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FOREWORD 
This newsletter is aimed at providing Public Affairs 
practitioners with a short selection of recently posted 
stories, papers, etc. which may be useful to remain 
abreast of new trends or to stimulate a debate.  Sources 
are linked and any copyright remains with the authors.  

 
 
News that drew more interest 

During this quarter there was no clearly 
dominating story within our Facebook page.  
Good interest was shown on Obama’s departing 
message to the press. He is the living 
demonstration of the fusion among politics, 
news and entertainment. 

Another post that drew attention was a study-
case interview, during which the PA assistant 
improperly intervened, becoming the undue 
focus of the following story. 

Remaining digested news represent a wide 
mix, from a report about a PAO sacked for 
unclear reasons, to the need to listen 
before communicating, and tips for body 
language. 

Those who are interested in Russian 
propaganda will love the analysis by Roman 
Skaskiw. While the distorted used of 
imagery is the subject of the last post in our 
quarterly hit parade.                     

                                   The editor 
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 BefƻǊŜ ΨŘǊƻǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŎΩ tǊŜǎΦ Obama made 
strong plea to press correspondents p. 2 

 YŜƴ {ǘŀǊǊΥ 5ƻƴǘΩǘ 5ƻ ¸ƻur Media Training 
During The Actual Interview!  p. 4  

 Leader of joint-military PA command removed 
for loss of confidence  p. 7 

 DonΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ƛŦ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƛǎ 
talk    p. 8 

 12 nonverbal ways to improve speeches and 
interviews    p. 10 

  Nine Lessons of Russian Propaganda  p. 13 

  News Is Turning Into Entertainment: Blame 
The Photographs  p. 20 

Follow us on FaceBook 

https://www.facebook.com/international.communications


  
 

 

Before ΨŘǊƻǇǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŎΩ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ hōŀƳŀ ƳŀŘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǇƭŜŀ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎǎ 
correspondents 
By Franco Veltri 

 
The White House Correspondents' Association (WHCA) is an organization of journalists who 
cover the White House and the President of the United States. The WHCA was founded on 
February 25, 1914, by journalists in response to an unfounded rumor that a Congressional 
committee would select which journalists could attend press conferences of President 
Woodrow Wilson. 
 
The WHCA's annual dinner, begun in 1920, has become a Washington, D.C. tradition and is 
usually attended by the President and Vice President. The dinner is traditionally held on the 
evening of the last Saturday in April at the Washington Hilton. Obama’s appearance at the 
eighth such dinner of his presidency represented the apotheosis of a peculiarly American 
phenomenon. 
 
Until 1962, the dinner was open only to men, even though WHCA's membership included 
women. At the urging of Helen Thomas, President John F. Kennedy refused to attend the 
dinner unless the ban on women was dropped. Actually, JFK was the first president to deliver 
extended comic speeches.  
 
Prior to World War II, the annual dinner featured singing between courses, a homemade 
movie and an hour-long, post-dinner show with big-name performers. Since 1983, however, 
the featured speaker has usually been a comedian, with the dinner taking on the form of a 
roast of the President and his administration. 
 
The dinner also serves to honor young and veteran journalists alike with scholarships and 
awards. The proceeds from the lofty ticket prices for the event go toward funding these 
accolades. Tickets to the dinner -- which are only available for purchase by WHCA members -- 
cost $300 per person or $3,000 per table this year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During his speech at the 2016 dinner, Barack Obama famously joked, "The end of the Republic 
has never looked better."  He hosted his last White House Correspondents’ Dinner on 30 April 
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2016. Ninety percent of his speech was just jokes about himself, the political climate and the 
guests. Very few people can afford using a mix like this, better tailored to David Letterman. 
 
However, the real core of the speech was his departing statement, on the role of news media 
today. Words worth being quoted: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here is a well-conceived short description of the event: “President Obama ended his final 
Correspondents' Dinner on his own terms. He told jokes aimed at the current presidential 
candidates, he skewered the room on race – a subject that he has shied away from 
throughout his presidency – and he was really funny. Overall, he remained true to himself, a 
hardnosed politician who never took himself too seriously and always told things like they 
were. In his final moments, leaving everything on the floor, he simply said, "Obama out." He 
dropped the mic and received a well-deserved standing ovation.” (Niema Hulin) 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

"...AT HOME AND ABROAD, JOURNALISTS LIKE ALL OF YOU ENGAGE IN THE DOGGED PURSUIT 

OF INFORMING CITIZENS, AND HOLDING LEADERS ACCOUNTABLE, AND MAKING OUR 

GOVERNMENT OF THE PEOPLE POSSIBLE. AND IT’S AN ENORMOUS RESPONSIBILITY. AND I 
REALIZE IT’S AN ENORMOUS CHALLENGE AT A TIME WHEN THE ECONOMICS OF THE BUSINESS 

SOMETIMES INCENTIVIZE SPEED OVER DEPTH; AND WHEN CONTROVERSY AND CONFLICT ARE 

WHAT MOST IMMEDIATELY ATTRACT READERS AND VIEWERS. 
THE GOOD NEWS IS THERE ARE SO MANY OF YOU THAT ARE PUSHING AGAINST THOSE 

TRENDS. AND AS A CITIZEN OF THIS GREAT DEMOCRACY, I AM GRATEFUL FOR THAT. FOR 

THIS IS ALSO A TIME AROUND THE WORLD WHEN SOME OF THE FUNDAMENTAL IDEALS OF 

LIBERAL DEMOCRACIES ARE UNDER ATTACK, AND WHEN NOTIONS OF OBJECTIVITY, AND OF A 

FREE PRESS, AND OF FACTS, AND OF EVIDENCE ARE TRYING TO BE UNDERMINED. OR, IN 

SOME CASES, IGNORED ENTIRELY. 
AND IN SUCH A CLIMATE, IT’S NOT ENOUGH JUST TO GIVE PEOPLE A MEGAPHONE. AND 

THAT’S WHY YOUR POWER AND YOUR RESPONSIBILITY TO DIG AND TO QUESTION AND TO 

COUNTER DISTORTIONS AND UNTRUTHS IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN EVER. TAKING A STAND 

ON BEHALF OF WHAT IS TRUE DOES NOT REQUIRE YOU SHEDDING YOUR OBJECTIVITY. IN 

FACT, IT IS THE ESSENCE OF GOOD JOURNALISM. IT AFFIRMS THE IDEA THAT THE ONLY WAY 

WE CAN BUILD CONSENSUS, THE ONLY WAY THAT WE CAN MOVE FORWARD AS A COUNTRY, 
THE ONLY WAY WE CAN HELP THE WORLD MEND ITSELF IS BY AGREEING ON A BASELINE OF 

FACTS WHEN IT COMES TO THE CHALLENGES THAT CONFRONT US ALL. 
SO THIS NIGHT IS A TESTAMENT TO ALL OF YOU WHO HAVE DEVOTED YOUR LIVES TO THAT 

IDEA, WHO PUSH TO SHINE A LIGHT ON THE TRUTH EVERY SINGLE DAY." 
 
