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From the outside, editing is a thankless, lonely enterprise.
Correspondents and reporters receive the glamourous jobs — they go
to where the news happens, they interview subjects, they unearth
interesting stories. They get bylines and acclaim, and the best of them
are able to apply for prestigious awards and write books that make
them household names.

Editors? What do editors do?

They are the nameless, credit-less backbone of journalism, easily
criticised but rarely recognised for their contributions to news.

At its core, editing takes place in newsrooms, with text on screen that
must be made into the best possible journalism. This may require many
edits, or it may require none at all.

The best editors, however, are also many other things. They are
sounding boards for reporters with the beginnings of an idea. They are
guides for journalists on the ground. They alternatively help reporters
prepare for major interviews and temper impetuousness when news
is breaking.

The book “All The President's Men” details how, as they were reporting
on the Watergate scandal, Washington Post journalists Bob Woodward
and Carl Bernstein had to be reined in by the newspaper’s Executive
Editor Ben Bradlee. Bradlee was cautious, aware of the old adage that
by raising the temperature of the water in a bathtub one degree at a
time, you can be in boiling water before you know it.

I had my own such experience, when AFP editors pulled all staff —
including myself — out of rebel-held Syria in late 2012. At the time,

| protested, insisting that | could operate safely but was overruled by
my editors. Months later, | found out that a freelance journalist who
had planned many of the same trips that | had looked into had been
kidnapped shortly after I left the country. What was an unpopular
decision from my perspective had been a courageous — and correct —
one from my editor’s perspective.

Good editors ask questions of their journalism that reporters, often
clouded by the thicket of information, reporting and writing they have
collected, are not able to. These range from issues of presentation —
have we written this in the best possible way and does the reader have
all the necessary information? — to broader requirements of reporting,
including those of legality, safety, fairness and objectivity.

They impose themselves on stories even when they are not there.

As a foreign correspondent, | ensured | knew all | possibly could about
my stories to prove to my editors that what | had stood up, asking
myself what | expected their questions to be and, inadvertently,
improving my stories as a result.

As a bureau chief and editor, | pressed my team constantly to think hard
about the standards with which they carried out their jobs and the
questions they asked of those in power.

But good editors are also always careful to ensure the reporter’s voice
is never lost. Good editing is about helping reporters tell the story they
have written in the best possible way. The British poet Blake Morrison
once said, “editing might be a bloody trade but knives aren't the
exclusive property of butchers. Surgeons use them too”.

Good editors are as passionate about the stories they handle as

the reporters they work with. They are perfectionists, watchful for

a litany of potential errors from simple typos to confusing prose

or unfair reporting. They are perhaps more committed to great
journalism than most in the profession, for few editors ever receive the
glory their reporting counterparts do.

This guide will help you build the foundation to be a strong editor, giving
you the tools to help shape and guide coverage, to improve writing and
reporting and work with reporters and correspondents

to produce the best possible journalism.

But you must not stop there. You must continue to hone the craft, and
never lose sight of the simple fact that great journalism is built on great
editing.

PRASHANT RAO, JOURNALIST,
FORMER IRAQ BUREAU CHIEF FOR AFP



Generally speaking, an editor is usually a journalist on staff at a media
organisation, whether that be print media, broadcast — radio or
television, or with an online publication.

An editor represents and upholds the journalistic and political guidelines
that his or her organisation espouses.

Generally speaking, editors work within specialist subject areas. For
example, in politics or sport or culture - and so forth.

There has also been the evolution of the so-called “news desk” system
within print and online publications. In this system an editor sits with
others together in an open plan office and is responsible for all of the
different topics that the publication might report on.

Conventional hierarchies for editors would see the editor-in-chief at the
top, the editors in charge of various departments (as well as their
deputies) and then the ordinary editors working on the nuts and bolts of
story production.

Depending on the kind of media, editors may have certain, specialist
responsibilities. For example, a managing editor may look after staff
and finances. A production editor ensures that print and production
processes run smoothly. A chief sub-editor oversees other sub-editors,
who check work for accuracy, sense and spelling. And a photo editor
works on visual content. In broadcast media, one also finds editors who
work on film — that is, they cut and edit moving pictures and filmed
material. They do not work with words.

An editor is a filter. He or she searches for content from a wide variety
of sources - for example, from staff, from freelancers, news agencies,
public relations companies and social media sources — and decides which
are the most relevant and worthy of attention for his or her audience.
Primary criteria include that the content is current, new and relevant.

An editor ensures that published or broadcast material is

that which is most interesting, relevant and comprehensible to their
audience. One of the editor's most important jobs is copy editing (see
pages on: Copy Editing).

An editor is usually also responsible for adding the additional text that
every story needs - such as the headline, the captions, the leads, the sub
heads and pull quotes (see pages on: Headlines, Subheads And More).

The editor often oversees the addition of extra materials to the
broadcast or print story. This can include pictures, infographics,
cartoons or audiovisual material.

Increasingly today editors will be expected to work across different
media formats — that is, an editor working on a printed publication is
expected to take responsibility for the online version of the same story,
and vice versa.

An editor may also work as a journalist, researching and writing their
own stories or producing their own reports.

Editors at the top of a media organisation’s hierarchy are often also
responsible for the quality of their staff's work. To ensure quality, an
editor's most important job is to provide a clear briefing as to what the
story should focus on, as well as regular feedback to reporters (see
pages on: Precise Briefing and Feedback). The editor should also
maintain contact with their staff, discussing how the story is developing
and how it might evolve further.

Editors often play a part in critiquing a media organisation’s products
and attend meetings and conferences with this focus. In this way they
pass on their own ideas and suggestions about editorial quality. An
editor is vital to the effectiveness and outcome of such meetings (see
pages on: Critiquing and Conferencing)



Editing, during the process of producing a media report, involves
working on a text to make it as clear, understandable and entertaining
as possible for the target audience.

A good editor is a competent writer, knows journalism, has a feel for,
and overview of, story structure, knows dramaturgy and understands
how quotes work as well as an awareness of safety, security and media
ethics.

A good editor brings the best out of a report that has already been
written or produced. The editor is NOT the author or producer of the
report.

Editing can involve all of the following: planning, research, fact-
checking, re-writing, shortening, lengthening, re-working and more. It is
far more than just checking for grammar and spelling mistakes, which
is often what outsiders think editing involves.

A good editor works closely with the author or producer of a report.
They give a precise briefing before work begins and professional
criticism and feedback after the report has been produced. These two
jobs are among an editor’'s most important tasks (see pages on: Precise
Briefing and Professional Feedback).

The editor takes responsibility for the following things:

Content: timely, factually correct, a well argued storyline,

well researched.

Structure: presentation, dramaturgy.

Speech and style: styles of speech, easy to understand, clear

and logical paragraphs, spelling, grammar, adherence to media
organisation’s style.

Layout: editing for length, sub-sections, headings, visual materials,
other graphics.

How a report is edited will depend very much on the format it's being
published in. However some editor’s tasks apply to almost every kind of
format, including reportages, portraits, features or magazine-style
stories. And a lot of an editor’s job — for example, ensuring timeliness,
logical storytelling, research and accuracy — also applies to almost
every format.

Checking Content

Is the topic timely / current?

Is it clear to the audience why they would be interested in this
topic? Is the topic related to something that is being widely
discussed and is of interest or is happening at the moment?

Does the report have longevity? Will the audience be able to read
this report in three days time and still find it relevant? Does the
report talk about something special?

Can the report be summed up in three simple sentences? Does
the report have a point, or an angle, which is obvious throughout
the whole report? Or do more facts need to be added - or
subtracted?

Does the report reach out to its target audience - in terms of
quotes and the way the topic is presented and in its format? For
example, a report on alcoholism would need to be presented
differently according to the target audience — whether it is
appearing in a format that appeals to doctors, football fans or
expectant mothers.

Is the report factually correct? Can claims made in the report be
proven true? If not, they shouldn't be presented as facts. Has
opinion been presented as fact? Have names and numbers been
double checked? Have all sources been named?

