
4 ORAL PRESENTATION TO THE PUBLIC: THE PRESS 
CONFERENCE 

C A  Nascimento 

The P r e s s Conferenc e i s a  familia r e x e r c i s e use d b y an y 
public re la t ion s p rac t i t ione r t o obtai n exposur e i n th e mas s 
media fo r whateve r subject , ide a o r produc t i s bein g promot -
ed fo r publi c acceptanc e o r consumption . 

This worksho p i s pa r t i cu l a r l y conce rned , w e know , wit h th e 
problem o f th e sc ient is t d isseminat in g informatio n "t o spec ia -
l i s t s , t o admin i s t r a to r s an d t o th e genera l pub l i c " . Th e 
P r e s s Conferenc e i s a  too l fo r reach in g th e genera l publ ic , 
and, whethe r i t i s concerne d wit h th e disseminat io n o f sc ien -
tific information , promotin g a  poli t ica l c a u s e , o r sel l in g th e 
image o f a n indus t r ia l complex , th e technique s employe d an d 
the methodolog y t o b e pursue d va r y ver y l i t t l e , i f a t a l l . 

Walter Lippma n onc e observe d tha t "w e d o no t f i rs t se e an d 
then define , w e defin e f i rs t an d the n s e e " . Lippman' s 
observat ion point s t o a  ver y fundamenta l proble m i n publi c 
communications an d i s german e to th e successfu l plannin g o f 
a p r e s s confe rence , simpl y tha t w e mus t see k t o pu t ou r se lve s 
in th e shoe s o f ou r audienc e befor e w e see k t o communicat e 
and havin g don e tha t the n attemp t t o p r e p a r e wha t w e wis h t o 
communicate. 

Put anothe r wa y b y anothe r renowne d communicator , "th e 
g rea t e s t proble m o f communication s i s th e i l lusio n tha t i t ha s 
been achieved " . 

The P r e s s Conferenc e genera l l y obtain s fo r u s exposur e i n 
the mas s media , providin g w e hav e somethin g worthwhil e t o 
say , becaus e i t convenientl y assemble s journa l i s t s an d 
b r o a d c a s t e r s i n a  singl e plac e an d a r r a n g e s fo r the m t o b e 
placed on  a  fac e t o fac e bas i s wit h whoeve r i s communicatin g 
the m e s s a g e . I t i s , p robably , t h e r e f o r e , th e bes t wa y t o 
obtain d i rec t contac t wit h th e media . Bu t guaranteein g 
exposure i n th e medi a i s no t guaranteein g communicatio n wit h 
the publ ic . 

Lest the r e b e an y doub t wha t i s mean t b y communication , I 
think w e ca n se t t l e h e r e fo r a  one-wor d definition : "unde r -
standing" . 

In e s s e n c e , w e a r e seekin g t o sha r e wha t w e hav e t o sa y wit h 
our audienc e i n a  manne r tha t i s likel y t o a t t r ac t the i r a t ten -
tion an d hopefull y wi n the i r a s s e n t . I f w e succee d i n havin g 
our audienc e unders tan d u s an d throug h unders tandin g e s t a b -
lish a  commo n bon d wit h them , w e wil l hav e communicated . 
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It i s important , t he r e fo r e , t o defin e ou r audience , an d th e 
r e p o r t e r s attendin g th e p r e s s conferenc e a r e no t ou r audience , 
our audienc e i s th e var ie t y o f public s w e wis h t o r e a c h . 

Our approac h t o a  p r e s s c o n f e r e n c e , t he r e fo re , ough t t o b e 
exactly th e sam e a s a n approac h t o a  tota l publi c re la t ion s 
e x e r c i s e . 

When w e pla n a  p r e s s conferenc e th e followin g s tep s a r e 
recommended: -

1. W e mus t defin e ou r ob jec t ives . Bu t i n o r d e r 
to avoi d definin g f i rs t an d seein g a f t e rwards , 
our objectiv e mus t r e l a t e , no t merel y t o th e 
message w e hav e i n mind , bu t t o th e public s 
involved an d th e att i tud e change s expected . 

