to be descrip-
tive (Historical-Legal implications), pre-
scriptive (Media Training), theoretical
(Public Information v. Public Relations),
and pragmatic (Preparing the News
Release). But this survey would not be
complete if it were meant only for the
eyes of the law enforcement repre-
seritative. .1t is intended both for the
media and law enforcement as one
interpretation of the state of the art.
Although most of the commentary has
been directed at the law enforcement
agency, there are insights for media
professionals. A comment which may
address an area of concern for both
groups is the challenge by Herbert
Strentz, professor of journalism at
Drake University:

1. The reporter must resist tempta-
tions to become part of news events
himself or herself at the expense of
responsibility to the news audience.

2. The reporter must recognize
that the selection of news sources and
the questions he or she asks will not
only affect the story itself but may also
shape the outcome of the issue being
reported.?°

Hopefully, we realize the mutual
benefits to the law enforcement agen-
cy and the media when relations be-
tween the two are characterized by
candor, cooperation, and mutual re-
spect. As eloguently stated by journal-
ist David Shaw, the major point raised
by police and reporters alike in dis-
cussing police~-press relations is the
need for each side to try to get to know
the other, to try to understand the func-
tion—and problems—of the . other.
“Mutual understanding, it is generally
agreed, is clearly in the best interests
of both the police and the press, and of
the public that is ultimately served by
both.” 2t FBI
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