Have the most relevant facts in the report been checked and
researched? Has the situation actually changed since the report
was produced?

Has the report’s author interviewed and researched the right
people or sources? Is anyone or anything missing?

Very Important: After this first check, the editor will decide whether the
report can be published in this form or whether more work is needed —
for example, more research or more interviews or structural changes. If
s0, the editor will clearly communicate these needs to the producer or
author of the report.



Checking Structure

It may not be possible to salvage a boring feature, a toothless
commentary or a humourless satire simply by looking at the language
within it. Often the biggest problem is in the way the story has been
constructed. An editor can work on this to save a story.

How does the story start?

Does it make the reader curious? Will they want to know more?
Are interesting characters or places, which are important to the
story, introduced quickly enough? Is the main point, or angle,
obvious from the start?

Does the story end on an interesting point, or is the ending slack?
Does the ending refer back to the original point, or angle? Will the
reader leave this story with interesting thoughts to reflect upon?
Does the structure make sense?

Does the story proceed logically, from one point to another? Do the
paragraphs make sense in the way they connect? Or are there wild
leaps from topic to topic, or interviewee to interviewee?

Does the dramaturgy work well?

Are there conflicts and resolutions? Are there surprises or
revelations? Is there a climax? Is the narration coherent? Is the
narrative voice or style maintained throughout the report?

Does the report have too much information, or information that is
not needed to tell the story?

Common structural mistakes include:

Important statements or facts are left out.

The story gets side tracked away from the main angle.

Facts are simply added to the story without explanation.
Important protagonists or facts are introduced too late in the piece.
The other side of the story — whether that is through differing
opinions or protagonists in conflict — is brought in too late in the
piece, which means the story has no dramatic tension.

The story is told in minute, chronological detail that is actually
unnecessary.

Information that supposedly links different paragraphs or different
sources doesn't make sense.

Information is repeated.

The end of the story is redundant, simply repeating what has
already been said before.

Writing Style

Does the style of writing suit the content of the report?

Are there too many details?

Are there too many long sentences?

Does the author’s “voice” intrude unnecessarily? Is the author
making comments without sourcing them?

Are any comparisons or metaphors appropriate?

Is the grammar correct? Is spelling correct?

Headlines, Subheads And Other Features of Layout

Do the headlines, subheads and captions make the reader curious
to know more?

Do the headlines, subheads and captions reflect what is in the
actual report?

Is the story well divided into paragraphs?

Should the story have sub headings - that is, smaller headlines
starting a group of paragraphs?

Would a pull quote be useful in the report?

Before the report is produced or written: a detailed, precise
briefing.

The topic: what's the point? What is the angle? What sort of story
might result?

What sort of story format? What sort of media?

When will the story be published? How up to date should it be?
Which section of a media product will the story appear in — for
instance, the entertainment section, the sports section, and so on?
How long should the report be? How comprehensive?

When is the deadline?

After the report has been written or produced: professional
feedback.

Positive comments: what works really well? What is good?
Assertive positivity: where might improvements be possible?
Listening to the author: what problems did the author have to deal
with?

Cooperating on strategy for improvements in the future: what
should we do now? Who will take responsibility for which of the
tasks going forward?

(See also: pages on Precise Briefing and Professional Feedback)



This page deals with headlines, subheads, captions, teasers, cover lines,
pull quotes and others. They may be referred to in different ways in

different newsrooms. But most of the time they have the same purpose:

to sell the story they are attached to. They are some of the first things
that a reader sees, as they make their decision whether or not to go
further into this report or story.

Ideally, headlines, subheads, captions and the like work together in one
story. In fact they may even tell some important parts of the story but in
very simple and enticing terms. The reader knows what's waiting in the
detailed text and is curious to find out more.

Every headline or caption or subhead imparts different information.
They should not repeat one another. It is best to avoid using the same
words twice too.

There are two types of headline.

The informative, accurate headline. This is the kind of headline that
belongs above hard news stories and fact-based reporting. This kind of
headline is concise, objective and accurate. It is not emotional or wordy.
The reader must be able to understand what this headline is about
immediately. The reader gets clear information indicating what the
story is essentially about. Proper sentences make this easier.

Example:
Obama Wants To Prevent Nuclear Weapon Production

US threatens sanctions against Iran and North Korea unless work stops
on nuclear warheads.

The rule of thumb here is that the headline and the sub headline work
together. In this case the sub headline clarifies and builds upon the
headline.

The playful, persuasive headline: This kind of headline does it's very
best to persuade the reader to read the text below. It belongs on softer
news stories, reportage or features, commentaries, interviews and
other magazine-style stories. This kind of headline uses every
opportunity — it plays with words, or makes jokes — to get the reader’s
attention. This kind of headline may only touch lightly on what a story is
really about.

Example:
Hot, Spicy And Now Exhibitionists

Legendary Berlin snack, the currywurst, gets its own €5 million museum
with over 1,500 square meters.

The rule of thumb for headlines and sub headlines still applies. Here
both work together, although in this case the sub headline explains
what the headline does not. In fact, the sub headline is very necessary
here in case readers don't fully understand the humorous headline.

Tip: The best headlines are comprehensible without an explanation
underneath. Generally, comprehensibility should come before originality.

A teaser is basically a longer and more detailed sub headline that
“teases” the reader with information to pique their curiosity. Teasers are
used in printed materials, like newspapers and magazines. They are
also often used online under a headline on the home page. Thanks to
the teaser, the reader gets an idea of what the story is about and clicks
through to the article page to read on.

Whether one finds a teaser online or in print, it has the same purpose:
to give a brief (never too long) description of what the story will contain
and to entice the viewer to read the story.



There are two types of teaser.

Objective or “closed” teasers. These introduce the story’s essentials
briefly and in an unemotional, factual, concise and objective way. They
do not contain questions or witticisms. They tell it like it is.

Example:

Hundreds Of Protestors Want US Army Out Of Afghanistan
At the end of the annual Easter march for peace, more than 2,000
demonstrators took part in further protests. Amid singing and chanting in
the town square, speakers called for peace and for the demobilization of
troops stationed in Afghanistan.

Cliffhanger or “open” teasers. These introduce the story’s essentials
too but they do it in a different style, often by leaving an open question
or a kind of cliffhanger in the teaser. This is intended to make the
reader curious.

Example:

Authorities Make Progress On Peggy Murder.

Police say there’s a suspect and they even have a confession. Only thing is,
the suspect is intellectually handicapped. Which is why many in town fear
the murderer is still free and walking their streets.

Length

There is no ideal length for a teaser. It is a good idea to keep them short
and not get bogged down in detail. Often available space will dictate
length, especially on websites. Usually three to four sentences are best.

Every picture should have a caption. A caption always tells the viewer
who or what is in the picture.

A caption...
...should never describe what the viewer can see for themselves. For
example, a laughing man stands by an apple tree. This would be

obvious if you were looking at the picture.

...should be a bridge into the body of the story and also do its best to
entice the reader in. This is particularly important in print because often

readers will first look at the pictures, and therefore the captions too,
before they decide whether they're going to read on.

... should address the visual material in a picture that is basically
symbolic rather than an exact representation of what's in the story, and
use that symbolic image to build a bridge to the text.

...must talk about the picture first before giving other pertinent
information. The caption must relate to the picture before it gives
information about how the picture relates to the story or anything else
that cannot be seen in the picture.

... should match the tone and style of the story in which the picture
occurs. Sober news stories use objective, factual captions on their
pictures. Feature-style stories may choose to use the caption as
another way to create interest or humour in the story.

Putting subheadings in a story is a good way of splitting up or
formatting your text while at the same time, offering the reader yet
another smaller headline to arouse their curiosity.

A subheading refers to the paragraphs that come after it, never the
ones that came before it.

A subheading follows the same rules of style as a headline. When a
subheading appears in a news story, it is informative and objective. In a
less formal, more magazine-style story, it can be playful or provocative.

When subheadings are used more than once within a story, they are
often similar in style and construction. This is for the sake of a unified
style in the story. For example, if one subheading uses a whole
sentence, they all should. If one subheading is just one to three words,
then they all might be one to three words.