2 . Followin g fro m (1 ) w e mus t validat e ou r 
object ives b y r e s e a r c h i n g , a s bes t w e can , 
a t t i tudes hel d an d opinion s exp re s se d b y 
the public s w e wis h t o r eac h o n th e subject s 
o r issue s w e inten d t o r a i s e a t th e p r e s s 
confe rence . Fro m thi s r e s e a r c h , w e ough t 
to b e abl e t o a r r i v e a t th e quest ion s whic h 
a r e goin g t o r e q u i r e a n s w e r s . 

3 . Havin g don e ou r r e s e a r c h an d in te rpre te d 
i t , w e ma y wis h t o r e - o r i e n t o r modif y ou r 
pre l iminary ob jec t ives . 

4. A  full-fledged , indept h d iscuss io n mus t the n 
take plac e o n th e s t r a t eg i e s t o b e employe d 
at th e p r e s s conference , an d thi s mus t tak e 
into accoun t suc h va r i ab le s a s th e na tur e o f 
the medi a w e a r e dealin g with , th e credibi l i t y 
of th e cen t ra l figur e a t th e p r e s s conferenc e 
and th e organisa t io n whic h h e o r sh e r e p r e s e n t s , 
the na tur e o f th e or igina l message , poss ibl e 
group in teract io n amongs t journa l i s t s an d 
b r o a d c a s t e r s i n at tendanc e and , i f app rop r i a t e , 
the identificatio n o f a  them e o r symbo l fo r th e 
p r e s s confe rence . 

Even a  successful l y organise d p r e s s conferenc e an d a n 
accura te ly r epo r t e d one , obtainin g maximu m exposur e i n th e 
media i s likel y onl y t o r e su l t i n bringin g abou t publi c a w a r e -
n e s s o f th e subjec t o f th e p r e s s conference , an d a t bes t , 
public in te res t an d possibl y publi c evaluat ion . 

T r i a l o f th e ide a o r produc t an d adoptio n o r acceptanc e i s 
seldom i f eve r achieve d throug h th e mediu m o f a  p r e s s con -
f e r ence . Othe r form s o f communicatio n ut i l isat io n an d o the r 
channels wil l hav e t o b e organise d t o complet e th e communica -
t ions p r o c e s s . 

T h e r e a r e som e re levan t communicatio n fundamental s tha t w e 
might bea r i n min d whe n plannin g a  p r e s s conference , an d 
they a r e ofte n forgotte n b y th e ver y bes t publi c re la t ion s 
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p r a c t i t i o n e r s . 

1. F i r s t , w e mus t bewar e o f "medi a seduc t ion" . Th e publi c 
word pr in te d o r b roadcas t o r filme d i s no t n e c e s s a r i l y 
evidence o f e i the r audienc e exposur e o r accep tance , a s t  hav e 
a l ready implied . 

2 . W e nee d t o b e awar e o f a  phenomeno n i n communicatio n 
desc r ibed a s "se lec t iv e pe r cep t i on" . Peopl e wil l d o ce r t a i n 
things i n accordanc e wit h the i r psychologica l o r s t r u c t u r a l 
s e t : -

(a) Peopl e wil l avoi d exposur e t o mate r ia l whic h 
is i n d i rec t conflic t wit h en t renche d a t t i t udes . 

(b) Peopl e wil l d i s to r t message s the y r ece iv e t o 
adjust the m t o the i r ow n a t t i t udes . 

(c) Peopl e wil l accep t an d r e t a i n onl y tha t p a r t o f 
the messag e whic h i s r ead i l y compatibl e wit h 
the i r hel d at t i tud e o r a  majo r decis io n whic h 
they hav e a l read y t aken . 