 

[Citare la fonte qui.] 

http://us.blastingnews.com/news/2016/05/the-origins-of-obama-s-white-house-correspondents-dinner-mic-drop-00901239.html
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Ken Starr: DontΩt Do Your Media Training During The Actual Interview! 
 
by Brad Phillips  
 
LΩǾŜ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΣ ōǳǘ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǎŜŜƴ 
anything quite like this. 
 
The subject of this interview is Ken Starr, whose work as independent counsel in the 1990s 
revealed the Monica Lewinsky scandal and led to the impeachment of President Bill Clinton. 
 
In recent years—and until earlier this week—Starr was the president and chancellor of Baylor 
University. He was terminated from his role as president (and resigned his post as chancellor) 
due to his failure to respond to accusations from six female students who claimed that they 
had been raped and/or sexually assaulted. 
 
He agreed to an interview with a local CBS affiliate in Waco, Texas this week when this 
happened: 
 

 
 
I’ve never seen someone give three different answers to the same question during the same 
interview while looking off-camera to his public relations counsel for approval. 
 
Here was the original question: 
 

Reporter: “What about the victim that came forward saying that she had personally 
sent you an email and Art Briles [Baylor’s former football coach] an email saying in the 
subject line that she was raped at Baylor. Did you ever see that email?” 

 

Answer Number One 
 
Starr answered her question rather directly: 

http://www.mrmediatraining.com/2016/06/03/ken-starr-dont-do-your-media-training-during-the-actual-interview/
https://youtu.be/7AHbCvdPbd8
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“I honestly may have. I’m not denying that I saw it.” 

 
But Merrie Spaeth, Starr’s crisis manager who was standing off camera, didn’t like that answer 
and asked the reporter not to use his response. When the reporter refused her request, 
Spaeth insisted that Starr follow her into another room to discuss his answer. 
 

Answer Number Two 
 
As Spaeth and Starr returned to the interview, Spaeth announced: 
 

ά{ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ƛǘ ƻƴ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ƻǊ ƴƻǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǳǇ 
to you. I just want to make sure it ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ Ƴƛǎ-ŜŘƛǘŜŘΦέ 

 
Wait, what?!? 
 
Spaeth thought she had the right to tell a reporter what to re-ask and that her request 
wouldn’t make its way into the story? And she thought the reporter would buy her claim that 
running Starr’s original words—which he had just uttered on camera in their proper context—
would somehow be the result of “mis-editing?” 
 
The reporter asked the question again anyway, and Starr gamely tried again: 
 

 ά!ƭƭ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ƛǎ L ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǊŜŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΦέ 
 
Starr then turned to Spaeth and asked, “Is that okay?” Spaeth, seemingly aware of the game 
that was supposed to be played here, scolded her client: 
 

ά5ƻƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƳŜΣ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƘŜǊΗέ 
 

 
 

http://lwlink3.linkwithin.com/api/click?format=go&jsonp=vglnk_14677397240989&key=fc09da8d2ec4b1af80281370066f19b1&libId=iq9puqlc01012xfw000DAluy1tfzp&loc=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.mrmediatraining.com%2F2016%2F06%2F03%2Fken-starr-dont-do-your-media-training-during-the-actual-interview%2F&v=1&out=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FMerrie_Spaeth&ref=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2F&title=Ken%20Starr%3A%20Don%27t%20Do%20Media%20Training%20During%20An%20Interview!%20%7C%20Mr.%20Media%20Training&txt=Merrie%20Spaeth


         
Quarterly Digest of Public Affairs News  –  2-2016             Edited by ComIPI – www.comipi.it 

6 
 

Answer Number Three 
 
Now unsatisfied with his first and second answers, Starr tried one more time: 
 

άL ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǊŜŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ŜƳŀƛƭΣ ŀƴŘ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿƻǳƭŘ 
ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ ŜƳŀƛƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƎŜǘǎ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ŜƳŀƛƭǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
even see a lot of the emails that come in to the office of the president. I have no 
ǊŜŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ bƻƴŜΦέ 

 
Starr was, in essence, doing his media training during an actual interview. 
 
Spaeth’s decision to interrupt the interview didn’t serve her client well. One bad answer was 
bad enough; three versions of the same reply made her client look like an empty vessel for 
whichever words he was coached to say. Worse, the spectacle of it all drew much more 
attention to an interview that otherwise wouldn’t have gotten the same notice. 
 
As for Starr, he looked rather clueless. That he thought he could keep workshopping different 
versions of his answers in front of cameras without that becoming the story is stunning—and 
surprising for a man who has spent so much of his life in the public eye. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Leader of joint-military public affairs command removed for loss of confidence 

By Courtney Mabeus  

 
NORFOLK (Tribune News Service) — The commanding 
officer of a joint military public affairs and 
communications strategy organization has been relieved 
of leadership after a loss of confidence, according to the 
Navy. 

Navy Capt. David Waterman, who commanded the 
Norfolk-based Joint Public Affairs Support Element, was 
relieved by Joint Enabling Capabilities Command Air Force 
Brig. Gen. Sam C. Barrett Thursday. Waterman led the 
JPASE since November 2014. He has been temporarily 
assigned to the Military Sealift Command, the Navy said in 
a news release. 

According to Navy officials, Waterman was removed 
because of poor leadership. 

Difficult to remember another case of a senior Public Affairs Officer remover because of 'poor 
leadership'. David Waterman enjoyed a solid reputation while serving with NATO (twice). 
There is always another side to any story. 
 

http://www.stripes.com/news/us/leader-of-joint-military-public-affairs-command-removed-for-loss-of-confidence-1.403753
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The JPASE provides mission ready, deployable public affairs professionals who can quickly plan 
and execute a commander's communications strategies, according to its web site. 

Waterman is a 1989 University of Idaho graduate. He has served in numerous public affairs 
roles including the San Diego-based aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson, as well as in various 
positions in Iraq and Afghanistan. Before commanding JPASE, Waterman served as special 
assistant to the assistant secretary general for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
according to a biography on the JECC web site. 

Army Col. John G. Norris has been named to replace Waterman. 

