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Reauthorization can be complicated and confusing to the media, especially for reporters or bloggers who do not normally cover transportation issues. Any communication misstep can be caught in the blizzard of new media devices and can spell disaster for our cause. Not being clear about your message, giving too much information to even a friendly reporter, can be a prescription for trouble when producers and editors get hold of the story, causing the risk of ending up with the facts distorted, the sound bites irrelevant, the crucial information missing and the entire presentation mangled. What can you do to prevent this?
There are a number of ways to control or at least minimize the possibility of your message being reinterpreted outside of the facts. We need to understand four basic components: 
1. Understand that how one interacts with the news media in all its myriad forms is completely counterintuitive to everything one has been taught to date. 
2. A solid grounding in what reporters are trying to accomplish and the set of obstacles they face is crucial to creating good outcomes for getting out your message.
3. Appreciating how to get up to speed with those interactions so that one's intended message cannot be changed into something altogether different is of the utmost importance.
4.  Finally, you need to be aware that, without your consent or knowledge, your comments may appear or be shared via print, cellphone cameras, television, Webcasts, radio, YouTube, iPods, the blogosphere, BitTorrent, Facebook, visual instant messages, Twitter and other Internet programs.
No matter how familiar or comfortable you are with the media, do not let it allow you to fall into a false sense of security. The need to engage the media in a positive way often result in letting one's guard down. This is never a good idea. 
Even in an informal situation, as in a press briefing or a conversation at aa transportation site, you need to keep your purpose in mind. You need to remember that you are under a gigantic and unforgiving microscope, with every misplaced word frozen in time. You need to know your message going in.
Direct communication with the press in any of the forms listed above heightens your exposure and the chance of unwittingly saying something that can be taken out of context, or that might compromise your message or grant those in opposition an advantage. 



TMI
For many engineers and planners, there is no such thing as too much information. They need to have every possible piece of information that may have an effect on a project, be it a report, a photograph, a map, e-mail or video clip. 
That very well entrenched instinct is exactly what engineers and planners have to learn to suppress when dealing with the press. Learning to do so is more difficult than one might think. From the moment many future engineers and planners enter college, he or she hones and perfects intrinsic information gathering skills for a project through continual practice and use.
When dealing with the press, engineers and planners have to learn to rein in their autopilot responses and instinct to provide as much information and relevant data as possible. They must use as few words as feasible and those must be skillfully chosen. 
Reporters don't have time for you to facilitate their understanding of transportation issues in general or one issue in particular. You need to get up to speed on the organizational changes in the reporter's world.
News is big business with a bottom line that brooks no interference from others and makes no apologies for going after the highest ratings. That holds true for traditional media and the Internet. Bloggers often are the ones breaking news these days, and this has intensified the already cutthroat competition. A natural response is to provide all possible background to ensure that the context of transportation issues are appreciated and understood. Turns out, this also is never a good idea.
Often, giving reporters long reports full of complex transportation issues may seem like a good idea so there can be no misquotes or misrepresentation. However, it isn't fair to expect a reporter to understand complex transportation terminology and issues. Even two typewritten sheets can be more than they have a context for understanding, and it's 10 times the material that will fit into a five-second sound bite or a three-line blog item.
Not all media mess-ups are splashed across the country or your state. All that has to happen is for the hometown paper, blogger or even someone standing by with a cellphone to take what you say in an unguarded moment and wreak havoc for reauthorization.
Once an engineer or planner shares the information, it's no longer in his or her chain of custody, or even that of the original reporter. Any explanation or details you provide may be passed on to the news director, Web or TV producer or newspaper editor. Beyond that, if it's a big story, far-flung news outlets will want to use their own reporters to tell the story. So the material will be additionally rehashed by people even further removed from the facts. It's not unlike taking a photocopy of a photocopy of a photocopy. The information degrades with every iteration. 
That's why it's important to understand the reporter's point of view. An on-camera interview may result in a five-second sound bite. You will not choose which words taken out of what part of your sentences are quoted. If you misspeak, if the words are taken out of context, that is what will be repeated throughout multiple news cycles across whatever news markets are involved. The rest of what you tried to communicate will be paraphrased so that the local reporter or blogger is the one featured as the story narrator. 
It's easy to see how and why this process goes so wrong so often. To make it work, you need to become absolute minimalists when sharing information of any kind with the press. It's a mistake to overload reporters with material, however relevant. The engineers or planners rational brain is going to require re-wiring to stay with the prepared and parsed sound bite, and that requires rehearsal.
The idea is to control and prepare the details of the narrative so tightly that it becomes far more difficult to distort through accident or intention -- to prepare two or three 10-word sentences that say exactly the same thing, backwards, sideways and upside down, regardless of the question being asked.
Grammatically, there are ways to construct sentences so that it is harder for an editor to cut without making the sound bite or printed quote unintelligible. It is far better to have limited but correct details than to accidentally give our opponents something to use against making increased transportation investments. 
This takes time and assistance. Very few engineers or planners know how to school their features when in front of a lens, which will preserve for all time every tic, loss of focus or thinly veiled attitude of annoyance. Unless they have been professionally trained, most people's idea of what they look like and how they actually appear on camera are two very different things. 
Any recording is forever. It is duplicated, numbered, dated and awaits recovery at any time, by anyone, including others that oppose increased transportation funding. That tape or quote may also be accessible to the of billions people who are hooked up to the Internet. 
There is nothing anyone can do and no way to modify, change or take back a single word spoken.
Worst of all, it is entirely possible to use the exact same information and footage to make someone appear either idiotic or incisive. Quotes and visuals can be time-swapped and even the best of intentions won't preclude the muddling of facts and figures in a way that damages our issues, which ultimately becomes our responsibility.
The point is that hubris in dealing with the media can be devastating for reauthorization or other transportation issues. Engineers or planners' initial instinct is to explain, elucidate and elaborate, but in front of a camera is not the place to do that. It should be saved for decision making in the office, where it belongs. 
So, know what you want to say before hand, make sure it meshes with your other organizational priorities. Stay on message, so we can get the answer we want to “Are we there yet?” That’s why it is so important to use the Web site and its messages.
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