NASA PAO Conference

Notes from Media Luncheon Panel November 18, 2004

Pasadena, California

Speakers

Jack Popejoy, KFWB radio

John Johnson, Los Angeles Times
Jay Eckstein, KABC TV

Comments

*comments in brackets are mine

Jack Popejoy:

Rhetorical question:  What is my job?

Answer:  My job is to assemble an audience for the advertisers.

There is a rising tide of kids’ interest [in space].

What works?  The humanization of space [not just technical success but the human feature]

We [KFWB] talk to the persuadables [compare BBC, NPR who targets people/demographics that have special attributes and interests]

I have never received a call from a program manager or a PI.  Why don’t they call?

[Notes that while they may not take a call from a PA/media rep immediately, they would jump at the chance to cover a conversation with the program manager.]

We will stop anything for a car chase!

Cautions that we should not scrub the news first.  Example is Challenger/Columbia; [NASA clamped down, but they could have included the drama] and if they do, it increases NASA’s credibility.  “Even bad news increases the drama.”

He tries to watch NASA TV but notes that if he misses it he can’t get the story back.  Notes that years ago there were broadcast-ready soundbites; suggests something similar be made available now so that they can pull clips.

Notes that NASA doesn’t explain “Why” i.e., “why does it cost so much money” or  respond to the questions, “What’s in it for me, the taxpayer?”

John Johnson:
He has covered space for just a few months; he likes arcane science; notes there is a new moon race (e.g., India, China);

Johnson says we underestimate our audience—suggests that it is better to put out technical information so that it is available if people want to use it.

Notes that there is a new generation [referencing the loss of some of the early astronauts.]

He disagreed with Popejoy and said that in half the interviews he does [the interviewee] interjects why NASA is spending the money, so he argues that case is already made.

In response to how we can help him do his job:

1.  Be available, especially if media is on deadline.

2.  Be accessible after hours.  [If no one gets back to him, a story that could have been highlighted ends up on a back page.]

Says this is the most fascinating, most exciting time since Apollo.

Jay Eckstein:

As TV we never have time.  Radio and print can go into depth, but TV is limited to 1’20” to explain.  [It also takes time to set up cameras, sound, get credentials, etc.]

Reporters don’t cover a specific beat.

Internet a good tool [for background].

More than 1000 reporters at the L.A. Times but KABC has only a few.

TV covers the build-up to big events.

For TV soundbites, regular video feed works, but not [video/sound] taken from the internet.  For smaller stations, overnight the video releases to them.

In response to a question whether NASA TV being digital will help he said it would not matter, though he added that KABC is going digital.

In response to a question as to whether assignment editors would like to receive news by fax or email, Eckstein noted that KABC, as a subsidiary of Disney, is on the Disney server that strips attachments. Thus provide by fax.  He also noted that this is useful because anyone will see the fax whereas when an email recipient is away, no one knows of the potential story.  Also noted that a fax is handed to him at his desk as hard copy, whereas an email must be opened, read, printed, retrieved and THEN acted upon.

In response to a question as to what key words should be used, one speaker said “Get to the meat right away.”

In response to a question about whether NASA’s releases are too technical, Johnson said they were not.

In response to a question whether NASA sends out too many releases, Eckstein said, “I want to receive everything I can.  [I sit in a room with four walls, all I know about is what you provide me.]

Other comments were that we should use bold headlines, provide the date of the event, then provide nuts & bolts.

All speakers seemed to like the length and style of the press releases.

“Working with [NASA] is a real treat.”
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