 

Born in the navy as Flight Officer, David Waterman was redesignated into Public Affairs community 
after receiving ejection-seat disqualifying injuries from ejection incident. Here is an impressive 
extract from his LinkedIn profile: 
 

- Commanding Officer, Joint Public Affairs Support Element 
November 2014 – April 2016  
- Special Assistant to Assistant Secretary General, Public Diplomacy, North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
October 2012 – September 2014  
- Public Affairs Officer, Centre for Maritime Research and Experimentation 
August 2011 – October 2012 La Spezia, Italy 
- Senior Public Affairs Advisor to Ministry of Defense and Ministry of Interior spokespersons, International 

Security Assistance Force - Afghanistan 
January 2011 – June 2011 Kabul, Afghanistan 
- Chief of Plans, Strategic Communication, International Security Assistance Force - Afghanistan 
October 2010 – January 2011 Kabul, Afghanistan 
- Chief of Operations, Strategic Communication, International Security Assistance Force - Afghanistan 
July 2010 – October 2010 Kabul, Afghanistan 
- Chief of Plans, Strategic Communication, Multi-National Force - Iraq 
January 2009 – July 2009 Baghdad, Iraq 
- Night Chief, Media Operations Center, Multi-National Force - Iraq 
July 2008 – January 2009 Baghdad, Iraq 
- Assistant Chief of Staff for Public Affairs, Commander, Naval Forces Japan 
May 2006 – July 2008 Yokosuka, Japan 
- Public Affairs Plans & Policy Officer, Supreme Allied Command, Transformation (NATO) 
September 2002 – July 2005 Norfolk, Virginia Area 
- Director, Navy Office of Information, East 
July 2000 – September 2002 Manhattan, New York 
- Public Affairs Officer, Carrier Group THREE & USS CARL VINSON Battle Group 
June 1998 – June 2000 Bremerton, Washington State 
- Public Affairs Officer, Naval District Washington 
January 1997 – May 1998 Washington D.C. Metro Area 
- Aide de camp, Chief of Navy Information 
December 1995 – January 1997 Washington D.C. Metro Area 
- Print Division Director, Naval Media Center 
April 1995 – December 1995 Anacostia, Maryland 
- Assistant Public Affairs Officer, Bureau of Naval Personnel 

March 1993 – February 1995 Washington D.C. Metro Area 
- Naval Flight Officer, VA-95 "Green Lizards" 
February 1992 – December 1992 Whidbey Island, Washington State 
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5ƻƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ƛŦ ŀll you do is talk 

By Nicole Matejic 
 
It’s time we talked about trust and truth.  
 
Trust is something that is earned. 
 
Trust is bestowed, it is not a commodity that can be taken or acquired. 
 
Trust is – at its epicenter – the conveyance and acceptance of truth.  
 
The truth is sometimes uncomfortable, embarrassing and outright shameful. 
 
The truth can hurt us just as it can hurt others. 
 
Yet the truth is always noble – a raw glimpse of vulnerability into the human condition. 
 
When former United States President Bill Clinton said άL did not have sexual relations with that 
ǿƻƳŀƴέ at his impeachment hearing in 1998 – no one cared or was the least bit surprised by 
his lack of zipper control. What was central to the scandal was a lack of perceived trust due to 
his self-interested recollections of the truth. 
 
Trust in a communications setting directly correlates with truth. We all know that the adage 
“actions speak louder than words” is true yet we do nothing to further that ideation into 
action in real life most of the time. Those that dare to try and challenge this status quo face a 
chorus of opposition in favour of corporate statements spun to make decision makers feel like 
they are in control. The truth is inconvenient and anyone looking for it is treated like an 
inconvenience. This isn’t communicating – it’s broadcasting.  
 
Those with a broadcast mentality erroneously think that “broadcast” and “communication” 
are the same thing. Perhaps this was true up until the 1990’s before the internet began 
democratizing information but when the likes of Facebook, YouTube and Twitter solidified 
their presence in the 24/7 news media cycle – trying to put that square peg into a social 
media, issues management and crisis communication shaped hole simply doesn’t work. 
Understanding how to cultivate trust via investing in your audience through constructive 
communication and engagement is lost on people who think just because they or their 
organisation talks, the people they want to receive their message will listen.  
 
If you talk and no-one trusts you, your audience aren’t listening. 
All they see is spin and validations of the rhetoric they already believe to be true.  
If you talk and no-one trusts you, it doesn’t matter how well you polish those buzzwords 
because no-one will read them. 
 
Instead of influencing your audience, you just fuel the opposing narrative. 
If you talk and no-one trusts you, self-congratulatory vanity metrics don’t convince anyone of 
your imaginary success. 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/dont-expect-people-listen-all-you-do-talk-nicole-matejic
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You’re not influencing anyone other than those on the payroll or who already like you 
anyway. 
 
The arrogance of a taking a broadcast approach to organisational communications may seem 
obvious in 2016, yet decision makers continuously fail to recognise that without trust, no 
matter what they say (or do) speaking fluent corporate spin will only result in further damage 
to their reputation. 
 
Building trust isn’t hard – but you genuinely have to want to. 
 
The most important communications aspects your organisation needs to focus on are: 

1. Demonstrating ethical business practices 
2. Demonstrating social responsibility and accountability for issues and crises; and 
3. Demonstrating transparent and open business practices 

 
With 59% of people sharing positive recommendations to friends and colleagues, and 41% of 
people taking the time to share positive online reviews – can you afford to leave trust and 
truth out of your strategic communications equation? 
 
Need some more convincing? 
¶ 2002 was the year the Celebrity CEO went into decline. That’s 14 years ago. 
¶ The 3 top most-used sources of news and information are peer-influenced (translation: 

NOT your corporate statements) how is your search, tv and social media efforts 
looking? 

¶ Technical experts are the most trusted spokespersons closely followed by academic 
experts. If you’re clinging to a celebrity brand ambassadorship you’re the second least 
trusted source of information. 

¶ 8 out of 10 people think CEO’s should be personally visible in discussing societal issues  

 *Statistical insights sourced from the 2016 Annual Edelman Trust Barometer. 

 
 

http://www.edelman.com/insights/intellectual-property/2016-edelman-trust-barometer/


  
 

 

12 nonverbal ways to improve speeches and interviews 
By Russell Working 
 
 

 
 
When Jenna Cooper was a TV anchor, her news director let her in on a key secret of how he 
hired his on-air staff. 
 
He would cover up the bottom half of the candidate's face to see whether his or her eyes told 
the story, says Cooper, founder and president of Gratia PR. 
"If the anchor used the same eye expressions while reading a car accident script versus the 
proverbial water-skiing squirrel kicker, that anchor didn't make the cut," Cooper says. 
 
It's the same thing with giving a speech, shooting a video or answering questions in a town 
hall. The eyes tell all. 
 
