Breaking News Coverage Tips
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1/Have three places to go before you go on for extended coverage.  Don’t leave your anchors to blow in the wind. That leads to wild speculation and it makes them look silly. If you do not have three places that you can go to gather information, then settle for the moment for cut-ins.

If you cut-in, make a promise about when you will return for an update and keep that promise. 

2/Keep a story status board in your newsroom that is complete with the latest confirmed facts about your story.  How many are dead, how many acres are burned, how many houses lost. Designate one person to keep this board updated and correct. This is in addition to the newsroom computer board that includes information.

3/Think of non-traditional ways to get information on the air.  Think of how radio gets information on the air with two-way radios, telephones, e-mail.  How can you make it easier for the public to send pictures, video and information?  How will you confirm the information to be true before you air it? These outside sources can be great sources of information while your techs try to tune in shots, get through traffic or string cables.  If the story is in an outlying area, turn to rural radio stations and small town newspapers for help. Build relationships with ham radio operators and disaster coordinators in outside counties.

4/Everyone on your staff is a potential on-air talent.  Except where union considerations prohibit it, be certain your photojournalists and techs understand the standards you expect in reporting facts on the air.  The viewers do not care if the person who is on the scene of a big breaking story is a photojournalist or a reporter; the viewer wants and needs information.  Get the photojournalist on the air via 2-way or phone.  You will be surprised how this professional treatment will raise photojournalist morale and standards.

5/Keep your Internet site updated.  Open Chat forums.   In times of big news and crisis, people need a place to share their experiences.  Your site can be the place and it can be an interesting aside to your on-air coverage.  

6/ Use the Internet. It is vitally important that you think “online” in breaking news. You can enrich your coverage with background information-but the time to sharpen your online skills is not while you are in an emergency.   

7/ The Network can help the locals, call them.  Often, network affiliate feed services will help pay satellite costs, helicopter costs and special expenses you encounter while coverage the big story that other stations will want.  One of your first calls upon learning of the BIG story should be to your network affiliate feed producer.  When network crews arrive to cover the story, suggest angles that you have not been able to get to, but would like to have.  Set aside a workspace for the network magazine crews.  It is great to pull together an archive tape with 20 minutes of your best video and give it to the network folks.  They will love you and they will more likely stay out of your hair if they have the video they need right away.

8/ The story beyond the event.  In hockey, they say that you win by not skating to where the puck IS, but where it is going to be.  So it is with BIG event coverage, think forward..what is GOING to happen, not what is happening.  What does the viewer need?  What is the viewer going to need to know in an hour, a day, a week?  These are good questions that you may have to make some phone calls to relief agencies, psychologists and government offices in order to get the answers.

9/Remember the children and vulnerable people who could be watching.    Remind yourself that BIG news coverage often falls in non-traditional time periods for news.  If it is a time when kids could be watching-talk to them in terms they can understand.  Tell them if they are not in danger, if they are in danger, tell them exactly what they should do. You might consider having a “crisis call” connection that kids could use, cooperating with a local crisis line center.

10/Exploit the Meters-why end coverage at 4 minutes after a quarter hour-go another minute or two if you can, capture the ratings credit.  If you are thinking of breaking in with an update and all considerations are about equal, break in on the quarter hour

to capture the ratings tick.  If the spot news is worth doing, it will likely be a ratings winner compared to scheduled shows.  Obviously, make your teases LIVE to drive audience flow to your shows.  If your afternoon teases are usually on tape (say, in Oprah) take us out to the scene of the story LIVE in the tease, pop up a time and LIVE bug, make me a promise you will be on the story.   

11/Be right, be cautious, within reason-don’t worry about the money.  Station reputations are made over time and lost in a minute.  Whatever you spend covering a BIG story will come back to you in long-term reputation.  This moment is why you save overtime money on slow news days.  You are here, in this job, for one reason, the SERVE THE VIEWER. 

12/Archive phone numbers alongside every interview. You will want to know how to contact these people once the story is over.

13/Consider live walk and talks for the first hours of big coverage.  In the early hours of a huge story, you may not have time to produce pieces that require tons of editing. “Try walk and talks” on tape—the reporter walks, interviews, closes and feeds the tape back. Then get more. It creates a large inventory of material that allows the reporter to get unhooked from the live truck.  

14/ Get more B-Roll than you think you will ever need. Too many stations spend all of their energy going live during a crisis and the end result is they do not have nearly enough video of the actual event that was going on while they were tethered to the live truck.  Of course, roll on the raw air feed at all times.  Have at least one person who is cataloguing everything that gets fed in and produce a “greatest hits” reel as the day unfolds.

15/Have somebody watch your coverage.  Maybe it is somebody who is on maternity leave or somebody who has retired from the station.  You will be too busy to watch-so be sure somebody is to tell you if you are repeating too much information, if you need to recap more often or if you are missing big stories. 

16/ Watch the tone of your coverage.  Does it match the story?

17/Take care of crew needs. Be sure they are checking with their families. If anything is wrong at home they will not be able to focus on work. Make sure that cash, food and essential supplies like batteries and tapes are being replenished to the field crews.    

Above everything, get it right.  Report what you know, admit what you don’t know.  If the story is as big as you think it is, it will unfold in time so don’t guess about how big it is or might be.  Name your sources, do not guess about what you do not know. It will not matter if you are first and turn out to be wrong.