Subheadings should not repeat information or wording.



The pull quote has a similar function to the subheading. They appear
within the story, can be used to better format the text and entice the
reader into the story, or arouse the reader’s curiosity.

A pull quote might take an important message from within the text and
emphasise it, or expand upon it in some detail. A pull quote may also
consist of a pithy quote from an interview “pulled” from the story that is
then repeated in a larger font, to make readers curious or to emphasise
the story's message.

A pull quote must come from within the text. It is a real quote, either
from the author or from an interviewee, and it will be repeated again in
the actual story.

A pull quote can occur anywhere within a story’s layout. It is not like the
subheading which must be placed by the paragraphs it refers to.

Does the headline make the reader curious to know more?

Does the headline work together harmoniously with any other
headings, captions or teasers?

Is the headline suitably informative for the reader, so that the reader has
a fair idea of what can be expected in the story?

Does every headline, subheading, teaser or caption have its own unique
information? Is information or wording repeated?

If all the headlines, subheads and captions were read together would
they give the reader a good idea of some of the most interesting points
in the story?

Does every picture have its own caption?

Does the caption contain the necessary information about the picture,
so the reader knows what they are looking at?

Does the caption also contain some other information that would make
the reader curious and draw them into the story?

Do the subheadings refer to the passages ahead of it?

Do the subheadings make sense? Do they make the reader curious and
draw them into the story?

Is the pull quote easy to understand?

Does it refer back to the story’s angle? Does it match a quote in the
story?

Does the pull quote make the reader curious to read more?



It is not possible to discuss, decide upon and assign everything about a
potential story in a conference situation. A lot needs to be done, person
to person - or, simply put, editor to journalist.

Unfortunately briefings on stories are often done too quickly and in an
inexact way. Stories are commissioned in passing, with the editors
simply relying on the journalist or media producer to “know” what they
have in mind. Sadly most journalists cannot read minds and the finished
product may end up being unsuitable - for example, it might not suit the
publication, it might have an unsuitable angle, it may not come in the
right format or it might target the wrong audience.

A precise briefing from an editor, at the time the story is commissioned,
means that the editor must formulate their request clearly and the
journalist will know better what is expected of them.

After the briefing, the journalist knows what is required, can formulate
the right questions for interviewees and plan appropriate research.

Last but not least: precise briefing builds mutual trust between
colleagues. Informal, inexact briefings can ruin the best editorial
relationships. The wrong story comes in. And editors will ask: “now, why
did they do that when | told them to do something else?” Confronted
with new and unexpected demands from editors, journalists will ask:
“why do they now want something totally different today from what they
asked for yesterday?”

When briefing a journalist, the following points need to be discussed
and clarified.

Why do you, as the editor, want this report or story written? Why does
your media organisation want it? Does it have to do with current
events? Or is it less topical?

As an editor, what do you think is the main point, or angle, of this story?

Which other articles or reports on the same or similar subjects have
already been published by your media organisation? How will this new
report add to that, beyond what's already been published? How will this
piece be different?

What questions do you, as the editor, have on the topic, what interests
you about this story? What will interest your media organisation’s
audience about this topic, what questions will they have?

What format should the report come in: will it be an interview, a feature,
a backgrounder?

How much time will be needed for research and writing?

Which section of the media organisation will the report be published in
- for example, the sports section or politics section?

When will the story be published? How long should it be? How
comprehensive does it need to be?

When could the journalist or report producer let you know how things
are going — things like: whether the story is proceeding according to
plan? Whether they can get the right interviews and complete research
in time for the deadline - and so forth?

As an editor, do | know exactly why | want this report produced?

Do I know what the point, or angle, might be?

Have | given the journalist all the information they need to complete
this report?

Have | made it clear to the journalist that | myself, as an editor, don't
have all the facts at hand and that | am waiting to hear about these from
them, after they've done the research and written the story?

Have | offered the journalist all the support | can, regarding research,
help with structure and writing?

Have all the formal details of this arrangement been clarified - that is,
things like the deadline, the format of the story, the word count, the
payment and so forth?



Giving feedback is about telling a colleague how their work has been
received and evaluated by an editor or other senior staff.

Professional feedback involves giving a colleague concrete tips for
improvement or changes and involves clear, impersonal, constructive
criticism.

The editor giving feedback will stick to clear, content-based criteria that
involves things like the choice of angle, the format in which the report
appears, research and so on.

The editor giving feedback doesn’t make unsubstantiated claims nor do
they devalue the work. The editor remains objective and is able to back
up any criticism and any praise with concrete examples from within the
report. The editor asks questions and listens carefully to the answers.
The editor is constructive and uses negotiation techniques throughout
the feedback session.

Professional feedback is one of the most important tools to help ensure
the high quality of any media product.

Professional feedback helps everyone. Weaknesses are able to be
improved and worked upon, while an understanding develops as to why
certain strengths are desirable.

Professional feedback builds trust between the editor giving the
feedback and those receiving it.

Use the “I-message”.

That is, make your statement by starting with “I". As in, ‘| feel this
research is...”, or “I think this introduction to the story is..." Or, “| really
liked the middle of this piece when...". This is as opposed to a statement
that begins with “you”. This takes the focus off the other person and
makes it clear that this is one person’s thoughts and that it is not a
personal attack. It's a good formulation to use to open up space for
further, productive, professional discussion.

Back up any feedback with examples.

Opinions can be subjective and may not be enough to get the message
of the feedback session across. The editor giving feedback should be
able to draw on examples from within a report or story to make their
point. For example: “in the middle of this piece this person is quoted.
Two paragraphs later, this information is repeated”.

It is only by giving examples that the person receiving the feedback can
see exactly what is meant and how the editor giving feedback reached
their conclusions.

Ask genuine questions out of genuine curiosity.

It helps the colleague receiving feedback if the editor giving feedback is
truly curious to know more about certain parts of the report. Questions
should be genuine, not suggestive or irritating. Answering these
questions will help the colleague getting feedback really think about
their replies. For example: “l was curious to know why you chose this as
the intro to the story?”

This can help the colleague receiving the feedback figure out where
they've been too long-winded or not detailed enough, for instance.

Really listen.

The colleague receiving the feedback is actually the expert when it
comes to this report or story. The editor should listen to them carefully.
Try to bring out important knowledge they may have but that is, as yet,
not used in the report. Itis incredible the kinds of hidden nuggets of
valuable information you can discover just by posing questions or
coming up with ideas that really resonate.

Prepare alternatives and offer them.

By offering the colleague who is receiving feedback concrete
alternatives to use in their report, the editor is showing exactly how they
want the job done. Give examples, either verbally or in writing. For
example: “could we just take out the quote from that person
altogether?”. This helps show, in very simple, obvious ways, how the
report can be improved.



Encourage a good atmosphere.

There are not too many journalists who deliberately produce lazy,
inaccurate or boring reports. Most work long and hard on their stories
—and they deserve respect for their efforts. The best way to encourage
a productive atmosphere is to begin any feedback session with positive
remarks or even praise, if it is due. This puts the two people involved in
a feedback session on a more level playing field, discourages
condescension and opens the door for constructive discussion.

Be aware of body language.

Keep eye contact and face the colleague who is being given feedback.
Indicate you are listening by nodding and being attentive. Crossed arms,
impatient fidgeting, checking mail or sorting through papers during a
feedback session is not conducive to a productive atmosphere.

Let’s use an example. A journalist brings you, the editor, a report
about a clinic that treats and supports people with anxiety disorders.
The subject appeals to you, as it did when you commissioned the story.
From the report, you get the impression that the author knows the
subject extremely well but that they have somehow idealised the work
the clinic does, putting its staff on a pedestal.

Here is how a feedback session on this story might play out:

Start with positive comments: “There is a lot of interesting information
in this report. For instance, | didn't know how many people actually
suffered from anxiety disorders of one kind or another”. Or perhaps:
“From this story, | have the feeling you really know this subject well".

Back up feedback with examples: “The head of the clinic is quoted five
times in this story and his work is also described in really glowing
terms — although | am not sure | can find any reason in the story as to
why he should be so highly praised...”