When senior leaders speak publicly or sit for an interview, they usually understand the 
importance of using the right words and phrases. What fewer have mastered are nonverbal 
tools that help in delivery—from posture to gesturing to the expression of the eyes. 
 
Here are some tips for your senior executives: 
 
1. Rehearse. 
When leaders prepare, they should practice in order to "develop the kind of muscle memory 
of the speech, of the rhythm of a speech," says Jeff Shesol, founding partner of West Wing 
Writers. 
"Even if you're a naturally a good speaker, simply the act of having said it out loud even just 
once, but ideally more than once, really without any guidance, will improve your delivery," he 
says. 
This helps them determine where the pauses and emphases are. They also might sense where 
the speech drags and should be cut. 
 

http://www.prdaily.com/Main/Articles/20624.aspx
http://gratiapr.com/
http://www.westwingwriters.com/
http://www.westwingwriters.com/
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2. Relax. 
"Some people talk with their hands; some don't," says Drew Keller, president 
of StoryGuide.net and an Emmy-nominated PBS writer and editor. "Typically, the more 
anxious they are, the more stressed they are, the stiffer they are." 
Keller reminds interview subjects that in his medium—video—he usually isn't recording live. If 
they don't like the way they said something, he can start over. 
 
3. Pace yourself. 
When people get nervous, they talk more rapidly, says attorney James Goodnow, who 
regularly appears on CNN and on ABC's "Good Morning America." Your audience must process 
what you are saying. Effective speakers talk at a rate of about 125 words per minute. Record 
yourself to find out how fast you're speaking. 
Also, pause before and after a significant point. "Let it simmer with the audience," Goodnow 
says. "What seems like a horrible awkward silence for you is actually giving your audience 
time to reflect on the point you made." 
 
4. Maintain eye contact. 
We've all heard it, but few speakers do it effectively, Goodnow says. Eye contact conveys 
sincerity and helps you connect. Scan the room and hold your gaze for no more than three 
seconds. Too long, and your audience gets creeped out. Not enough, and people think you're 
not interested in them. If you're connecting via satellite or on Skype, look at the camera. If 
you're being interviewed in person, look at the interviewer-not the camera. 
 
5. Practice hand gestures. 
When people are uncomfortable, their hands feel cartoony, twice their actual size, Cooper 
says. Practice using your hands to underscore points (one, two and three takeaways). Don't 
cross your arms—that makes you look closed off. 
 
 "Also for men—be careful of the hand in the pants pockets," she says. "There's a tendency to 
jiggle change, which can be distracting." 
 
6. Scale your gestures. 
When addressing a gathering of 10,000 associates in an auditorium at an annual sales event, 
feel free to throw your arms wide when talking about "all of us here." If you're on live TV, your 
gestures must be smaller, contained within the frame of the screen, says Terence J. Murnin, 
communications specialist with Fennemore Craig. 
Gestures should be consistent with the content they are reinforcing, adds Ronald Kaufman of 
the Ronald Kaufman Consultancy. Examples: 
¶ Move your hand up or down to indicate rising or falling profits and expenses. 
¶ Place one or both hands straight out in front for stop, like a traffic cop. 
¶ Make a circular movement for continuing to do something such as being a team. 

 
7. Maintain good posture. 
"Listen to your mother—stand up straight," Cooper says. "Picture a piece of string at the top 
of your head pulling you toward the ceiling. It opens up your lungs and diaphragm and makes 
you look more confident and approachable." 
 
 

http://www.storyguide.net/
http://lambergoodnow.com/jamesgoodnow
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8. Move around. 
Get out from behind the lectern, Cooper adds. This is more interesting visually and keeps your 
presenter's blood flowing. 
 
9. Carefully plan your visuals. 
PowerPoints fail when you treat them as essays or overload them with text. Carefully consider 
the visual story you're telling through your PowerPoint, says story strategist Justina Chen, 
author of "The Art of Inspiration: Lead Your Best Story." Think metaphorically when you select 
images. 
"If you're telling people that we're actually in a precarious situation right now, show a picture 
of a slack line right behind you," she says. 
Emphasize a point with an image or a few short words in large font, Goodnow says. Anything 
more, and it will detract. 
 
10. Punctuate the script. 
Depending on your speaker, stage directions in the script can enhance nonverbal 
communication, Shesol says. If your speaker finds it helpful, punctuate the script as people 
speak it. Writers often place ellipses or bracketed directions in scripts, such as "[pause]" or 
"[pause for applause]." 
"A lot of speakers just don't need that, because they understand it intuitively and they pick it 
up when they're rehearsing it," Shesol says. "Others really like to have the stage directions 
there." 
 
11. Sip warm water. 
Avoid the ice water on the table and drink warm water prior to speaking, says Lynne Curry of 
The Growth Company. "Ice water chills the vocal cords and makes your voice sound harsher 
and more strident, while warm water loosens your vocal cords," she says. 
Also, take a short walk around the room to greet people prior to speaking. Walking helps your 
body to process the adrenaline in your bloodstream, which helps you stave off nervousness. 
 
12. When all else fails, call in a coach. 
"If you don't know the basics, bring in a trainer," says speech consultant Rob Friedman. This is 
particularly true if you have an executive who does a lot of public speaking. It'll be worth the 
cost. 
 
@ByWorking 
 

This article was created in partnership with Kollective. 
  

http://www.mercerislandbooks.com/event/justina-chen-author-art-inspiration
http://www.thegrowthcompany.com/
http://ragantraining.com/speakers/rob-friedman
https://twitter.com/byWorking


  
 

 

Nine Lessons of Russian Propaganda 

By Roman Skaskiw 

After visiting repeatedly, I moved to Ukraine from the United States in 2012.  My parents had 
been born in Ukraine and taught me some of the language during my childhood in Queens, 
NY. Being so close to Ukraine's Maidan revolution and the subsequent Russian invasion gave 
me perspective on American perception of these events.  The audacity and effectiveness of 
Russian propaganda has left me in utter awe.  After two years of close observation, some 
strategies and motifs of Russian propaganda have become evident.  Hopefully these lessons 
will lend some clarity on the information war which overlays the kinetic one. 

 
1. Rely on dissenting political groups in Western countries for dissemination.  Kremlin talking 
points appear with uncanny similarity in most alternative political movements in the West, 
including communist, libertarian, nationalist, and even environmentalist, whose protests 
occasionally overlap with anti-NATO protests. 
I had an especially close look at the libertarian community as I have long been a part of 
it.  Rampant misinformation led me to write these three increasingly horrified essays about 
what some prominent libertarians were saying about Russia and Ukraine: Putin's 
Libertarians, When Your Former Libertarian Hero Calls You a Nazi and The Latest Libertarian 
Shillery for Russia. 
 
