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What makes a difficult issue?
· Media-savvy or vocal opposition

· Ethical or social concerns

· Potential for media sensationalism

· Bad or unexpected news

· FoI requests or fishing expeditions

· Secrecy

Potential barriers to communication
· Legal

· Perceived security risks

· Getting unwanted attention

· Internal pressures

· Lack of preparation

Reasons to communicate
· Protect & enhance reputation

· Minimise risk of bad publicity

· Gain public (& government) trust/support

· Better community relations

· Boost morale/confidence of researchers

· Meet expectations of transparency and engagement

The communications plan
· Set up committee of key people

· Gain internal commitment to plan

· Conduct risk assessment if necessary

· Make sure facts are constantly updated

· Prepare information packs, website statements, media policies etc

· Train & mentor spokespersons

So is animal research controversial?

Not judging by recent media stories. Front page headlines in The Guardian last week announced “Common cold virus may be new weapon to fight cancer”. This was a story about mouse research. Similarly, this week, the story about transgenic chicken eggs being used to produce therapeutic proteins. The only controversy here was whether such eggs would enter the food chain.

[Media clip]  Last year, the University of Bath carefully considered whether to publicise their mouse research which showed a link between depression and an acne medication. Dr Sarah Bailey performed confidently in media interviews.
Top ten tips 
· Be prepared – brainstorm, plan, train, have team in place

· Make friends – media, opinion leaders, supportive groups etc – before you need them

· Don’t duck it, respond rapidly

· Buy time with a holding statement

· Don’t forget pictures!

· Know your facts and stick to them, but move with developments

· Rebut errors if necessary

· If call volume is high, prioritise

· Use the right spokesperson

· Keep your internal audiences informed

Increasing confidence

[Media clip]  Just over a year ago, a significant advance in spinal injury treatment, due to be trialled in patients, was publicised. The research involving rats took centre stage. The institutions involved – UCL, IoN, MRC - all fought to get credit.

Guidance
· RDS has a structured programme to help research organisations communicate better about their animal research

· Our guidance could be adapted for other “controversial” issues.
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