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The granddads of the media have engaged in resistance
Sandrine Agie – Partner at Whyte Corporate Affairs, October 2009
Nowadays, we swear by the new media, especially the much publicised Web 2.0, but we tend to forget that some ‘old’ types of media are resisting or are even making a serious come-back.  

One of the media genres making a strong comeback is the documentary. The film documentary first returned in the form of animal films (“Microcosmos”, “Winged Migration”, “March of the Penguins”, etc.), which achieved a great critical and popular success. Directors of more political investigative documentaries were next to take the step into the breach. The most famous of them is Michael Moore, who even won the Palme d’Or in Cannes for “Fahrenheit 9/11”. There have been numerous disciples since then, including Erwin Wagenhofer with “We Feed the World”, adapted from Jean Ziegler’s novel, concerning the agri-food industry, and Morgan Spurlock who made the film “Super Size Me”, which deals with the theme of unhealthy eating habits and McDonald’s in particular.
More recently, we have been treated to a succession of films with an environmental theme. Al Gore has perfectly understood how a means of mass communication such as cinema can serve as a lever for his views on the dangers our planet is facing. His film “An Inconvenient Truth”, is not a big-budget Hollywood production, since the basic material is the filmed conferences he gave on this theme throughout the United States. But this communication channel provided his message with a global stage, which earned him a Nobel Prize. Yann Arthus-Bertrand went even further with his film “Home”, since it was designed as a global communication operation andbroadcasted simultaneously worldwide.
All these directors have understood that a film is a powerful form of communication. It namely allows a multi-channel communication campaign to be constructed around it. Firstly, the press coverage can be multiple since the subject will be of interest to different categories of journalists. The same daily will sometimes write two or even three articles about the same film, though from different angles. The same applies to radio and television, since very different programmes, from general information to cultural affairs, are likely to cover its release. The film may then be the subject of a website, be released on DVD or as a book. It is also the perfect tool for event communication (previews and other screenings) and educational actions (screenings in schools). Finally, it is an effective instrument in terms of lobbying, since the influence of the film on the media and the general public pushes politicians to position themselves in relation to the subject in question. In the case of the film “Super Size Me”, the then Federal Minister of Health, Rudy Demotte, for instance, presented the preview of this film to the Belgian press and used it as a means to introduce new propositions for ‘anti-unhealthy eating’ measures.
Another media phenomenon: the return and increase in power of investigative reporting. “Questions à la Une” is one of the flagship programmes on RTBF, “Envoyé Spécial” is still going strong on France 2 and private television channels are following suit after having ignored it for a long time (“Reporters” on RTL, “Enquêtes et révélations” on TF1, etc.). This success denotes a audience need for greater understanding and greater depth, compared with what is on offer as standard news everywhere, at all times and in all forms, but which, when it comes down to it, is nonetheless superficial and merely factual.
Just like a documentary, an investigative report can have major media repercussions. The media will deal with a subject on “TV”, but a report can be the beginning of something else if it reveals a new piece of information which is then taken up by the rest of the press.
These “granddad media types” can be devastating for a company’s or a sector’s reputation. What can you do if you are targeted by this type of politically-committed film or investigative reporting?
If the company is contacted for an interview or filming on its premises during the filming phase, this should not be undertaken without meticulous preparation. Before accepting, it is useful to be able to rely on the experience of other companies or advisors, who will be able to tell you about how it went in other cases, and if a certain code of ethics was respected by the journalist-director. It is particularly important not to accept without a guarantee or without knowing the exact framework of the interview or the shots. You should be given an accurate idea of the subject of the film or report, the angle chosen, the participants interviewed and the context in which your company will be placed. On the basis of this briefing, you will need to properly prepare the content of the messages and to identify the spokespersons, if possible by including people with practical experience, and not just management members or the marketing manager, in order to avoid a stereotyped view. Then there is a need to properly supervise the interview or the actual shots, while leaving the film crew enough freedom. With the hidden camera technique being increasingly used, as well as the masked telephone interview, it is essential never to forget that a journalist is always a journalist, even if you are not being “officially” interviewed.
When a film is released or a report broadcasted, it is necessary to take the special status of these types of media into account. The communication plan must take into account all the media channels that will be involved and a specific plan must be elaborated for each target. In the case of a film, for instance, it is useful to contact the film critics, even if this is not a category of journalists with which the company would usually rub shoulders. Even if their role is film critique based on artistic criteria, it is useful to give them sufficient information to understand your company and the issue in question.

Considering the current profusion of documentaries and investigative reports, be prepared to be central to one of their subjects one day. It does not only happen to others…
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