The persistence of demonstrable lies and their almost word-for-word repetition in radical left 
media was uncanny and put into perspective only after I discovered the Active Measures 
interviews and theDeception was My Job interview of Yuri Bezmenov.  KGB agents who had 
defected to the United States in the 1970s and 80s all said the same thing.  Espionage was a 
minor consideration of Russian intelligence.  Their focus was controlling the message and it 
often happened through influencing media and political movements in freer societies. 
Russian intrigue with dissenting groups even makes an appearance in Joseph Conrad's 
fantastic 1907 novel The Secret Agent. 
 
Their impressively broad appeal is evidenced in their recruitment of both Western neo-
Nazis and Western communists who claim to be fighting for World Communism to support 
the war in Eastern Ukraine. 
Radical Kremlin ideologue Alexander Dugin articulates this strategy fairly explicitly: "The most 
important factor should not be whether these groups are pro-Russian or not. What they 
oppose is of much greater importance here. The enemy of my enemy is my friend. It is simple 
and easy to understand. If we adopt such an attitude in order to appeal to all possible allies 

http://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/nine-lessons-of-russian-propaganda
http://romaninukraine.com/putins-libertarians
http://romaninukraine.com/putins-libertarians
http://romaninukraine.com/when-your-former-libertarian-hero-calls-you-a-nazi/
http://romaninukraine.com/my-latest-essay-the-latest-libertarian-shillery-for-russia/
http://romaninukraine.com/my-latest-essay-the-latest-libertarian-shillery-for-russia/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PrNrflwyIEc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PrNrflwyIEc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3qkf3bajd4
http://romaninukraine.com/russian-nazis-in-ukraine-collection-of-links/
http://romaninukraine.com/russian-nazis-in-ukraine-collection-of-links/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pg-xyLDUEqY
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(who either approve of us or who do not) more and more people will follow suit – if only due 
to pragmatism. In doing so we will create a real functioning network – a kind of Global 
Revolutionary Alliance." 
 
Much of Dugin's work attempts to explaining why groups with diametrically opposed beliefs 
should unite to oppose the United States and, if only implicitly, support Russia.  Demonizing 
the United States and "Atlanticism" underpins his rhetorical strategy, just as demonizing 
capitalism and the bourgeois class underpinned communism's (and also placed Russia as first 
among equals in a "Global Revolutionary Alliance"). 
 
Dugin's Anti-Atlanticism is a cargo cult for the reach and influence that Moscow had through 
Communism, but the centuries old influence that Moscow has among the West's dissenting 
political movements remains palpable. 
 
2. Domestic propaganda is most important.  Marquis de Custine, a French travel writer, 
wrote in his 1838 book, "The political regime here would not survive 20 years of free 
communication with Western Europe." 
 
The long term viability of Russian autocracy is more threatened by the standard of living in 
Finland, Estonia, Lithuania, and Poland, than by any foreign military.  This fear of facing their 
own poverty and oppression also echoes throughout the troubled history of Russia's relations 
with Ukraine: 

This is why the Kremlin so frantically saturates the Russian public with paranoia and a siege 
mentality.  Their society does not compare favorably to that of their neighbors. 
The Kremlin's sway over Russian public opinion cannot be underestimated.  I know more than 
one Ukrainian who received a phone call from relatives in Russia after the Maidan revolution 
to confirm stories about people murdered in the streets of Kyiv or Lviv for speaking Russian, 
and to urge them to escape.  No such thing ever took place.  Russian was and is spoken every 
day.  The term "zombified" as entered the Ukrainian lexicon to describe acquaintances under 
the sway of Russian propaganda. 
 
Russian media diligently puts the world in context for the Russian public.  It would be 
unconscionable to allow Russians to believe Ukraine's 2014 revolution was a populist uprising 
against corruption, and absolutism.  It needed re-branding: not a revolution but a coup, not 
driven by a desire for rule of law, but by a hatred of Russians, not Ukrainian but CIA-Jewish-
Nazis.  The broad range of villains in their contradictory narratives reflects the range of 
ideologies to which they attempt to appeal.  Amazingly, they have some success. 
 
The American diplomat's handing out of cookies, and Ambassador Nuland's off-hand insult of 
the EU were the grains of truth upon which the Russian propaganda machine built monstrous, 
menacing narratives of American and/or Nazi conspiracy. 

In his book, The Cossacks, historian Shane O'Rourke writes: "[The Cossacks] 
demonstrated to those masses that an alternative and viable social order did indeed 
exist.  This was to prove far more threatening to Poland-Lithuania or Muscovy and the 
Russian Empire than the cossack swords and muskets on their own could ever be." 
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It was not true, but it was extremely interesting, and that was enough, at least for the 
Kremlin's myopic thinking. 
 
3. Destroy and ridicule the idea of truth.  Many people, including Peruvian statesman and 
Nobel Prize winning author Mario Vargo Llosa, have observed that Russian propaganda 
destroys meaning. 
They pursue several tactics including the false moral equivalences of "whataboutism," 
polluting the information space (more below), and hosting seemingly objective discussions 
that give equal play to the truth alongside the most ludicrous distortions, making the truth 
seem like the least interesting of many possible narratives. 
The West isn't completely innocent when it comes to truth telling, but while Western 
propaganda attempts to construct a narrative and convince people of it, Russia propaganda 
often seems to strive for contradiction and dissonance. 
 
For example, just days after signing a ceasefire in Syria, the Russian military bombed at least 
five medical facilities in Syria.  While doing so, their ministry of foreign affairs tweeted about 
humanitarian aid shipments. 
 
Regarding the Budapest Memorandum, Russia's Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov said ". . . we 
have not violated it. It contains only one obligation—i.e., not to use nuclear weapons against 
Ukraine."  This is outrageously untrue, and cannot be an accident. 
The dissonance is part of their strategy.  They need chaos and confusion, and actively strive 
for it. 
Peter Pomerantsev, a British-Russian Journalist from London with access Russian media 
described its thuggish manipulations of reality and the Russian public's seeming 
susceptibility.  The title of his scathing memoir could easily be the rallying cry for all Russian 
propaganda: "Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible." 
George F Kennan, an American diplomat in Moscow in 1944 observed, "Here, men determine 
what is true and what is false." 
There is a Russian expression:  ͯ ͣͦͣ ͪ ͦͫͫ͜Ό ͤ  ͔ͨ ͚͔ͦͣ΄Έ ("intelligently, you cannot 
understand Russia"), which comes from a 150 year old quatrain by Russian poet Fyodor 
Tyutchev.  The poem concludes, "in Russia you can only believe." 
The bias against comprehension is deep seeded. 
 
