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Introduction 

 

This paper considers the NGO as news source and the nature of its relationship to 

the professional journalist in a new media environment.  It draws on a range of 

interviews with a variety of NGOS and journalists conducted throughout 2007/082. 

Publicity - both for campaigning and for fundraising is a central aspect of all NGOs 

work. For many, particularly the large, resource rich organizations, responding to a 

media saturated environment has meant a growth in press and PR offices 

increasingly staffed by trained professional journalists. These professionals apply the 

same norms and values to their work as any mainstream newsroom albeit with 

                                                           
1
 A more detailed discussion of this argument can be found in  Natalie Fenton (ed.) (2009) New Media, Old 

News: Journalism and Democracy in the Digital Age, London: Sage. 

2 These interviews formed part of a larger project on new media and the news in the Goldsmiths Media Research 

Centre: Spaces, Connections and Control, funded by the Leverhulme Trust. This involved over 150 semi-

structured interviews with a range of professionals from a cross section of news media stratified by type of media, 

geographic reach, professional roles and commercial and public sector broadcasting. It also included a range of 

news sources including NGOs. The sample of NGOs drawn upon for this chapter was stratified by purpose (both 

those whose main purpose was as service providers and those whose main purpose was acting as pressure 

groups); geography (whether local, national or international) and size (calculated on the basis of annual income); 

although it was by no means a fully representative sample. Interviewees included both general and senior 

managerial staff in departments/units aligned with media relations/publicity; but did not include those with prime 

responsibility for online communication (often of a technical persuasion) where these differed from those involved 

primarily in media relations.  

 



different aims and intentions. They use their contacts and cultural capital to gain 

access to key journalists and report increasing success in a media-expanded world. 

The resource poor however, far from finding a more levelled playing field with new 

media increasing access, as proclaimed by many early exponents of the advantages 

of new communication technologies (Klein, 2000; Norris, 2002; Rheingold, 2002), 

are forced to rely on long-standing credibility established by proven news-awareness 

and issue relevance. They find it much harder to keep up with changes in technology 

and the explosion of news space; and much harder to stand out amidst the countless 

voices on-line all competing for journalists’ attention. To be seen, NGOs are now 

expected to embrace all of the opportunities available to them in digital world -- from 

blogging, podcasts, social networking sites to their own on-line news platforms and 

beyond -- what is referred to below as both the seduction of space and the tyranny of 

technology -- all requiring investment of time, money and technical skills; resources 

that are not equally available to all. In news terms, certain NGOs may be getting 

more coverage (often on-line), but the nature of that news remains firmly within pre-

established journalistic norms and values – a media logic that has led to ‘news 

cloning’.  

 

Cloning the News 

‘News cloning’ refers to the practice by NGOs of providing news that mimics or 

indeed matches the requirements of mainstream news agendas.  Davis (2004:31) 

notes how research on various campaigning organizations (Miller and Williams, 

1993; Anderson, 1997; Manning, 1998; Allan et al., 2000) points to increasing use of 

professional press and publicity methods for political and economic gain. The large 

resource-rich organizations  maximize this political and economic gain by employing 



trained journalists in press offices that often simulate professional news rooms. As 

this interviewee notes: 

 

Certainly everyone in a particular section […] were journalists and 

intentionally so. When I was there I was the first one, I think to have been a 

journalist. It was something new anyway […] that’s changing now and they 

are  wanting more journalists to come in […] When I went for my interview the 

boss was like it’s all changing and we’re very excited about media. 

(Interviewee A: Press Officer of a large international NGO talking about their 

previous job in a similar organization) 

 

 Every NGO interviewee in this study reported an increase in media-related activity 

with the larger organizations having experienced a steady increase in paid press 

officers over the last 10 years mostly from journalistic backgrounds. These NGO 

news professionals spoke frequently of how they knew intrinsically what makes a 

news story: 

 

I like to think I could bring a certain kind of instinct to it (Interviewee A: Press 

Officer, large international NGO); 

 

 Of how they used their network of journalist friends to shift stories: 

 

My football team that I play for is the Press Association. Not that they actually 

work for the Press Association anymore but they work on the Daily Mail, The 

Independent, they’re all hacks and we play other hacks. Its, how easy is that 



[…] It’s not like the well meaning press office that sends out a press release 

like, oh this is really important, rubbish. (Interviewee A: Press Officer, large 

international NGO) 

 

Of how they perceive themselves as journalists: 

 

Because I like to write the story. Because, having been a journalist, I want to 

do all of it […] So they tend to, often it’s used word for word or it’s word for 

word but with the third paragraph of it put first and then the second paragraph 

fourth or whatever. (Interviewee C: Press Officer, large international NGO) 

 

 These organizations ‘work’ the news on a daily basis and seek to provide ready 

made copy to fill the ever expanding space available to news in the digital age.  This 

may make these organizations very news-friendly and ensure they receive more 

media coverage but there was little evidence of NGOs managing to change news 

agendas and challenge normative conceptions of news criteria. On the contrary, 

pressures to reproduce these normative conceptions are increasing and news 

cloning is the result: 

