Speaking off the cuff

Sometimes speaking your mind, especially when you are in the
public eye, is not a good idea. Media trainers really hate the
idea of their proteges saying whatever comes to mind, and for
good reason. President Obama may have just learned this the
hard way. Yesterday, prior to talking about the economic
stimulus package, he “joked” with reporters about how
Washington, DC is not as tough as Chicago when it comes to
snow. I saw the exchange on live television, and I thought to
myself that some people (namely Washingtonians) would be
insulted by this. Sure enough, the comment was carried on tons
of Internet sites like DCist, WJLA.com, and even on the
network news. Some people did not see what was so funny about
icy, slippery sidewalks, especially when they figured the
President does not have walk outside to get to work at all.

Of course, of all the things that Obama could have said, this
was not close to being the worst. However, it should teach him
that nothing is off the record and that joking comments are
not always seen as such. Obama has been in such a bubble of
adulation that it was almost refreshing to see people bristle
at this comment. He will have to adjust to the idea that
people will be listening to his every word, and many will be
looking for missteps and mistakes.

So to wrap up PR 101-don’t speak off the cuff, ESPECIALLY if
there are journalists in the room.
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(communications) era

One of the first things that signaled the start of the new
Obama administration was the changeover of the Whitehouse.gov
website. The new website, which shares many elements with the
Obama campaign website, was up and running at 12 noon, even
before the flubbed swearing-in took place. In a sense, the new
website is the product of people who haven’t been in the White
House very long. It still has the campaign feel, talking about
the Agenda, and showing the Whistle Stop tour Obama and Biden
took the weekend before the Inaugural. What is more updated
about the website is that you can now sign up for email
updates and like many other organizational websites in America
today, it has a blog. And, as the website claims:

“WhiteHouse.gov will be a central part of
President Obama’s pledge to make his
the most transparent and accountable
administration in American history.”

The website has been getting a lot of attention. Here’s an
article from Politico via Yahoo on the presidential bios on
the website.

Obama will certainly be a more “electronic” president. Much
has been made about his BlackBerry “addiction.” He was able to
garner much of his support among the GenY/media/social media
savvy people because of his campaign know-how regarding Web
2.0. Let’s see how this plays out.

Update: Interesting takefrom the Atlanta Journal-Constitution
on the PR skills of the new administration, helping create a
positive perception, and apparently an area where Bush was not
as media-savvy.
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Is the media the message? (An
editorial)

Marshall McLuhan wrote an influential piece called “The Medium
is the Message.” It dealt with the advent of electronic media
and how that had subverted ideas, etc. And he didn’t even
mean the Internet.. Anyway. Here we are in the middle of a
hotly contested presidential race where each side is upping
the stakes. And what is the media doing? It is trying to even
the playing field. Yes, that is right. The media is so busy
being “fair” that it is not being informative.

Everyone reported that Sarah Palin’s speech was “dazzling.”
Huh? Perhaps because there were zero expectations for her
performance.. In any case, no one in the mass media has had the
nerve to be really critical of her. It is now considered
sexist to talk about her ability to be a leader or to question
her choices in regards to her family. Newspapers are talking
about the mommy wars..again. And the blogs are responding.
Sure women can balance a lot. And I agree that men should
participate in childrearing and houshold chores, but I don’t
believe women should have children simply to hand them over to
a nanny as they pursue their careers. But the media won't
actually get into a fair discussion of this..they will all use
soundbites (something to do with lipstick comes to mind).

Today, Yahoo News reports that the race between Obama and
McCain is giving McCain a slight edge. Why are these numbers
being reported? Who does that help? Are they trying to
dissuade Obama supporters? LIft McCain supporters? During the
campaign season, we are innundated with polls that are simply
designed to incite. They are not useful. Many people are
undecided, or more importantly, NOT POLLED.
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Of course the media loves conflict and triumph. So they are
showing Palin being greeted by mobs of women shouting out her
name. What they don’t tell you is that these women are
Republicans, rounded up by Republican volunteers at a
Republican rally. Have they gone out and talked to “average”
Americans? Palin is also being featured on the covers of
various pop magazines. Sure she 1is more photogenic than Biden,
but is it over the top to feature her as a cover girl?

Bottom line is that media compete for ratings. And they think
that people want to hear more and see more of Sarah Palin. So
they create a virtual maelstorm of publicity that helps create
the impression that she has more support than she has. This is
where the media have become the message. They craft a story,
based on their take on what is happening, and they pursue 1it.
Soon, we all buy in to this story. In many senses, this is
marketing 101. Follow the AIDA principal (Attention,
Interest, Desire, Action). BUT, politics 1is not simply about
marketing. There are ideas at stake that WILL influence the
course of the country in the years to come. Issues and
thoughts don’t lend themselves to the soundbite world so well
which 1s why if I ask you what each of the candidates think
you can probably only quote a soundbite on different issues.

I am not sure how to fix this, but I do know that it 1is
broken. For years to come we will wonder if sexism brought
Hillary Clinton down or propped Sarah Palin up. And we will
never know just how much those pesky polls influence the
elections.

UPDATE: Frank Rich of the NY Times wrote an opinion piece
about “truthiness” or lack thereof, in the news media. The
media is supposed to shine light not act as a filter.
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