4. "Putin is strong.  Russia is strong."  This message permeates all Russian information efforts. 
Power is the perception of power, and the Kremlin understands this very well.  They 
constantly allude to or directly threaten invasion and nuclear war with everyone from their 
neighbors to Turkey to the United States. 
 
In 2013, the Russian Air Force ran a mock nuclear strike against Sweden. 
Former Russian MP and political party head Vladimir Zhirinovsky, sometimes referred to as 
the Kremlin's court jester, is frequently the mouth piece for the most bombastic threats.  He is 
nominally a part of the opposition, but in actuality seems to be the Kremlin's platform for 
radicalism of any sort, creating headlines in foreign countries, exciting the public, testing 
ideas, and nominally acting an the opposition to create the illusion of Democracy, and 
providing an extreme reference point to moderate perception of Putin's policies. 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/jun/17/russia-words-to-destroy-meaning-writers-nobel
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/air-strike-destroys-syrian-medical-centre-a6874676.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/air-strike-destroys-syrian-medical-centre-a6874676.html
https://twitter.com/Billbrowder/status/698890673500590080
https://twitter.com/Billbrowder/status/698890673500590080
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/order-from-chaos/posts/2016/01/28-russia-lavrov-budapest-memorandum-pifer
https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%A3%D0%BC%D0%BE%D0%BC_%D0%A0%D0%BE%D1%81%D1%81%D0%B8%D1%8E_%D0%BD%D0%B5_%D0%BF%D0%BE%D0%BD%D1%8F%D1%82%D1%8C
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/russia/12139943/Russia-simulated-a-nuclear-strike-against-Sweden-Nato-admits.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Zhirinovsky
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When the American military conducted joint exercises with Estonians, Zhirinovsky said the US 
tanks will end up in a Russian museum.  He once threatened a female journalist to have his 
bodyguard rape her. 
 
He received 6.2% of votes in the 2012 Presidential election.  One of his campaign commercials 
showed him in a sleigh shouting "the whole country got stuck . . .", then whipping donkeys 
harnessed to the sleigh and shouting "Go!  Go!  Go!"  Think of this in the context of Custine's 
1838 observation: "they are intoxicated with slavery." 
Regarding Turkey, he said: "You just chuck one nuclear bomb into the straits, and there’d be a 
huge flood.  The water would rise by 10-15 meters and the whole city would disappear." 
It is impossible for serious Western journalists to ignore such threats, so the Kremlin gets a 
message inserted into foreign societies, exciting those voices who seek to avoid conflict, while 
maintaining a degree of separation from the messenger. 
 
A similar vivid but scientifically dubious threat was made against the United States by 
Konstantin Sivkov of the "Academy of Geopolitical Problems": 
"Geologists believe that the Yellowstone super-volcano could explode at any moment. . . . it 
suffices to push the relatively small [nuclear weapon], for example the impact of the 
munition megaton class to initiate an eruption. The consequences will be catastrophic for 
the United States, a country just disappears." 
 
There's a joke about an old Russian woman carrying buckets of water through the mud.  Her 
husband died in a famine.  One of her sons was killed in a war, and the other exiled to 
Siberia.  Suddenly, a Mig Fighter jet flies over her.  The sonic boom kocks her over into the 
mud.  The water spills.  But she looks up at the jet and thinks: "Wow.  I'm so big and 
powerful." 
The Kremlin needs to distract its public from the needless economic hardship and rampant 
corruption. 
 
The I'm a Russian Occupier propaganda video is a great example of this:  "I occupied the 
Baltics and many factories and power plants were built on their farmland.  The Baltics used to 
produce high quality radio equipment and cars, famous perfumes and balms.  I was asked to 
leave.  Now they sell sprats [herring] and some of their people clean toilets in Europe. " 
 
The distortions and lies directed domestically seem especially crude, testifying to the low 
standard of truth.  A 2009 survey indicated that a slight majority of Russians never used the 
internet.  (Usage is now estimated at 61%.) 
Occasionally, Russian propaganda misses the mark, like the "bros" workout video featuring 
Putin and Medvedev. 
 
When faced with sanctions, Russia could not allow itself to be seen as the victim.  They 
immediately issued counter sanctions and flooded both the news and comment sections with 
stories of how Polish apple growers and other European producers were suffering without the 
Russian market. 
I know from a friend in the trucking business that Polish apples were merely re-routed 
through Belarus, likely with tacit approval from the Kremlin who took the opportunity to 
enrich an oligarch of their choosing. 
 

http://www.businessinsider.com/russian-analyst-says-to-nuke-yellowstone-2015-4
http://romaninukraine.com/the-kremlins-new-im-a-russian-occupier-propaganda/
http://www.vox.com/2015/8/31/9233301/putin-video-weightlifting
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The same was at least partially true with Russian sanctions against Turkey.  The black market 
through Azerbaijan mitigated their effects.  Sanctions are bombastically announced, and 
quietly done away with. 
As is usually the case, headlines were more important than reality. 
 
5. Headlines are more important than reality, especially while first impressions are forming. 
During recent protests by Russian truck drivers, Russia's transport minister staged a meeting 
with counterfeit truckers before the media.  They also seem to have invented Syrian 
opposition leaders with whom they held negotiations. 
 
It did not matter that the "humanitarian aide" convoys to Eastern Ukraine were eventually 
revealed to the whole world as ammunition resupplies.  For two weeks coverage of the war 
focused on Russia's "humanitarian aide." 
 
First impressions are known to be extremely sticky.  They persist even after subsequent 
evidence is conclusive.  Consequently, Russian propaganda seems to fight hard for the first 
impression and then relent. 
When opposition politician Boris Nemtsov was assassinated, they quickly spun several 
elaborate theories which played on Russian news. 
 
Their propaganda about neo-Nazis dominated coverage of Ukraine's revolution, even after 
multiple statements and an open letter from the leaders of Ukraine's Jewish community.  In 
support of the Nazi narrative, Russian state television even reported fake results of Ukraine's 
2014 election, stating that now-President Poroshenko lost the race to Right Sector leader 
Dmytro Yarosh.  (In reality Yarosh received about 1.5% of the vote.)  Obviously, anybody 
paying attention would find out this was nonsense within days, if not hours, but being proved 
wrong does not seem to matter to them. 
 
Perhaps the consider distant half-interested parties as their target audience -- people who 
cannot devote enough attention to the issue.  Such people will see an initial chaos of 
contradictory information and conclude the situation is too complicated to understand, and 
that the truth is probably somewhere in the middle. 
They're remarkably successful.  No matter audacious, Russian lies delivered from semi-official 
sources succeed in muddying the waters, and preventing the formation of clear impressions 
that recognize the reality of what is happening. 
 