3 . Whe n r e s e a r c h i n g a t t i t udes , w e shoul d kno w tha t "opinions" . 
exp re s sed b y peopl e a r e ofte n " r e f l ec t ions" , no t n e c e s s a r i l y 
" e x p r e s s i o n s " o f a  hel d a t t i tude . 

4. Rationa l appeal s o r p resen ta t ion s (t o whic h th e sc ien t i s t s 
in pa r t i cu l a r i s a t t r ac ted ) d o no t alway s guaran te e successfu l 
communication. Fa l s e percep t ion s a r e no t alway s rec t i f ie d 
by s t ra ight forwar d exposur e t o f ac t s , thoug h communication s 
sociologist genera l l y hol d th e vie w tha t th e mor e " intel l igent " 
the audience , th e g r e a t e r th e likelihoo d o f a  ra t iona l p r e s e n -
tation o r appea l succeeding . 

5 . I n ce r t a i n c i r c u m s t a n c e s , p resen ta t io n o f th e " t ru th " ca n 
r e su l t i n outr igh t r e j ec t i on . 

6 . Th e sc ien t i s t a s indee d th e pol i t ic ian , ma y see k t o 
communicate ma t t e r s whic h a r o u s e f e a r . Communication s whic h 
a rouse fea r an d whic h provid e n o adequat e re l ie f o r som e 
r e a s s u r a n c e , r a t h e r tha n resu l t in g i n maximu m r e s p o n s e , 
invar iably motivate s a n audienc e t o minimis e th e importanc e 
of th e t h r e a t . Sc ien t i s t s dealin g wit h impendin g publi c d i s a s t e r s 
p lease no t e . 

I hav e mentione d credib i l i t y o f th e speake r a t a  p r e s s con -
fe rence , i n pa s s ing , bu t le t u s neve r forge t tha t th e messag e 
which seek s t o pe r suad e wil l b e successfu l onl y t o th e 
degree tha t th e audienc e i s convince d tha t i t s sourc e i s 
re l i ab le an d t rus twor th y an d tha t th e p e r s u a d e r i s genera l l y 
committed t o th e welfar e o f th e aud ience . 

It i s m y unders tandin g o f th e purpos e o f thi s workshop , tha t 
in d i scuss in g wit h yo u th e p r e s s conferenc e unde r th e 
genera l headin g o f o ra l p resen ta t io n t o th e publ ic , I  shoul d 
not involv e mysel f i n th e technique s o f publi c speaking . 
However , fo r th e sc ien t i s t wh o find s himsel f i n a  posit io n o f 
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having t o communicat e throug h th e mediu m o f a  p r e s s conferenc e 
it i s importan t tha t h e attempt s t o mas te r th e a r t o f publi c 
speaking. 

T h e r e a r e man y book s o n publi c speaking , bu t perhap s on e 
of th e bes t I  hav e r ea d i s cal le d "Se lec te d Reading s i n Publi c 
Speaking" b y Jan e Blakenshi p an d Rober t Wilhoit . 

In the i r book , Blankenshi p an d Wilhoi t make , I  think , a  basi c 
and ver y valuabl e observat io n whic h ough t t o encourag e thos e 
whose profess io n i s sc ienc e t o moun t th e publi c platfor m with -
out to o g rea t a  degre e o f t rep ida t ion . The i r contentio n i s , 
that t he r e i s no t to o grea t a  differenc e betwee n conversat io n 
and publi c speech , s inc e " ther e i s p rac t ica l l y nothin g t ru e o f 
public speakin g tha t ma y no t b e t r u e , a t t imes , o f conve r sa -
t ion, an d nothin g t ru e o f conversa t io n tha t migh t no t b e t ru e 
of publi c speak ing . " 

At a  p r e s s conference , th e c lo se r th e speake r come s t o 
conversa t ional de l ive ry , th e c l o s e r h e i s likel y t o com e t o 
achieving rappor t wit h hi s immediat e aud ience . 