 

There is definitely pressure to kind of move onto something that might be 

more, perceived to be more newsworthy. (Interviewee H: Press Officer, small 

international NGO)   

 

Those who do news cloning can be seen as ‘political entrepreneurs’ (Schlesinger, 

1990) and their ability to be entrepreneurial is determined by the resources available 



to them. These resources include the financial (the capacity to maintain a press 

office and employ specific staff), but they also include the cultural capital associated 

with class, professional status and expertise as well as the legitimacy and credibility 

gained through previous activities within the political and media fields. In this way 

some NGOs have followed a ‘media logic’ (Altheide and Snow, 1979) that conditions 

how they behave -- how they provide news gatherers with material that conforms to 

the pre-established criteria of what news is.  

 

I’m a proper old hack […]. I used to be on the other end of these things [press 

releases] and they just went straight in the bin, not a chance. […] you just put 

your journalistic hat on and you think well, if I got that as a story then would I 

run it or not? (Interviewee E, Head of Media, large international NGO) 

 

As the news space has expanded so dramatically with 24 hour rolling news and the 

internet in particular, the onus upon ‘political entrepreneurs’ to reach and penetrate 

all of the various news platforms also increases. The ability to do this consistently 

and with rigour, though not necessarily difficult with a cloning mentality, is time 

consuming. Only those organizations with adequate numbers of suitably trained 

personnel can sustain the levels of activity necessary to blog, inhabit social 

networks, develop their own news pages, contribute to on-line forums etc.: 

 

So some of this [media work] actually is driven by individual staff members, 

because there aren’t so many of us [….] we can’t just hire in things, and we’re 

on quite tight budgets so its not we’ve decided we want a new e-campaigning 

strategy for getting stuff out onto blogs or whatever […] its largely who do we 



know? Can we do it in-house? Can our person who does membership 

databases spend some time doing this sort of thing?  (Interviewee D: Press 

Officer of a small national NGO) 

 

Smaller, resource poor organizations cannot keep pace with the information 

onslaught on mainstream news sites and platforms of their wealthier counterparts. 

They have small press offices with staff that have often come up through the ranks.  

As Davis (2004:34) notes more resources ‘mean more media contacts, greater 

output of information subsidies, multiple modes of communication and continuous 

media operations. Extreme differences in economic resources mean wealthy 

organizations can inundate the media and set the agenda while the attempts of 

resource-poor organizations quickly become marginalized.’  So, far from ICTs 

expanding access and representation amongst resource-poor groups as much of the 

early literature envisaged (for example, Putnam, 2000; Norris, 2001); resources, in 

particular the ability to spend time and money on keeping up-to-date with the 

technological advances and feeding an insatiable news space, still on the whole, 

structure access and determine levels of representation.  

 

Seduction of Space 

 

The limitless potential of the internet was recognized across the board, both with 

excitement because of the possibilities it offers; and with resignation on the basis 

that some lacked the resources to invest in it fully.  The seductiveness of the space 

available creates a kind of tyranny -- a never ending process of mediated reflexivity 

and a feeling that they can never do enough but must always keep trying: 



 

…we also started using photographs in reports, but that’s now moved on. 

There is a sense there is a need to do, not just have decent images for 

reports that illustrate graphically what you’ve written about that but also to 

have short clips, testimonies, if its possible from the people that you’re 

interviewing but if not then from the researcher […] the aim was that those 

clips could be used by media organizations who don’t have the wherewithal to 

call in. (Interviewee H: Press Officer, small international NGO) 

 

 The days of a couple of phone calls, a few press releases and maybe a press 

conference are over. This world of source-journalist relations is faster and greedier 

than ever before. This is leading paradoxically to forces that reproduce existing 

power hierarchies on both sides. All news outlets are content hungry and NGOs 

need to feed the space relentlessly if they are to gain coverage. The seductiveness 

of space invites recognition of the huge potential for coverage but it is only realizable 

for those with resources and well established relations with journalists and those 

willing and able to fulfil normative news criteria.  

 

The majority of NGOs felt that because of the space that journalists are now required 

to fill and the time pressures in which to do it, their copy gets picked up more readily 

and more rarely gets changed:  

 

…journalists are now expected to write copy for the newspaper and write copy 

for the website and maybe to blog and maybe actually to produce podcasts 

now as well. So what we are looking at is how we can make, I think, you 



know, the PR’s  job fundamentally to try and make the journalist’ job as easy 

as possible is still what’s driving us [….] They will take what you, exactly what 

you give them.  I think that has changed from before. You know it was very 

much you gave a journalist, you know, a press release was the idea of a 

story. It would then be worked up. Whereas I think now we see much more of 

our stuff appearing verbatim. (Interviewee J, Head of Communications, large 

national NGO). 