6. Demoralize.  During both the 2009 war with Georgia, and the 2014-present invasion of 
Ukraine, Russian propaganda very effectively showed pictures of dead, dying, and tortured 
Georgian and Ukrainian soldiers.  They were on the news, and all over the internet. 
 
One largely unnoticed parallel between the annexation of Crimea and invasion of Eastern 
Ukraine is that both began with the kidnapping of a local activist, followed by his, torture, 
murder, and then discovery of the body, Tartar activist, Reshat Ametov, and local, pro-
Ukrainian politician, Volodymyr Rybak.  This tactic seems informed by Lenin’s infamous 1918 
hand-written hanging order: "Do it in such a fashion that for hundreds of kilometers around 
the people might see, tremble." 
 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/paulroderickgregory/2015/11/30/has-putin-met-his-match-in-russias-truck-drivers/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/paulroderickgregory/2015/11/30/has-putin-met-his-match-in-russias-truck-drivers/
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=567126996670215&id=493368000712782
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=567126996670215&id=493368000712782
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This strategy extends to Western society and is discussed explicitly in the Active 
Measures interviews of former KGB agents.  There seem to be seem to be libertarian 
organizations only interested in libertarianism when it intersects with anti-Americanism.  It is 
easy to imagine why magnify Western corruption and weakness is in Russia's interest. 
 
7. Move the conversation.  No matter how ridiculous their propaganda, no matter how many 
times it is proven to be false, it succeeds in shifting the conversation.  Western journalists 
were consumed with determined if Russia was invading Ukraine, that they had little space left 
to examine how Russia was invading. 
 
The propaganda dominated the conversation at the expense of the actual invasion. 
Only a few journalists noticed that Russia's proxies in Ukraine publicly encouraged their forces 
to engage in atrocities.  An online instruction manual included the advice: "Don’t pass up any 
opportunity to engage in some atrocity that can be blamed on the junta’s fighters," a strategy 
they seemed to follow. 
The exploitable bias of Western journalists is that each side has its perspective and the truth is 
somewhere in the middle. 
 
8. Pollute the information space.  One of the strangest examples of Russian disinformation is 
theColumbia Chemicals Plant Explosion Hoax in which it seems that either the Kremlin or a 
close ally orchestration a chorus of reports about an unfolding terrorist attack in the United 
States that never actually happened: 
 
"It was a highly coordinated disinformation campaign, involving dozens of fake accounts that 
posted hundreds of tweets for hours, targeting a list of figures precisely chosen to generate 
maximum attention. The perpetrators didn’t just doctor screenshots from CNN; they also 
created fully functional clones of the websites of Louisiana TV stations and newspapers. The 
YouTube video of the man watching TV had been tailor-made for the project. A Wikipedia 
page was even created for the Columbian Chemicals disaster, which cited the fake YouTube 
video. As the virtual assault unfolded, it was complemented by text messages to actual 
residents in St. Mary Parish. It must have taken a team of programmers and content 
producers to pull off.  And the hoax was just one in a wave of similar attacks during the 
second half of last year." 
 
Russian opposition politician Alexei Navalny said about the polluting strategy in Russia: 
"... the paid trolls have made it impossible for the normal Internet user to separate truth 
from fiction.  The point is to spoil it, to create the atmosphere of hate, to make it so stinky 
that normal people won’t want to touch it.  You have to remember the Internet population 
of Russia is just over 50 percent. The rest are yet to join, and when they join it’s very 
important what is their first impression.” 
Domestically, they want to ruin the one media which they don't control.  Internationally, they 
want to sow confusion and paranoia. 
 
9. "Gas lighting" -- accuse the enemy of doing what you are doing to confuse the 
conversation. 
After American generals began using the term "hybrid war" to describe Russia's planned, 
deliberate scaling of hostilities from pseudo-civilian protests to military formations, a Russian 
general, without irony, accused the United States of hybrid war against Russia. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PrNrflwyIEc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PrNrflwyIEc
http://romaninukraine.com/when-your-former-libertarian-hero-calls-you-a-nazi/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/07/18/strike-him-with-an-axe/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/07/18/strike-him-with-an-axe/
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/07/18/strike-him-with-an-axe/
http://romaninukraine.com/russias-strategy-of-creating-massacres-to-blame-on-ukraine-collection/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/07/magazine/the-agency.html
http://tass.ru/en/russia/791533
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While Russian proxies were burning Ukrainian books, and flags, destroying monuments to 
Ukraine's great famine, the Holodomor, Crimea Tartar cultural centers, and everything else 
that wasn't strictly Russian, they were accusing Ukrainians of hostility toward Russian culture, 
even though nothing of the kind had taken place.  The accounts Russians who struggled on 
Maidan alongside Ukrainians were ignored. 
 
It was Ukraine's leadership who eventually had to give reassurances on the international stage 
that the rights of minorities would be respected, not Russia's and not the leaders of their 
Proxies, despite harshcrackdowns on Ukrainian culture, Tartar institutions, Catholic and 
Protestant churches, and everything else that wasn't Russian. 
 
Conclusion 
 
There may be several explanations for the strangest strains of Russian propaganda -- the 
dissonant messages that seem to create chaos and confusion for its own sake. 
 
Both in business and war, Russian institutions are structured much more vertically, and would 
normally be outperformed by high-trust Western institution that more readily delegate 
authority and initiative.  Russian corruption and distrust prevents them from restructuring 
their institutions, but perhaps under a miasma half-truths and confusion, Russian vertical 
power structures have the best chance of being competitive. 
 
Secondly, Russian aggression is very opportunistic (see my previous essay).  Chaos creates 
exploitable opportunities, including exploitable dissenting parties among your opposition. 
Lastly, as Russian opposition politician Alexei Navalny speculated, the Russian regime fears 
what Marquis de Custine described almost 200 years ago: "The political regime here would 
not survive 20 years of free communication with Western Europe."  They are deliberate 
polluting the information space in anticipation of the remaining 40% of Russians starting to 
use the Internet, because they fear the truth want to pollute and discredit all the information 
platforms they don't directly control. 
 
But for all the cleverness and pervasiveness of their propaganda, the gravity of people's 
individual preferences does not seem to be on the side of Russian autocracy.  Right now, the 
Kremlin makes is very hard for Russians to feel good about themselves without also 
embracing Russian militarism and expansionism as part of that identity.  There are great 
examples in Russian history like the remarkably individualistic Republic of Novgorod, and a 
frontier spirit in their east sometimes referred to as the "Siberian Paradox." 
 
The more the West leads by example, demonstrates rule of law, creates a prosperous contrast 
to Russian society, imposes costs for ban behavior (as recommended by the Heritage 
Foundation), and forces the Russian public to countenance their poverty and corruption, the 
more Russians will be able to reject the siege mentality and construct a better narrative for 
themselves from the best aspects of their history. 
 