Use the “I message”: “When someone is quoted a lot like that, | get a
little suspicious. Particularly when there are no other experts being
quoted...”

Ask genuine questions: “So did you make the head of the clinic look
this good on purpose? Was he really that good?”

Listen carefully to the answers: “So as | understand it, you did that on
purpose because you were really so impressed by the kind of work this
clinic does, and by the effort they put in”.

Offer alternatives: “How would you feel about taking out a couple of
those quotes and possibly removing some of the more glowing
adjectives? Instead you could add some examples that show the reader
just how good this clinic is — then the reader will be able to make up
their own mind”.

Come up with a new strategy together that allows the journalist
power to act:

How do you think we should proceed with this story?
What other ideas do you have for the story?

What do you think might be the next step with this piece?
And how can | help you with this story?

Or, if necessary, go further:

Should | come up with some suggestions and pass them on to
you?

Should we come up with a different structure for this story
together?

Could you get back to me in three days with a new version?
When could you send me a final version?

Don't justify yourself.

This is one of the most important things to remember: you do not need
to explain yourself or make excuses. Why? Because you produced this
report to the best of your ability. There's no need to explain that. If your
work has not met the expectations of the editor giving you feedback it
won't matter what you say, it won't change their opinion or
reguirements anyway.

If there were personal or organisational problems (say, you couldn't get
hold of an important interviewee or you needed more time to get the job
done) mention this briefly but don't dwell upon it.



Listen carefully.

Listen quietly without interrupting and try to take in both criticisms and
compliments. If anything is confusing, repeat it back to the editor giving
the feedback. For example: “so if | understand you correctly, it is really
only the introduction that you would like me to change?”

Ask for concrete examples.

Push the editor giving you feedback for concrete examples of problems,
or where changes could be made to a story. For example: “l wasn't quite
clear about what you meant when you said | needed more distance
from the interviewees. Could you give me an example in the story?”

Concede to criticism.

It's better to admit to problems in a story than to try and argue it.

If your work has not met the expectations of the editor giving you
feedback it won't matter what you say, it won't change their opinion

or requirements anyway. And agreeing that there could be changes
made can be the key to finding a solution. It will also help the editor
giving you feedback to support and assist you in making the necessary
changes to any piece.

Give feedback on the feedback.

Don't be afraid to give feedback on the feedback you've been given.
What was helpful? What would you like to know next time? This
encourages mutual respect between colleagues and will help your
editor prepare for the next feedback session.

Am | giving my colleague good examples of how to improve the story
or report?

Have | made it clear in what ways this feedback session has helped me
to improve?



News conferences — also known as editorial meetings, story meetings
or story conferences — are an important forum during which the
producers of media - journalists, editors and so on - ensure that all
relevant topics are covered by the media organisation.

A news conference is important because the editorial team becomes
informed about the latest events as different section editors bring news
to the table, from the different rounds within their section.

News conferences are an important forum in which the media
organisation’s position on certain news events can be discussed.
This influences the way that the events are covered by that media
organisation.

News conferences also offer colleagues an important opportunity

to discuss the work done by their media organisation as well as how
to improve it.

News conferences may be unstructured, with no firm focus or agenda.

The participants may not be well prepared or they may not be
sufficiently motivated.

The participants may be worried about making a bad impression should
they suggest unsuitable story ideas or bring up unsuitable topics.

The news conference may not be well structured or led.

The news conference may not be objective enough and discussions
may lead to other, unrelated matters concerning participants — such as

problematic relationships between staff, job descriptions and problems
with hierarchy.

News conferences may run too long.

Prepare carefully and ensure there is a clear structure. Include
colleagues in this.

Whoever is leading the discussion must play a number of roles equally
— including giving inspiration for ideas, moderating the discussion and
deciding on ideas.

Use special techniques and questions to encourage creativity and
different perspectives. (See pages on: Leading Meetings.)

How to create a good atmosphere

It is completely acceptable to hold a news conference in an area other
than an official conference room. A less formal setting encourages a
climate that fosters creative thinking and indicates that these kinds of
meetings can also be relaxed and enjoyable.

No “killer comments”

News conferences are the kinds of meetings where good ideas can
often be smothered with just one remark. Comments like: “Readers will
never be interested in that”. Or: “you'll never get anyone to agree to an
interview for that.” And so forth and so on. To avoid this, and to
encourage constructive discussion, ban these kinds of phrases. It may
even be worth putting a sign on the wall so that everyone in every news
conference is reminded not to use them; and so that whoever is leading
the meeting doesn't need to tell anybody off.

Good thinking: The person who suggests the story idea shouldn't be



the only one who has to defend themselves and their idea. Colleagues
who object to the story idea should be able to present good reasons for
their objections.

Gather the best ideas and rate them

If nobody pays them any attention, a good story idea can sink without
a trace. That's why it is important to have a set structure for a news
conference. The different phases of a news conference, as mentioned
below, shouldn't add up to more than 20 minutes altogether.

Phase 1: Ideas are gathered. They are not commented upon

or discussed in detail.

Phase 2: |deas are briefly summarised and reviewed. Participants
in the news conference discuss which ideas are good and could
be realised. The goal is to come up with some broad topics about
which further decisions can be made.

Phase 3: In order to make a further decision about the ideas
presented, there are only two approaches. Firstly, make a list

of ideas without potential, that won't work. And secondly, make

a list of ideas with potential, that might work well.

These decisions may well not be final because as the meeting
progresses new suggestions may be made concerning the ideas.

The same approaches will then be used on the newer suggestions,
until a final decision is made either in this news conference or the next.

Delegating / Small Groups

Often it is a good idea to move into smaller groups after the first session
of idea-generation.

Why?

Because the group dynamic changes. The bigger the group, the
more formal the atmosphere. Members of smaller groups often
take more responsibility for the result the group ends up with.
Many people feel they can speak more freely in a small group.
Small groups don't work as well for people who want to show off
or get theatrical; work in a small group is more practical and has
an objective.

How the smaller groups are formed can have an impact on the results
they come up with. There are three kinds of personalities that are
helpful to have in a smaller group, when deciding who should work with
whom.

The moderator — makes sure that nobody dominates too much,
balances everything out, focuses the group'’s discussion and
summarises the results.

The joker - is playful and entertaining and motivates the others
this way.

The producer - is able to envision how ideas can be realised,
makes realistic plans and formulates goals.

Creative questioning

Questions have enormous potential to inspire creativity. The questions
may seem naive, provocative, disrespectful, crazy or paradoxical — but
they will get a response and help generate ideas.

News conferences actually often begin with fairly non-motivating
questions. Such as: “what has been happening?”, “what topics is
everyone interested in today?” Or: “today we're going to work on this
topic because it is the most important”.

The first question is used far too often. The second question is really
just about general knowledge of the day’s news events. And the third
closes the door on any other subjects and signals that everything has
already been decided.

So instead of asking those kinds of questions, one could say something
more motivating at the beginning of a news conference.

Examples:

What do you think are the “water cooler” topics right now? That is,
what people in an office might discuss when they meet at the
water cooler or coffee machine.

What's really moving you or is really important to you right now?
What issues do you think the media is not covering?

What topics do you think our readers will be particularly interested
in?

Playing Devil’s advocate.

Sometimes there are issues about which everyone tends to feel the
same — in other words, there is a consensus. In order to generate more
ideas and different approaches, it may worth playing Devil's advocate
and asking contrary questions just for the sake of being contrary.



For example: couldn't the reverse also be true in this case?
How exactly do we know that this is so? What proof do we have
of this?

Re-framing

This is a good technique to use on story ideas where the story is often
only told from one perspective. To re-frame, questions like the following
could be asked:

How would Person X tell this story? How would Person Y tell

this story?

What difficulties would Person X have in this case? What difficulties
would Person Y have?

Is there any bias here — who benefits from having this story told
from only one perspective?

How have others in similar situations reacted?

