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Chapter 17/Business and Consumer News

Lesson #17: Legacy media provide the foundation of information on which the electronic media elaborate.
Why is business news a booming industry in which skilled journalists can command a 20% pay premium?  Because:

· Readers & viewers want to know where interest rates are headed before they buy homes, cars or stocks

· 60% of Americans own stock

· millions of consumers are focused on the ups and downs of the stock market

· business journalism is a growing global industry

All stories have a business angle.

Business journalism is good training for someone intending to enter the field of corporate communications (writing news items aimed at investors, employees or customers).

Economic stories can have conflicting outcomes. [p.367 example: a Mad Cow outbreak may lower earnings for McDonalds but boost the price of Brazilian beef].

Sources for business news stories can be a problem because unlike government sources, corporations aren’t legally obligated to tell you anything!  Government information is public…corporate business records aren’t.

Companies or groups may try to use reporters to plant stories that serve a special interest.  [p.370: “Just because a company or some other group is pushing a story does not mean you have to write it.”]
Tips for Successful Business Reporters:

· understand your subject matter

· use the same story structures as any other type of story (inverted pyramid, chronology, news narrative, focus)

· always be fair…earn the trust & confidence of sources

· remember that someone may be trying to use you to plant stories that serve a special interest

Sources of data for business stories:

· corporate data – basic corporate info can be found online, on company websites or through government filings

· investment data – reports by Standard & Poor’s, Moody’s, and Fitch Ratings…business magazines like Fortune, Bloomberg and Forbes 

· financial ratios – compare financial ratios with the averages for other firms in the same industry

· company filings – Securities & Exchange Commission 10-K report is a detailed annual filing all companies must submit; detailed financial reports plus # of employees, major real estate & equipment holdings, significant legal proceedings.  Also look for proxy statements which go to shareholders prior to the annual meeting with an agenda of issues to be discussed, executive salaries, etc.

· trade press – newspapers, magazines, professional journals & in-house publications unique to a particular field

· newsletters – issued by independent industry organizations

· court records – when a corporation is involved in a lawsuit extensive material may be entered into the record

· local regulators – business plan filings in the county or city planning office

Types of Human Sources:

1. company executives (CEOs): powerful people who may be suspicious of the press

2. public relations sources (flaks): providing info is their job but they are paid to make the company look good and may direct you toward the company’s viewpoint

3. academic experts: faculty members with expertise in particular areas

4. trade associations: can provide expertise on current issues from an industry perspective; note that they will clearly represent the interests of their members 

5. Chamber of Commerce officials: know who is who and what is what; they, too, will seldom provide negative comments

6. former employees: probably have an axe to grind, but may provide detailed inside information

7. labor leaders: for background on working conditions, contracts & politics

[p.379] Audit statements: see NHAB example on Readings page of class website

Annual Reports – various federal & state laws require certain types of filings which can reveal significant details about a company’s operation

· Balance Sheet – left side lists assets (what the company owns), right side lists liabilities (what the company owes and the shareholders’ equity) as expressed by the formula: assets=liabilities + shareholders’ equity
· Income Statement – earnings statement, or profit & loss statement (how much $ did the company make this year?)

· Return on Sales – net income divided by sales = net income to sales (how much profit after taxes resulted from each dollar of sales?)
· Return on Equity – a ratio that shows the effectiveness of a company’s invested capital

· Dividends – payments to shareholders; these are inducements for people to invest money in a company

Annual Reports should be examined in comparison to a company’s own performance, and the industry’s performance, over several years.

Federal agencies with business oversight responsibilities:

1. Federal Trade Commission (FTC) – advertising & product safety

2. Food & Drug Administration (FDA) – prices & safety rules for food, drugs & health-related issues

3. Securities & Exchange Commission (SEC) – registration of securities for corporation & regulates the exchange, or trading, of them 

4. Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) – regulates prices & levels of service provided by interstate surface-transportation firms

5. Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) – regulates rates & levels of service by interstate energy companies

6. Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA) – workplace safety & accident investigation

. 
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