P e r h a p s a  fe w observa t ion s a r e i n o r d e r i n r e spec t to  actua l 
p repara t ion o f a  p r e s s conferenc e a s oppose d t o plannin g th e 
p r e s s conference . 

Genera l ly , peopl e wh o hol d p r e s s conference s ofte n mak e th e 
mistake o f annoyin g th e journa l i s t s p resen t b y makin g to o 
long a n openin g s ta tement . N o mor e tha n fiv e minute s i s 
recommended. 

The speake r a t th e p r e s s conference , un les s h e i s exception -
ally br i l l ian t an d p o s s e s s e s a  magnificen t memory , mus t 
p r e p a r e himsel f b y r e h e a r s i n g th e p r e s s conferenc e wit h hi s 
a d v i s e r s , technica l of f icers , e t c . , preferabl y th e da y befor e 
the p r e s s confe rence . 

The r e h e a r s a l sess io n shoul d r e su l t i n th e speake r bein g 
able t o ant icipat e ever y questio n tha t i s likel y t o b e aske d 
at th e p r e s s conferenc e s o tha t a n a g r e e d , p r epa re d answe r 
is ava i lab le . 

The bes t wa y t o dea l wit h th e r e h e a r s a l i s t o hav e i t minute d 
in detai l s o tha t th e speake r ca n brie f himsel f appropr ia te l y 
p r i o r t o th e holdin g o f th e p r e s s confe rence . 

Journal i s t s a r e genera l l y sensi t iv e people , give n t o standin g 
on the i r pr id e an d th e mor e widesprea d the i r reputa t ion , th e 
more "p r im a donna " the i r behaviour . Sinc e tha t i s th e c a s e , 
with fe w except ions , th e p r e s s conferenc e mus t b e scheduled , 
timed an d programme d dow n t o th e las t minut e s o a s no t t o 
waste th e tim e o f th e journal is t o r i n an y wa y mak e hi m o r 
h e r fee l u s e d . 

Invite th e medi a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s t o b e presen t an d seate d 
(comfortably) n o mor e tha n te n minute s befor e th e conferenc e 
is du e t o begin , bu t ins is t o n d i sc ip l ine . Lat e journa l i s t s 
should no t b e permit te d t o en te r onc e th e conferenc e ha s begun . 
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A senio r person , clos e t o th e speaker , shoul d welcom e th e 
journalists, sho w the m t o thei r seat s an d see k t o establis h 
as informa l a n atmospher e a s possible . 

If th e speake r i s t o b e accompanie d b y advisers , the y shoul d 
be seate d a t leas t fiv e minute s befor e th e speake r himsel f 
enters th e conferenc e room . 

It i s advisabl e fo r th e speake r t o arr iv e abou t tw o minute s 
before th e pres s conferenc e i s schedule d t o s tar t , obtai n voic e 
levels promptly , i f necesary , perhap s exchang e a  fe w plea -
santries wit h th e journalist s present , submi t t o photograph s 
and begi n th e openin g statemen t o n time . 

In invitin g question s a t th e conference , th e speake r shoul d 
be positiv e abou t th e reporte r whos e tur n i t i s t o as k th e 
question an d shoul d mak e sur e tha t a s man y repor ter s a s 
possible ar e afforde d th e opportunit y t o as k question s withi n 
the tim e limi t available . 

If th e pres s conferenc e i s bein g filme d o r broadcas t i t i s 
useful i f eac h reporte r identifie s himsel f b y name an d hi s 
organisation prio r t o askin g hi s question . 

It i s advisabl e no t t o allo w a  pres s conferenc e t o las t longe r 
than 45  minutes . I t i s traditiona l tha t journalist s b e inform -
ed o f th e intende d lengt h o f th e pres s conferenc e an d tha t th e 
senior reporte r presen t brin g th e pres s conferenc e t o a n 
end a t th e appropriat e tim e b y thankin g th e speaker . 
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