Paradoxical questions

There are some stories that are always told in the same way and from
the same perspective. Asking paradoxical-seeming questions can open
up new perspectives. For example, a story about children’s day care
centre, where they always complain about the lack of funding. But
nobody ever asks whether the actual child care programs are at fault
or lacking in some way.

In this case one might ask: how does that group / child care
organisation profit from this situation?

What would happen to that group / child care organisation if the
problem were suddenly solved?

Consider different timing

This is helpful with nearly all ideas that have been discussed a lot and
covered many times.

One might ask questions like: When did this problem begin?
What happened earlier? What impact will this have on the future?

Unbiased, impartial questions

These kinds of questions work well when the story idea seems like

it should progress in a logical and obvious way. Then it is important to
consider: what would somebody who was completely unbiased ask in
this situation? For instance, a young child. In this way new perspectives
can be developed. For example, say the story angle is about how those
caring for the elderly have a tough job. Unbiased questions might

include: why don't you do another job? What exactly is so tough during
your everyday duties? Is there anything you enjoy about this job?
Couldn't you find somebody to support you in this job?

Is the person leading the news conference doing their job well and
playing the different roles required of them?

Have enough questions been asked that might expand or alter one's
perspective on the ideas?



Meeting regularly to evaluate editorial content is important in order to
update and discuss how best to produce a quality media product,
whether that be written, broadcast or online media.

Editorial evaluation meetings — also known as peer reviews - are an
important forum during which opinions can be exchanged and story
ideas proposed. They can also be forums during which the editorial
team decides on how they will approach certain topics or issues.

Editorial evaluations help encourage successful communication
between different departments and ensure that everyone is playing by
the same rules, when it comes to things like editorial policy and the
organisation’s style guide.

Editorial evaluations are often unstructured, with no firm focus or
agenda.

Editorial evaluations may not be very constructive because any
evaluations tend to be generalised, accusatory or euphemistic.

Editorial evaluations are not always matter-of-fact enough - they may
end up being a venue for the discussion of other issues, such as, for
example, difficult collegial relationships or problems with hierarchy or
unclear job descriptions.

A good editorial evaluation or peer review is matter-of-fact.

It is a constructive meeting. Praiseworthy activities or jobs are lauded
and when there is criticism of other things, the only question that needs
to be answered is this one: how do we do it better next time?

A good editorial evaluation is focussed. Not everything can be discussed
in one meeting. Instead a certain topic or theme is chosen — for
example, quality of research or, say, the visual language of the
publication. The reason why the topic is chosen is clearly explained.

Editorial evaluations take place regularly and according to a clear
schedule.

Those leading the meeting use constructive communication techniques
(see pages on: Constructive Communication).

Establish a good atmosphere in which to hold editorial evaluations.
Whoever is leading the editorial evaluation - whether they are the
editor-in-chief or the section head — thanks their assembled colleagues
for attending and for expressing themselves.

Ensure there is a focus.

Whoever is leading the editorial evaluation makes it clear what the
focus of the meeting is to be — whether that be the organisation’s
visuals, recent headlines or research or another topic. The “rules” of the
meeting are also laid out. How long speakers have to make their point,
whether questions can be asked at any stage or whether they should
wait until the end and when there should be a more general discussion.

Criticise constructively.

Whoever is leading the editorial evaluation begins with positive
remarks. What did they like, what did they learn, what was amusing.
The best thing is to be able to switch between negative comments and
positive comments.



When a criticism is made, it is backed up by an example. If there is no
pertinent example, it's better to leave the criticism out.

Rather than expressing a negative opinion outright — such as, “this story
is very boring” — the individual making the evaluation rephrases this into
a question with less negativity. Such as: “could this be...?" Or: “| got the
impression that...”

Itis also good to have an example of how it could be done better. If a
better example is not available, then the discussion could be opened up
as to how improvements could be made. If the person who produced
the piece being criticised is present, it is an excellent idea to draw them
into this part of the discussion.

Do not justify yourself.

This is one of the most important things to remember: you do not need
to explain yourself or make excuses. Why? Because you produced this
report to the best of your ability. There's no need to explain that. If your
work has not met the expectations of the editor evaluating it, it won't
matter what you say, it won't change their opinion anyway.

If there were personal or organisational problems (say, you couldn't get
hold of an important interviewee or you needed more time to get the
job done) mention this briefly but don't dwell upon it. This may not be

a matter for the entire editorial team to discuss.

Listen carefully.

Listen quietly without interrupting and try to take in both criticism

and compliments. If it seems appropriate indicate that you have heard
and understood what has been said and that you plan to consider

it carefully.

Ask questions if necessary.

If your work is being evaluated, feel free to ask for concrete examples
that back up the evaluation. For example: “| wasn't quite clear about
what you meant when you said | needed more distance from the
interviewees. Could you give me an example in the story?”

Give feedback on the feedback.

Don't be afraid to give feedback on the evaluation. What was helpful?
What would you like to know next time? This encourages mutual
respect between colleagues and will help everyone prepare for the next
editorial evaluation.

How can | create a positive atmosphere and encourage constructive
discussion?

Am | able to explain the reasons for criticism and praise, and present
examples for each?

Do | have some constructive suggestions for improvement to make —
or should these be discussed by the group?



Parts of a media product that can - and should be - evaluated:

THE COVER OR COVER PAGES
CONTENTS PAGE

STRUCTURE OF THE MAGAZINE, NEWSPAPER OR WEBSITE

HEADLINES, SUBHEADS, CAPTIONS AND SIMILAR
QUALITY OF WRITING

DESIGN AND LAYOUT

PICTURES AND VISUAL ELEMENTS

Are the pictures eye-catching and bold enough?
Can you tell what they are about with one glance?

Do the cover lines make sense?
Do they make you curious to see more?

Are the colours eye-catching?
Do they work well together?

Are the headlines representative of the story inside?
Are they representative of the media product, be it magazine
or newspaper?

Short and informative?

Do you get an idea of contents with just one glance?
Aesthetically pleasing?

Is it well laid out and easy to follow?

Is it well written — do you understand what the story will be about
from the contents page listing?

Does the contents page have a regular tone and style, that reflects
the publication’s personality?

Introductory pages or the home page on a website — is it easy to enter
this product?

Are the pages well identified — do | know where | am in the publication
at all times?

Are the different sections clearly marked and separated - for example,
sports from politics and politics from lifestyle?

Does the order of the sections make sense?

As in, current events before features and so on?

Final pages — do | leave the publication with a good feeling?

Is there a cartoon on the last page or a puzzle or some other farewell?



Do they accurately reflect the content as well as arousing the viewer's
curiosity?

Do the captions contain interesting information and add something
to the story?

Do the headlines, subheads, captions and others have a distinctive style,
that suits the publication or product?

Do the headlines, subheads, captions and others tell a little story
all of their own?

Does the story have a point?
Is the angle or point of the story suitably expressed?

Is the style of writing appropriate to the subject material?
Is the writing clear and easy to understand? Does the piece have the
same style of writing all the way through the story?

Is it attractive and easy on the eye? Does it make you want to go further
into the publication?

Is there a mixture of small and large pictures and other visual elements
with text? Do they all work well together?

Are the headlines, subheads, captions and others well placed on the
page and easy to read?

Is the typeface and font used suitable for the publication or story, and
easy to read?

Is the message the pictures are sending clear and does it suit
the accompanying text?

Could the visual elements stand alone?
That is, do they have their own aesthetic value, independent
of the story?



Many staff members at media organisations get frustrated with news
conferences. And their frustration can be understandable. A lot of news
conferences are underprepared, not well structured and there is no
clear leader. Often the staff members sit together at a news conference
simply because it is customary to do so.

Preparing well for news conferences and meetings - even the standard,
daily story meetings — can help to motivate colleagues and inspire
leadership. Having clear goals at a news conference usually leads to
clear results. The staff members know exactly why they are spending
time in this meeting and why it is useful.

Preparing well for a news conference or meeting of any kind may also
indicate that the meeting is not even necessary. Or that it could just be a
very short meeting. Or that only certain staff members need to be there.
Such well-grounded transparency indicates to staff members that
they’'ll only be called into meetings that they really need to be at.

