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Tuesday, September 20, 2005, 5:30-8:00 pm

NYU Stern School of Business, Faculty Lounge

44 W. 4th Street, 11th Floor

New York, NY

Agenda and Meeting Notes

Welcome and Introductions

Michael Gresty introduced SPNetwork and its mission. 

“The mission of the Sustainability Practice Network is to build and interdisciplinary community of sustainability professionals based on learning, information sharing, discussion and idea exchange to further the goals of corporate sustainability and sustainable development.”

Michael Gresty reviewed potential topics for upcoming sessions (dates TBA) for the SPNetwork:

· Opportunity at the Bottom of the Pyramid?

· Assuring Sustainability: The Role of Verification in CSR Reporting

· Sustainability-Driven Innovation 

· Banking on Sustainability

· Peak Oil in Five Years?

· A Rising Tide: Grassroots Efforts to Combat Climate Change 

· Socially Responsible Investment Funds & Transparency

· Fact or Fiction? Creating Value through Sustainable Supply Chains

· Chinese Multinationals & CSR

· The Future of Financial Reporting

Michael then thanked Birgitte Rasine for planning the panel and for the catering for the evening. Michael also thanked the Stern School of Business club for Corporate Ethics and Social Enterprise for providing the venue.

Panel on Defining the Landscape for Responsible Media

Moderator: 

Simran Sethi, host/writer of Ethical Markets

Panelists: 

Michael Connor, Publisher & Executive Editor of Business Ethics magazine

Jon Friedman, Writer of MarketWatch’s Media Web column

Birgitte Rasine, Founder of Lucita, a socially conscious design and communications company

Each panelist gave a brief outline of the issues they wished to focus on:

JF: The workplace needs to teach ethics regularly. 
MC: In the last 20-30 years, there has been a dramatic change in the media due to economics. Before, there were independent, family-owned businesses and now there are huge public conglomerates with shareholders and enormous budget pressures. There have also been many ethical scandals such as those with the New York Times, USA Today and Milwaukee Journal. Some of these scandals are due to the faults of individuals, and many people in publishing are poorly managed. Television news now competes for ratings with dramas. There is also pressure to keep up with 24-hour news providers. The Katrina coverage has been admirable—it’s not so much “gong show” journalism that is just trying to fill up time.

BR: Lucita recently conducted a study on corporate social responsibility (CSR) in the media (2005 Report on the State of the Media: Colors of Perception Study). Lucita conducted interviews at companies with a CSR department or focus—only a third of them were media companies. In total, Lucita spoke with 60 organizations including small and medium companies, non-profits and multinational corporations. The study will be published the week of September 26, 2005. 

The study showed that executives have widely varying ideas of responsible media. NPR and PBS ranked high. The companies spent between $500 and $1M to support responsible media practices—40% made a material commitment and 30% would pay a premium to buy responsible products.

MC: Conglomerates own most mainstream media. GE would past the test for CSR—they dispose of waste and have a decent environmental record, but they are not so good at handling media. The question is how do you get control of the media back? The answer seems to be untraditional media such as video pods and blogs. Anyone can now be a producer / publisher / journalist.

Many large conglomerates are forming unholy alliances with left or right wing groups. Many consumers are abandoning the large networks in favor of thoughtful media instead of 15-second sound bites. Sound bites don’t allow people to stay anything intelligent—but NPR allows people to elaborate. Changes in the media are coming from market forces. Young people are choosing to get their news from Jon Stewart.

SS: How do you balance meeting public interest while making a paycheck?

There was discussion about selling people on the complexity of the story and encouraging “slower media” that explores all sides of an issue. They acknowledged it is important for editors to make the news dramatic and entertaining without sacrificing balance.

SS: What about the role of transparency?

Panelists acknowledged that they have their own point of view and must put forth their ideas in a way that takes the high road and provides education. Panelists agreed that ethics need to be taught all the time—it is important for editors, reporters and publishers to be trained. Time pressure is a factor in reducing journalist’s time to think. Blogs create real-time news competition. 

Final comments

MC: The challenge is to think about how a story can be projected over several years. You need to make alliances and it takes patience.

BR: You must care about the audience, the interviewees and the shareholders throughout the story lifecycle. If money is not your main intent, everything else will fall into place. It is hard to do, especially when financial health is a top issue for a small business.

JF: Ethics must be taught all the time. It is too tempting to cheat a little here and there. Journalists must do their best to be fair all the time.

Audience questions:

How can business ethics topics be made more fun?

MC: A focus on people can turn dry stories into magic. For example, we are doing profiles of corporate compliance officers. People care about CSR, so there is hope. Companies are spending a huge amount of money on CSR.

There has been a greater focus on portraying the poor because of events like the G8. There is also an uplifting series on PBS that profiles heroes who are helping the poor in enterprising ways. How can the media focus shift from the problems to the solutions?

Panelists agreed that most Katrina stories were fair in covering the poor. They exposed how the government had blown it and then tried to help the evacuees. Reporters went out of their offices and experienced the devastation personally.

There is a need to get to know interviewees without the microphone. 

There is a group called Witness that empowers people to use media to their own benefit, which can change the balance of power.

What are examples of companies that are leveraging good CSR practices?

NIKE issued a groundbreaking report that identifies conditions in their factories. The Gap and XEROX are following. Starbucks is responding to consumer concerns. However, there is concern that some companies are using CSR as whitewash for the financial benefits.

Studies have shown that shareholder value is higher for responsible companies. Scandals can easily destroy value.

How do your encourage follow-through, so that important stories are not forgotten?

Panelists pointed to examples like the Tsunami, and documenting the reconstruction. Visual media can help to maintain attention. With the Katrina, it will be a complex story for years—the trick is to persuade people that it is important.

How do you deal with issues of verification when media is speeding up all the time?

Panelists discussed that is impossible to be right and first all the time. Examples like the New Orleans Mayor declaration of 10,000 dead, and the Swiftboat and Bush National Guard stories generate currency with media coverage. There needs to be a stamp of approval and fact-checking. PR companies are taking an interest in properly training employees to check their facts.

So what is socially responsible media and how do we measure progress in this field?

Panelists agreed the basic forces were respect and integrity. It is about being fair even though you may have your own opinion. It is also about giving voice to people who do not have a voice and then being about to tell good stories. Reporters must represent all stakeholders.

Attendees:

A list of attendees has been prepared separately, and is published on the SPN list server site.
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