 
 
 

http://romaninukraine.com/dear-daniel-mcadams-who-is-ethnic-cleansing/
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/12/us-comprehensive-strategy-toward-russia
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/12/us-comprehensive-strategy-toward-russia
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News Is Turning Into Entertainment: Blame The Photographs 
by Martina Topinkova 
 
 

 
“You see a poor child, you feel sorry, but afterwards there’s the sports news. Later on, 

there is no trace left, no deeper imprint.” 
 
 
An increasing reliance on visual images in the digital age is turning news into 
entertainment, warns Matteo Stocchetti, Adjunct Professor at Arcada University of 
Applied Sciences in Finland. Stocchetti argues that images tap viewers’ emotions, rather 
than their minds.  As the media landscape becomes overwhelmed with images, it pursues 
spectacle and emotional involvement, rather than rational information. This stifles critical 
reflection. 
 
Stocchetti’s research concentrates on the role of communication in creating and 
endorsing power bases which, he claims, now mostly promote “a failing neo-liberal global 
order.”  He argues that ‘visual propaganda’, based on intentional blurring of reality, 
preserves this status quo. 
 
Stocchetti discussed his views in an interview with the EJO: 
 
Propaganda is a common term, but the definition can be problematic. Could you briefly 
describe what this term precisely means? 
 
Propaganda etymologically comes from Latin word propagare, which means to spread or 
extend something.  This notion involves the idea of distributing something that is 
important and not primarily trying to convince somebody. 
 
In the digital age, what are the main characteristics of spreading ideas to gain 
attention? 
 
I am afraid that a rather dangerous message in the visual propaganda of the digital age is 
distraction. The reliance on the visual can easily become a means of involving emotions in 
ways that inhibit, rather than foster, critical reflection. Even when providing information 
about very political topics, for example labour conditions or military actions, there is a 
strong tendency to portray them not as political issues but rather as entertainment. 
Watching the news is then not about giving facts and informed opinions but rather about 
raising emotions. This kind of propaganda mobilises people’s feelings, but tries not to 

http://en.ejo.ch/latest-stories/news-is-turning-into-entertainment-blame-the-photographs
http://en.ejo.ch/latest-stories/news-is-turning-into-entertainment-blame-the-photographs
http://www.arcada.fi/en/research/researchers/matteo-stocchetti
http://en.ejo.ch/wp-content/uploads/3794830403_0eca73cfdc_b-e1465338207183.jpg
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make them think. In this way information is transformed into so-called infotainment and 
reporting about important social, political and economic problems is experienced as a 
spectacle. 
 
What are the consequences of acquiring information mainly through emotions? 
 
Important events narrated through attractive images, or stories that shock, become de-
politicised… News of this kind, and its context, ceases to be relevant the moment the 
next pieces of news comes along and appeals to another set of emotions. You see a poor 
child, you feel sorry, [but immediately] afterwards there’s the sports news. Later on, 
there is no trace left, no deeper imprint. The problem with emotional response is that it 
is strongly involving, but ephemeral – of short duration.  By contrast, it takes some time 
to form an opinion, and when it comes to potentially changing it, you want clear 
evidence of why you should.  Emotions, especially provoked by images, do not work in 
the same way. 
 
What impact does this have? 
 
This can be dangerous if the majority of recipients are susceptible to whoever comes out 
with a better image or a stronger visual narrative. There is scope for spreading 
disinformation and manipulation. And this is a big chance for demagogues. Manipulation 
is a form of propaganda, in which ideas that are spread are intentionally based not on 
reason but on emotions, usually fear, anxiety, hatred. In the digital age, people who are 
in charge of producing news coverage raise strong emotions partly intentionally (and 
quite logically): media funding, unfortunately, depends on viewing figures, the number of 
‘clicks’, or how many times people visit a certain platform. 
 
If the purpose is to promote commercial interest, what strategies do media producers 
use? 
 
The influence of every ideology, including democratic ideology, depends on control of the 
reality: the possibility of controlling the means through which we make collective sense 
of what is happening around us. This is crucial. But in the age of digital media, as many 
have noted, the notion of the ‘real’ itself becomes problematic.  Media ‘reality’ reflects 
the main tenets of the neo-liberal project – de-regulation, privatisation, laissez-
faire capitalism. This propaganda is largely based on blurring reality to suggest to people 
that certain things are fine as they are; that certain ideas are actually legitimate. 
 
What is the main message of this propaganda ς which idea is being widely spread? 
 
Widespread commercialisation and omnipresent consumerism, which are intoxicating 
our societies, impoverishing our culture, and ultimately creating the conditions for 
inequality, injustice and conflict on a global scale. They are not dependent on any specific 
‘campaign’, rather they permeate virtually every dimension of social communication. The 
fundamental message seems to be that the only relevant values are those which have 
market potential; something is important only if it brings profit to someone and when it 
is associated with an economic interest. And that is usually damaging for democracy. I do 
not think that anything like the truth is possible in these conditions. 
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Can this situation be changed? How can we protect ourselves from being manipulated 
by visual media? 
 
Education is the answer. In order to use information properly, to ‘see through’ the 
confusing effects of manipulation and to develop critical ideas, people have to be trained. 
Critical thinking is not a natural skill. What we should be teaching is basically the capacity 
to think in critical terms; to be able to understand what is said, written and 
communicated; to think with our own head, to have moral values, to compare 
information, to put the pieces together. 
 
I would say there is growing awareness that there is something deeply wrong with the 
neo-liberal project; that capitalism and democracy are incompatible ideologies but 
influential forces in our societies are inclined to sacrifice the latter to preserve the 
former. We should not give up democratic ideals; we cannot come up with better ideas 
than democratic ones, but now we seem to ignore them. And this is the challenge for 
educators. The battle is not yet lost. 
  
 The picture used to illustrate the story was chosen because it is an excellent photograph 
which provokes an emotional response.  Pic Credit: Flickr Creative Commons:  Sirio 
(Kaleidescope of emotion) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Ukrainian female pilot and a member of parliament, Nadia Savchenko was a prisoner of the 
Russian Federation for more than 700 days.  Her images were used for propaganda by both sides. 

(Photo from UNIAN) 
 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/siriogrisanti/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/siriogrisanti/


  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

This Digest will welcome proposals for themes 
and stories to be included in the next issue. 
Please send your recommendations to 

info@comipi.it 
 
Please feel  free to forward our link to anybody 
who may be interested in reading this Digest. 
 

ComIPI is a no-profit study center aimed at 
developing and implementing advanced 
techniques to communicate with the public 
while respecting ethical principles.  
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