Experience shows that any conference that takes longer than one hour
has to have very good reasons for its lengthy nature.

Questions to consider while preparing

What is the conference or meeting focussed on? Is there a general
theme or topic that needs discussion? This also counts for routine news
conferences.

What does the meeting need to achieve?

Who needs to be at the meeting? Who does not need to be at the meeting?
Who should prepare some materials for the meeting? For example,
research, briefings, photocopies or visuals?

How long does this meeting need to be? One hour should be the
maximum. Shorter is better.

In which room or area should the meeting take place? Might it be better
to hold a smaller meeting in @ more comfortable, less formal setting
than a conference room?

Last but not least: does this meeting really need to happen or could

it be avoided?

Every meeting should progress through some clearly delineated
phases. If a meeting simply stops just because the time is up, or doesn’t
have a goal or come to any useful conclusions, then there are a number
of consequences. These can include irritated participants, who didn't
know why they were just sitting there for an hour and who will most
certainly not be interested in returning to another meeting.

Ideally a conference has five phases or steps:

Introductions, both personal and topical
The aim: to explain the meeting’s purpose and to make collegial
introductions and connections.

A good introduction establishes a good atmosphere.

What is the aim or purpose of the meeting?

Who is there and why? What roles will they play during the
meeting? This is not necessary if the meeting is routine or a daily
occurrence.

Who will do which jobs during the meeting? Applies if there are
jobs like time keeper or note taker involved.

Clarify the timing, explain when there will be breaks.

During the round of introductions clarify who is expecting what.
This is particularly important during meetings about new projects
or special events.

Ideas and topics
The aim: establishing a framework for discussion.

Which topics or themes need to be discussed here? Establish that
everyone is here for the same reason.

Work out how much time each point of discussion requires.
Decide on the order in which the discussion points should occur.
Is any additional information required by meeting participants in
order for them all to be up to speed with the discussion points?

If there is, the meeting leader or a relevant participant could
summarise.

Briefly run through the rules of the meeting. Talk about the order
of discussion or speakers, whether mobile phones should be
switched off or on silent, the fact that “killer comments” are
undesirable and that any non-objective criticism is also unwanted.
Additionally, talk about how long the meeting is expected to last
and whether there will be any breaks.



Discuss topics
The aim: to encourage creative discussion during the meeting.

Besides taking a leadership role during the meeting, the moderator
should also...

...introduce each new topic and come up with an interesting
question to start discussion off.

...ensure that the discussion points are introduced in the correct
order.

... solicit different opinions and perspectives by asking interesting,
open, provocative questions.

... come back to points that have been neglected, or switch the
focus of the discussion if necessary.

...reject unfair criticism or overly critical remarks.

...sum up an interim result, during the progress of the meeting.
...take stock of the meeting progress briefly, speed discussion
around the table up briefly, if necessary.

Joint search for solutions / decisions
The aim: to make decisions and reach conclusions.

Summarise results of the meeting so far.

Which different opinions or conflicts arose?

What ideas or decisions were identified as positive? If there were
none, or if there was indecision, explain how to progress toward
conflict resolution.

Work on solutions and conclusions.

Should the meeting need to be adjourned, ensure that all
participants are aware of the time and date of the next meeting.
At the end of the meeting, reiterate any decisions made and if
necessary, write up the conclusions of the meeting.

End of the meeting
The aim: making concluding remarks, looking to the future, thanking
participants.

The actual results of the meeting: what was achieved?

Interaction between meeting participants: how did everyone work
together?

Thanking the participants for their attention, debate, ideas and
cooperation.

Bid farewell to participants and informing them about the next
meeting.

The role of the conference moderator, or leader of the meeting, is

not always clear. Is that individual only sitting at the head of the table
because they have to? Or do they have a clear part to play in a well-
structured and well-purposed conference? Will the moderator delegate
the decision-making process to the meeting participants or will the
moderator make those decisions him- or herself?

Does the moderator expect all ideas, suggestions and debate to come
from the gathered participants or will the moderator join in, with their
own ideas and opinions?

In almost all meetings a moderator will have to play different roles and
do different jobs. Which role the moderator plays will depend on which
phase the conference is in. What is most important is that the
moderator understands which role he or she is playing at the time and
that all the different roles are given equal weighting.

The inspiration

In the creative phase of any meeting, the moderator or conference
leader has the same task as everyone else at the meeting: the
moderator brings ideas to the table, explains them and helps to develop
them further.

Note: the moderator needs to be careful when presenting their ideas
first — they may get support simply because the idea comes from the
moderator, thereby stifling further discussion.

The leader

As the leader of the meeting the moderator must steer the discussion.
The moderator will need to play this role in nearly every phase of a
meeting.

Note: moderators must be sure they don't just fulfil this leadership role
and allow the participants to make all the decisions. If they only lead,
then the strongest member of the group will take charge of the
discussion. Even worse than this, is if the meeting has to finish and no
decisions are made or conclusions are reached because the moderator
spoke too much.

The decision-maker

In the decision-maker role, the moderator summarises the ideas and
decisions and comes to a final conclusion, or assists the group to come
to a final conclusion.



Note: if the moderator is going to be the one making the decision on
their own in the meeting, then that decision must be a transparent one.
The moderator must explain why the decision was made. If the final
decision is to be made by the group, the moderator must set a time
limit for the group’s final word. If the group cannot reach a conclusion in
the time given then the moderator must either make the decision
themselves, or set a date for another meeting.

Is the focus of this meeting clear? Are the goals for the meeting clear?
Is it clear who should attend this meeting and who does not need to

be there?

Are all phases well planned out and is there enough time for each
phase?

Will the moderator be taking part, and presenting his or her own ideas
for discussion?

Will the moderator be the one making the final decisions at the end

of the meeting and if so, has the moderator ensured that that decision-
making process is transparent and justifiable?

If the group is making the decision together, do they have enough time
for this task?

Has the moderator ensured that any rules for the meeting have

been kept?

Is the moderator using constructive techniques for debate and
discussion? (See pages on: Constructive Communication.)

Has the moderator ensured that all the roles they must play during
the meeting are given equal importance?



They create positive opportunities:

Editors are always communicating - whether at news conferences,
editorial evaluations, or in meetings with authors, interviewees,
informants and colleagues. And with so much communication there is,
of course, always the possibility for misunderstanding or friction.

Constructive communication techniques can help ensure that
information comes across clearly and comprehensibly.

Constructive communication techniques can help ascertain others’
world views - and this helps to build solid and trusting professional,
collegial relationships.

Constructive communication techniques can also help in situations
where a larger group is being addressed; it can make communication
more effective, clear and enable better leadership in meetings and
conferences.

Constructive communication techniques can help prevent conflict

between colleagues, as well as de-escalate existing workplace conflicts.

But there are boundaries:

Constructive communication techniques are not a one-size-fits-all
guarantee of success with a how-to manual. They should be
understood as good advice that will help the user avoid some of the
bigger mistakes usually made when trying to get a message across.

Constructive communication techniques need to be used in a way that
suits the situation and the individuals involved. The techniques must be
authentic to the situation.

Communicating “by the book”, according to certain rules or training,
comes across as inauthentic and will not be taken seriously.

The basis of any constructive communication is the speaker’s
motivation — they want clarity and comprehension in a partnership.
They're not simply using these tools to confirm their preconceived
points of view or to achieve their own goals.

THE “I MESSAGE”

ACTIVE LISTENING

THE “I MESSAGE" AND ACTIVE LISTENING

ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS

THE RIGHT RESPONSES

DEALING WITH “KILLER COMMENTS" AND OTHER DISTURBANCES
ADDITIONAL TECHNIQUES FOR LEADING MEETINGS

Human beings have a tendency to make generalised statements about
other people’s behaviour, events and things.

The “I message” puts a focus on the individual experience. It talks about
the speaker’s own feelings, opinions and needs and it does not put any
blame on, or make any judgmental suggestions about, the other
individual or individuals involved. The latter doesn't happen subliminally
either, through tone of voice, choice of words or mimicry.