 

The sheer amount of news space and multiplicity of news platforms has also led 

NGOs to seek out the traditional, trusted news forms. They do this for two reasons: 

1. They believe that the high profile, high status news platforms will provide a 

springboard to all other forms of news dissemination including all on-line news as 

other news organizations feed constantly off these sites3; 2. They believe that these 

outlets are still the most trusted news sites by the general public and the most 

closely watched by the powerful. Only two of the organizations interviewed showed 

any active awareness whatsoever of alternative news sites and even then these 

were sidelined in favour of the ‘big hitters’.  

 

This has one obvious consequence -- as the NGOs target traditionally powerful news 

outlets with more and more professional adeptness and news know-how, established 

news values remain as dominant, and one could argue even more entrenched then 

ever before. In other words, the internet may provide constant possibilities for the 

fracturing of dominant discourses but on the whole these remain unused and 

untapped. NGOs use new media simply as different ways to get the same story out. 
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 In the UK this translates into The Today programme on BBC Radio 4; the Press Association; BBC 1 evening 

news; The Guardian and The Times followed by the BBC website. 



And the story is written to fit all the normative dimensions of mainstream news as 

closely as it possibly can. 

 

The Tyranny of technology: “because we can, we do” (Interviewee D: Press 

Officer, national NGO) 

 

No organization could not have a website could they? I mean you couldn’t not 

have a website because you would look stupid. (Interviewee I, Head of 

Communications, small national NGO) 

 

In the larger, resource rich NGOs, once new technology has been accepted as part 

and parcel of one’s media presence then it becomes an endless process of 

revamping and updating. This is no small task and frequently organizations reported 

a growth in staffing to deal with new roles created out of the capacity of new 

technology. Contrary to claims of new technology breaking down communication 

barriers due to ease of access and relative low cost, the relentless marketization of 

new software and new communication fads and fashions put ever more onus on 

NGOs to maintain technological faculty at no small cost. The endless amount of 

space available, the multiplicity of news channels all requesting information and 

material along with the need to ‘keep-up’ with new technology trends was felt as a 

substantial pressure by many: 

 

...with new media, I mean we currently have a sense in the organization that 

we do need to be venturing into that but we’re held back by once again, 

resources and time. (Interviewee F, Press Officer, small, national NGO) 



 

And the small press offices simply couldn’t keep pace with the demand of 24 hour 

news putting them at an immediate disadvantage: 

 

The other major thing I see happening now is obviously the 24 hour rolling 

news programmes are in themselves a problem. They almost discourage 

things because as soon as you get a news item then somebody else will pick 

it up and then somebody else will pick it up and so everybody wants another 

quote. (Interviewee G: Head of Communications and Policy of a medium 

national NGO) 

 

Conclusion 

 

While it appears that the internet has given NGOs more opportunity to peddle their 

wares and get their voices heard, those voices have been trained to deliver what 

mainstream organizations are crying out for -- news that conforms to established 

news criteria and provides journalistic copy at little or no cost. The line between the 

professional PR agency and the large scale campaigning NGO has blurred into near 

extinction.  

 

For those that do seek coverage in the mainstream media, the expansion of news 

platforms has resulted in the tried, tested, trusted and thereby credible NGOs rising 

to the top of the pile.  Tried, tested, trusted and credible amounts to NGOs who can 

provide journalistic copy and have learnt the rules of the game. As news now comes 



from everywhere, conforming to normative news values is crucial for gaining 

coverage.  

 

This paper raises a critical question -- if NGOs are simply doing the job of journalism 

-- putting together well researched, legally tight, impartial and objective stories does 

it matter that it is them and not the professionals in news organizations that are 

making the news? Does it make any difference? There are three important rebukes 

to this line of argument: Firstly, we need NGOs to be partial, occasionally illegal and 

passionate about their cause -- if they continue to mimic the requirements of 

mainstream, institutionalized news then arguably they will fail in the role of advocacy, 

become no different to elite sources of information and lose the position of public 

credibility (that comes by dint of distinction from elite sources [Gaskin et al., 1996]) 

that many are now enjoying. If all NGOs conform to the dominant ‘media logic’ then 

they are all journalists and everybody’s story is news worthy and of course, by 

definition, then nobody’s is. This is a pluralism that succumbs to the rule of the 

market where multiplicity merely translates into more of the same albeit packaged in 

different ways designed to attract the journalists’ attention -- an attention that is 

increasingly preoccupied with market conditions. Secondly, in the competitive 

environment of news sources those with established positions of advantage and 

‘bureaucratic affinity’ (Fishman, 1980) are likely to retain a level of dominance. In the 

end, new media is just a different way to get the same stories out and being able to 

get it out is still, on the whole, a privilege of the well resourced. Thirdly, rather than 

conveniently ignoring or maybe even welcoming news cloning, we need paid 

journalists in news organizations to expose the inadequacies and shortfalls of 



thoroughly mediated democracies if we are to retain a journalism that can be said to 

be for the public good and in the public interest. 
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