
Dealing with the news media
For Families of 
Deceased Airmen in potentially high-visibility media cases 

Reporters often will try to contact family members and friends to get their reactions about the service member. National and local news media can be expected to carry news of American casualties, to include deceased.  Even though the Air Force does not release family information, some reporters may determine your name, address or telephone number based on information from other sources.  

When deciding if you want to talk with reporters, you should consider the following:

· It’s your choice.  The decision on whether to cooperate with news media is entirely up to you and other family members.  

· You can discuss the alternatives with an Air Force Public Affairs Officer (PAO).  They can advise and help you keep reporters at a distance or help you with interviews. Your notification officer or an Air Force Casualty Assistance officer will provide you with the name of the public affairs person assigned to you.  

· The pressure on you to cooperate may be intense but your right to privacy always takes precedence. You are under no obligation to accept media requests for information or interviews.  In some cases, media may "camp out" outside your house or contact you at your work place or while you’re out in the local area.  In the past, some reporters have cited the public's "right to know" and "freedom of the press" to convince family members to cooperate.  Remember, it’s your choice.

Things to consider when deciding whether to talk with the news media:

-If you choose to talk with one reporter, you can expect contact from several other news media once the story is "out."  Also, you may receive other contacts, ranging from well-meaning to harassing, from other people as a result of media coverage.  

- You can change your mind later.  You can talk with some reporters and not others, depending on who you feel comfortable with.  You can decide on a spokesperson for your family, or prepare a statement for release.  Whatever your choice, the PAO can support you and screen or convey requests from news media.  

-Consider using an answering machine in your home to screen incoming telephone calls.

-It's also a good idea to contact other relatives, friends or acquaintances who are likely to be reached by the media or public, and share these considerations with them.

If you choose to talk with reporters:

· If you desire, you can offer a prepared statement expressing your family's feelings.  This statement may be as long or as short as you want. You may want to consult with other close family members and the public affairs person as you compose the statement.

· You can designate a spokesperson for the family.  This may be a family member, neighbor, minister or close friend, or the public affairs person assigned to support you.

· If you consent to an interview, plan in advance what you would like to say, and what you want to avoid. 
· Before the interview begins, tell the reporter if there are subject areas that you don't want to discuss.  Assume that everything you will say is "on the record" and available for publication or broadcast in the U.S. and worldwide.

· In the course of an interview, you can answer or decline to answer questions as you wish, and you can end the interview if you have said all that you want to say.  Don't let yourself be led into a subject area you want to avoid, and don't let yourself be drawn into speculation, guesses, political statements or other comments that could be misunderstood or taken out of context later.

Information released by the Department of Defense and the Air Force.

· The Department of Defense normally releases the names of deceased, missing and captured personnel to news media because of the high level of public interest.  However, several ground rules are carefully observed by to safeguard the privacy of service members and their families.

· Names are not released to the media until official notification to next of kin.

· Release of names to media and the public may be delayed for several days if operational commanders judge that such release could affect ongoing search and rescue efforts or other operations.  

· Information released to the news media on deceased service members is restricted to name, rank, service, duty title, home of record and age
· Under no circumstances will the Air Force release the names, addresses or telephone numbers of next of kin to the media unless family members specifically agree.  

· A good way to help protect your privacy is to use an automatic answering machine in your home to screen incoming telephone calls.  

. 


The family should know that they do not have to speak with the media unless they choose to.  There may be circumstances when it would be prudent for the family to seek counsel before making this decision.  The Public Affairs office at (fill in base) is available to help the family and can be reached by calling (local phone number).

The following information/questions should be passed to the family after the FLO has contacted their public affairs for an assessment of the media climate and the potential for media interest:


 There is a _______ (slight/strong) possibility of reporters trying to contact you directly or through the public affairs office. You can decline to answer any questions from reporters; take questions directly yourself or defer all questions to the public affairs office.

-- Would you be willing to speak with the media or take questions directly? 


       
 -- If the answer is yes…….Would you like for someone from an Air Force public affairs office to assist you with supplying written answers to questions or setting up the interviews. [Provide them the appropriate PA’s number and name]

       
-- If the answer is no……If you would like an Air Force Public Affairs Office to act as the liaison between the family and media, you can refer media related calls to them. They will advise the media that at this time you would like privacy from the media. If you change your mind later about speaking with someone from the media, the public affairs office can assist you in doing so.  [Provide them the appropriate PA’s number and name] 

-- Many reporters will want to know your loved one’s hometown. What did he/she consider their hometown and can public affairs release this information to the media? 

-- Reporters will also ask if there is a photo the family would prefer to use of your loved one.  Do you have a photo that the public affairs office can duplicate and provide to media who might ask?