It is difficult to dispute an “I message”. It prevents a he-said, she-said
situation where one person is right and the other wrong.

The “I message” is the direct opposite of what one might describe as the
“you message”.

Examples:

You message: “You're wrong about that.” // | message: “| have a
different opinion on that.”



You message: “Your suggestion is not realistic.” //
| message: ‘| see that differently.”

You message: “Oh you and your new ideas!” //

| message: “That's surprising to me.”

Elements of the “| message”

In tricky situations or situations of emerging conflict, the “I message”
can help.

It involves all of the following:

Observing without judgement.

Expressing consequences.

Expressing one’s own feelings, wishes and needs.

Expressing the reasons behind one’s own feelings, wishes and
needs.

Coming to an agreement or conclusion.

For example, imagine that during a news conference, one of the
participants is continually speaking with their neighbour rather than
paying attention to the conference.

Observing without judgement.

“You would rather speak with your colleague than listen to these
story ideas...”

Be careful not to use words like “always” or “continuously” or
“often”. These indicate a negative subtext to your words and make
the individual being addressed feel like they've been inappropriately
judged.

Expressing the consequences.

“This makes me feel irritated.” Or possibly “frustrated” or “nervous’.
Try and formulate this sentence as neutrally as possible. Often
words we use to describe our feelings pass a value judgment on
the behaviour of the person we are talking to.

Expressing one’s own feelings, wishes and needs.

“Because | would really like your attention.” The person
communicating constructively has negative feelings because their
needs are not being met, NOT because the other person is a bad
person. To explain further, this is not constructive: ‘| am angry
because you are doing this..." Whereas this is constructive: “l am
angry because | really need this..."

Expressing the reasons and coming to an agreement
or conclusion.
“Could you perhaps let me know what you are talking about?

Perhaps this is something that is interesting for everyone?”

You could also make conciliatory suggestions. For example:

“if certain topics are being discussed for too long, or if they feel
irrelevant to you, please let me know". This builds a bridge between
you and your colleague and allows constructive communication

to continue.

Have | described my feelings, my needs and my expectations
appropriately?

Have | remained as neutral as possible, including in tone and body
language?

Am linterested in finding out the real reasons behind the behaviour
or opinion of the person with whom | am communicating?

The person who listens “actively” is signalling several things. That their
ears are completely open to the other person, that they are interested in
the other person'’s point of view and that they are prepared to negotiate
when it comes to any disagreements.

The person who listens “actively” is signalling that they're taking the
other person’s emotional state and any nuances of their speech
seriously. They're also signalling that reaching an agreement or finding
a solution is important to them.

Just as the “Il message” does, active listening prevents and and reduces
chances of potential conflict.

Active listening is useful for a lot of situations that arise during one’s
everyday working life. It can be particularly helpful during discussions
about controversial subjects or when conflict emerges between a senior
staff member and more junior staff.



The three stages of active listening

Signalling interest.
The listener is “all ears”, takes time to listen, reacts positively,
establishes eye contact, shows positive body language, interjects with

short comments that indicate they're listening like, “ah yes”, “OK" and
“Mm-hmm”.

Focussing on conversation content.

The listener paraphrases the most important elements of the
conversation, they're curious, ask open questions and indicate that they
have understood what they are hearing.

Reflecting feelings back, listening out for nuances.

Pay attention to the feelings in the conversation and address any
nuances. For example, understanding that, despite an outwardly polite
conversation, the other person is perhaps angry.

For example, consider you are an editor and a journalist is expressing
their displeasure at the way one of their stories has been changed.

Signalling interest.
“I've heard that you're unhappy with the way your story was edited.
Of course, | am interested as to why you feel this way.”

Focussing on conversation content.

“You feel as though you don't recognise your own voice in the story
now?” “What do you mean by ‘completely rewritten'?” “So this has
never happened with your stories before?” “What do you think the
editor was thinking?”

Reflecting feelings back, listening out for nuances.

“So what you're saying is that now you feel as though this editor no
longer trusts you or your work?" “So you think this is actually due
to a personality conflict between you and the editor, rather than
something based on the story content?”

Am | signalling to my conversation partner that | am all ears and am
listening to every word they say?

Am | showing that | understand what they are saying by paraphrasing
and repeating back what | am hearing from them?

Am | looking out for the nuances and any hidden emotions in this
conversation?

Do | truly understand what this person is saying, with my ultimate
desire being to come to some kind of understanding or solution?

The “I message” and active listening can be combined to prevent
conflicts from arising or getting worse.

For example, there is one person who almost always comes late to the
daily news conference.

Signalling interest.
“Thank you for taking the time to come and meet. | actually have
something | need to talk about with you.”

Observing without judgment.

“I noticed that you came to the conference a little later than
everyone else. And I've also noticed this has been happening quite
frequently over the past few weeks.”

Expressing the consequences.
“When you arrived we were already in the middle of things and we
had to repeat everything. That took quite a bit of time.”

Dialogue: focussing on conversation content /

picking up on nuances.

“So you're usually at another meeting before this one...” “So you
have the feeling that these meetings don't result in very much?”



Expressing one’s own feelings, wishes and needs.
“l find it really important that you take an active part in this news
conference from the beginning.”

Coming to an agreement or conclusion.
“What do you think might be a good solution to this problem?”
“How can | help you get here on time?”

Did I signal that | am willing to work toward a solution and resolve this
issue?

Questions are a great way to steer a conversation between two people
or participants in a conference in a certain direction.

Questions are a good way of bringing others into a conversation and
of getting them to take responsibility for the outcome. They also help
to structure a conversation or a meeting.

Questions force participants in a conversation to come back with
concrete answers in order to create a consensus.

Last but not least, questions can enliven and entertain and loosen
up blockages in the discussion.

Open questions

Open questions are the opposite of closed questions — that is,
questions that can be answered with a simple yes or no. Open
questions are very suited to being asked during the first stage of
any meeting or conversation in that they motivate the participants
to speak, allow opinions to be aired, make the participants take
responsibility for the conversation and cause participants to come
up with their own ideas and questions.

Instead of: “should we speak about this topic now?”
Use this: “how should we approach this topic?”

Instead of: “does anyone have any questions before we finish up
this meeting?”
Use this: “what kinds of questions are there, before we finish up?”

Closed questions

Closed questions - that is, questions that can only be answered
with yes or no - are particularly useful at the end of a meeting or
conversation. They allow the conclusion of a conversation, or any
agreements reached, to be firmly finalised. They also indicate that
the conversation or meeting is now over.

Instead of: “which of these story ideas should we commission?”
Use this: “so am | right in saying that these are the stories we are
going to commission?”

Instead of: “does anyone have a different opinion?”
Use this: “so am | right in saying that we are all agreed on this?”

Solution-oriented questions

Solution-oriented questions prevent the conversation from going
around and around in circles, discussing problems rather than
solutions. They get participants in a conversation looking forwards
— toward solutions — rather than backwards at problems.

Instead of: “what are your problems with that story idea?”
Use this: “what would be a better focus for that idea?” Or: “what do
you think would be a worthwhile goal for this story?”

Instead of: “why is it so difficult working with our photo editors?”
Use this: “how have you tried to resolve this problem with the
photo editors? Did you have any luck with that?" Or: “how do you
think this process could work better?”

Instead of: “why do you find the news conferences so
unproductive?”

Use this: “what do you think needs to happen in the news
conference to make everybody feel like it's a worthwhile exercise?”

Questions to achieve closure
These kinds of questions help to coalesce and make concrete a

more abstract conversation. They force the people in a conversation
or in a meeting to come up with solid answers and to get to the point.



For example:

“That story idea is going to come to nothing.”
Question for closure: “What do you mean by that?”

“It's something that just won't interest our readers.”
Question for closure: “What makes you so sure of this?”

Paraphrasing / Repetition

This involves repeating back or paraphrasing what the person, or
people, have already said. This technique has two advantages. It's a
way to check that you have understood what was said. And it's also
a way of ensuring that the most important points of the
conversation have not been lost.

These checks can be made using questions. Be careful when
formulating the questions though, so that they are not received in a
negative way.

Instead of: “so this is the story idea you're going to research?”
Use this: “if | have understood you correctly, you want to research
this aspect of the story idea?”

Am | using questions to find solutions, rather than questions that focus
on problems?

Am | using questions to indicate | have heard and understood,
throughout the conversation?

Am | making sure | don't use ironic or suggestive questions or any
others that might give a negative impression?

Sometimes during workplace communication, it is not enough simply
to be able to express the facts of a situation. This is especially true in
situations — say, in a conference — where there are many different
opinions or where the discussion goes around in endless circles. At this
stage it is important to be able to address the deeper layers in a
conversation in order to reach a consensus.

An example might be something like this: “I notice that you're reluctant
to address this topic”. Or : “I've made these suggestions but you still
seem to be sceptical about them”. The right responses can keep
communication flowing and open up new perspectives.

Elements of the right response

The best response is akin to a short feedback session and uses the
same rules of thumb.

The best response describes the situation in an observational way.
It does not judge.

Instead of judging: “but you never say anything!”

Use this observation: “up until now you have not said much. I'd
really like to hear your opinion”.

The right response is specific and targets only the observed activity.
For example: “you're dominating this discussion”.

Instead of being non-specific, limit the response to the observable
situation: “up until now we have mainly discussed your
suggestions. It would be good to hear some others”.

The right response deals directly with the observable situation.

For example: “you've been defensive ever since we started this
project”.

Instead of looking backwards at the history of behaviour, focus only
on the current, observable situation: “you haven't given us your
opinion yet".

Reactions and responses

Unfortunately reactions and responses don't always happen the way
one might like them to. They may be unfriendly, judgmental or too
general. There are many ways to react to certain responses.

Important note: don't interrupt any reactions — and wait before replying.



This gives you time to think.
Example:

Use a pause, ignore the reaction, respond with an “l message”.

A: “You never say anything.”
B: (Pause.) ‘| was just asking myself if we were moving forward
a little too fast with this idea.”

Use a pause, react to the response and respond with an
“l message” and a question.

A: “You only ever discuss the economic aspects of a story.”
B: (Pause.) ‘| consider this to the most important aspect. What is
the most important aspect in your opinion?”

A: “You always complain about the topics we choose.”
B: (Pause.) ‘I don't really see it that way.” (Pause.) “What do you
mean exactly?”

Is my response observational and descriptive, not judgmental

or critical?

Is my reaction based on what is happening right now, rather than
any past factors?

There will always be individuals who, for various reasons, are not
interested in establishing the facts and who will hinder communication
with unjustified arguments or extraneous comments and clichés. They
say things like, “when | was your age...", or “we’re all in the same boat
here”. Whether intentional or not, these kinds of phrases can distract
from the real matter at hand.

There are some who suggest countering those kinds of comments with
wit and humour, to take the air out of their intention. But this puts
everyone under pressure and it's not always easy to respond wittily. The
comments have also distracted from the topic under discussion. The
most important thing really, is to remember what the goal of this
particular communication is and to always return to that goal.

Ignoring disturbances or “killer comments”
The best thing to do is just to return to the desired goal immediately.

For example:

A: “Young people today won't do anything without Facebook telling
them to.”

B: “I would really like to talk about the possibilities of incorporating
a social media strategy into our project.”

A: “We are all in the same boat, after all.”
B: “Certainly — that's why the topic of higher fees for freelancers
really needs to be discussed.”

Have | allowed myself to be provoked by “killer comments” or other
disturbances?

Am | focussed on getting back to the real goal of this particular
communication process?

All of the techniques for constructive communication described above
are extremely relevant to any individuals who find themselves leading a
meeting or conference. But those who lead meetings also need to be
aware of the communication needs of a whole group. To do this to the
best of their ability, they may require some additional tools.

These include the following tips and techniques:



Knowing how to tactfully halt speakers who have been talking
for too long.

Some people will speak for a long time and they can really frustrate
other participants in a meeting and slow proceedings down.

If the person leading the meeting allows the speaker to go on and
on, they lose their standing in the eyes of the other participants. But
if they stop the speaker too abruptly they may offend the speaker.

The best way to stop a long-winded speaker is for the meeting
leader to use a pause or gap in the speaker’s speech, then insert
themselves into the talk. It is important for the meeting leader
to give the impression that they value the speaker professionally
and personally.

For example:

“You have addressed an important point. I'd really like to turn this
over to the group to discuss now”. Or: “l would really like to write
your observations up on the wall chart so that we can discuss them
in detail later, with the whole group”.

Working around objections

There are often participants in a meeting who see it as their duty to
raise an objection to almost every point that is raised. If these
individuals come to dominate a meeting with their objections, the
atmosphere can suffer and participants lose motivation.

Asking the right questions can help overcome objections.
For example, a direct response: “what did you mean by that?”
Or: “how exactly did you come to that conclusion?”

One could also expand the discussion around the objection.
For example: “are there any other reasons why you don't agree
with this idea?” Or: “in your opinion, what other factors would
complete this argument?”

It may also be possible to anticipate further objections before they
are made.
“Some will object to this because...”

It may also be possible to defer the objection until later.

For example: “please allow me to discuss this properly at a later
stage”. Or: “should we just defer this point until we've come to
some conclusions on the topic?”

It may also be possible to be completely open about the objection.
For example: “l get the impression that you basically disagree with
everything | am saying. What sort of conditions would be necessary
for you to constructively debate this topic?”

Organise a lightning discussion round

This is a simple way of pulling all participants back into the
discussion at any meeting as well as taking stock of the state

of the discussion so far. The meeting leader asks a question like,
“so how does everyone feel about Topic A?"

Lightning discussion rounds wake everybody up and may bring
surprising new and constructive perspectives to a debate.

Rules for a lightning discussion round

Individual speeches need to be short.

Ensure everyone knows this beforehand.

Nobody should comment on ideas during the round.

If there is a lack of understanding, very brief questions
are permitted.

Re-framing

Re-framing a topic means that perspectives on a certain topic are
shifted and the topic is seen in a different light.

Re-framing is a simple way of helping colleagues in a meeting see
another point of view when, for instance, the conversation keeps
going around and around in unresolved circles.

In doing this, the meeting leader tries to find out why the topic is so
unresolved and at the same time, tries to come up with solutions
and influence the discussion positively.

This method shouldn't be used every time — but sometimes it can
help in reaching surprising conclusions and unexpected solutions.

For example:

Complaint: “our picture editors don't read the stories that they're
sourcing pictures for”.

Re-framing: “what would the picture editors say, if we were to ask
them why this was happening?”

Re-framing: “this is an important point. How can we let the picture
editors know how important it is, for them to read the stories?”



Changing focus

When changing focus, the meeting leader gets participants to pay
attention to a point that has not formerly gotten a lot of attention. If
this technique is to be effective, the participants must agree about
the change. This technique is particularly useful during parts of a
meeting when creativity is desired.

Three steps toward changing focus

Describing what the meeting has been about thus far.
For example: “up until now we've been talking about Topic X".

Recommending that the discussion takes a new turn.
For example: “up until now we haven't really talked about
Topic Y. Perhaps we should discuss this now".

The group agrees to the new discussion topic.
For example: “so we are all agreed that this will be a useful
thing to do”.

If the participants in the meeting don't agree, the meeting leader
can work further with this same technique to find out exactly what
would be more useful.

Describing what the meeting has been about thus far.
For example: “so it seems that Topic Y isn't relevant”.

Recommending that the discussion takes a new turn.
For example: “so if Topic Y is not relevant, perhaps we should
make a list of some other points that are more relevant”.

The group agrees to the new discussion topic.
For example: “so we are all agreed that this will be a useful
thing to do”.

Have | managed to curtail those speakers who are too long-winded
in a tactful way?

Have | managed to motivate all the participants in the meeting

to express opinions and enter into the discussion?

Have | managed to avoid criticisms of colleagues during the meeting?
Am | motivating the participants to engage in a productive search for
solutions?

Have | been able to successfully change the focus of a discussion in
order to encourage communication around topics that were previously
left out?
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