
Survey: Openness and transparency in Public Sector 

communications 

The Public Relations Institute hopes to meet with State Services Commissioner, Peter Hughes, and 

media representatives to discuss the important issue of transparency. To ensure the industry is 

accurately represented, the Institute sought the views of members on the issue of openness and 

responsiveness of public sector communicators.  

134 responses were collected. 

Survey questions 
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Q2. How well do you think your organisation generally 

performs in terms of open and responsive media 

engagement? 
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Q3. In your organisation, what are the key barriers to being open and responsive? 

[Response scale: 1 = not severe, 10 = most severe] 
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Q6. Are there any additional comments you would like to make? 

Additional comments from respondents can be broadly categorised into the following themes: 

 

No. 1 issue: Media requests are “not well thought-out”  

▪ Journalists are inexperienced  

▪ Media don’t have sufficient background for complex issues 

 

Media bias  

▪ Journalists only interested in covering 

negative or “gotcha stories” - clickbait  

▪ Issue re weighting of misinformation/opinion 

vs fact 

▪ General mistrust of media in facts provided 

by comms teams 

 

 

Difficult to establish constructive 

relationships with media  

▪ 50/50 split between positive and negative 

“combative” relationships 

▪ Key challenge in establishing relationships – 

especially via written requests/responses 

▪ Little opportunity to provide background or 

context 

 

 

Unrealistic timeframes for 

response  

▪ Complexity of data 

▪ Availability of 

spokespeople 

▪ Media relations is one 

component of role 

 

 

Public Sector culture 

▪ Management does not 

support culture of 

openness and 

transparency  

▪ Organisation has high 

mistrust in media  

 

Political pressure  

▪ Challenge to remain 

politically neutral due to 

direct or indirect pressure 

from Ministers, Press 

secretaries or management  

 

 

Additional comments from individual respondents: 

Many of the requests we receive are either copied & pasted from previous years or responses, or not 

well thought out.    
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This is primarily only relevant to in house PR communicators.  For agency clients, everyone is different. 

 

We take the time to know journalists who understand our perspective.  When we can't comment, we tell 

them why and it is almost always because we cannot compromise an investigation. 

 

I understand media concern.   They are channelled into sending emails with questions to which they 

often get a one or two sentence response.  There is mostly no context which is damaging for both the 

outcome of the story and for the organisation they are questioning.   Real openness and transparency 

would be providing spokespeople more readily to add context to stories.   Strangely the media mostly 

seems to have bowed down and accepted this way of working.   

 

My organisation is risk averse and does not empower people to have relationships with reporters without 

supervision by the media team. 

 

Journalists need to understand that sometimes a company wants written questions and to provide a 

written response for a variety of reasons. This is often because of previous experience with 

misrepresentation from journalists. Sometimes they will demand an interview and it just isn’t possible or 

practical. They need to understand reasons for this and not make threats about how they will report a 

request for written questions and written replies in the media.  

 

Centralised media functions have created a gap in telling positive regional stories.  

 

Govt is very secretive and more controlling of information than in previous administrations.  

 

Journos are generally aggressive when asking questions and often make their frustrations clear when 

they have asked a massive multi layered Q and we put it to OIA because it is so massive. They see that 

as an evasion tactic when it is self-preservation! There was a note from the editor of one of the papers 

recently sent to the whole media team inbox saying they won't run stories or PRs unless we put up a 

spokesperson'...fair enough, but his language was so rude. basically saying 'so if you numnuts can't be 

bothered giving us a person to interview we will never run any stories about you, and by the way, you 

should be grateful we even talk to you. Terribly depressing.  

 

I think our biggest struggles are time and resource to respond to incoming enquiries. Most staff are 

already swamped with work and in back-to-back meetings and it’s difficult to fit media responses into an 

already hectic work day. Some media don't seem to understand that a 3-4 hour deadline is just 

unrealistic. A lot of the enquiries also don't seem to be time sensitive but have very short timeframes, the 

reporter has sat on LGOIMA information for months and the offers us a few hours to respond to their 

follow up questions.  

 

Journalists cannot be trusted to do the right thing to report facts. 

 

Our policy is to be as open, transparent and helpful as possible in responding to media enquiries. We 

often find timeframes are short (3 - 4 hours) which makes it difficult to engage staff within the 

organisation who are already pushed to capacity and rush them into providing information. We have 

often given media the opportunity to come and learn more about more complex issues and opportunities 
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have not been taken up. We often difficult to see the value in participating in media stories because 

people tend to read the short headline on social media rather than read the full article. Often people 

don't get the full story and there is little to no moderating of comments to correct people who have taken 

a headline and not understood the full context of the subject. We would like to have a better relationship 

with the media but we find out helpfulness and respectfulness is not reciprocated.  

 

We deal in sensitive issues and sometimes this means we need all types of permissions.  

 

There are two particular issues in my area that hamper engagement with the media. The first is that I am 

my organisations media liaison and this is half of my full-time position. In my area I have five different 

publications that regularly (multiple times a week) request information from my organisation. The second 

is that I am in an area where often these are inexperienced reporters or we are an afterthought for time 

poor reporters. This leads to a regular situation where I am approached by reporters who do not 

understand the topic they are covering, but want quick answers. Sadly, it is often reporters with national 

organisations or senior reporters who are rude or unrealistic in their requests either about what is a 

realistic timeframe for getting a response or when the response is not what they wanted to fit their story. 

Reporters who contact me often demonstrate a very limited understanding of the topic they are 

reporting on, but seem to view basic factual corrections with suspicion based on an assumption that 

seems to be growing in newsrooms that comms people are out to mislead. This leads to regular 

mistakes or imbalances in reporting that erode my staff's trust. Despite my best efforts to encourage 

engagement with media staff are increasingly reluctant to engage due to their comments being taken 

out of context or tacked on as a very short response at the end of a long story based around incorrect 

information. These comments are often framed in a way to imply the organisation is covering things up. 

Much of this stems from the time pressure reporters are under, but also the growing suspicion with 

which reporters seem to treat comms people. This has led to an extreme version this week of a frequent 

situation I face where a reporter has sent through questions based on a misunderstanding of a topic they 

have not researched and rather than accept the factual correction has doubled down on demanding an 

interview where they have made it clear they intend to criticise my staff member for not being up to 

standard on work where the organisation is one of the best in the country. If I do respond with written 

replies we face the possibility of a story running anyway with the usual line that 'the organisation 

declined to be interviewed'. 

 

We generally enjoy a good relationship with journalists and try to be responsive as possible. Our CE 

understands the value of media engagement. 

 

Many journalists request under the OIA then don't even use the information they get, when you know 

there is a story in there if they bothered to look. 

 

We follow a code of ethics which sets out the basis for ethical public relations practice.  

 

I recently left my Executive Director Role to run my own PR consultancy. The surveyed questions 

answered relate to my 13 years in that role.  

 

Local govt not well understood by media, its complex and journos have immediate time frame, thus 

immediate disconnect. 

 

It’s extremely hard to work in government and see so many articles negatively talking about work we do 

and getting it completely wrong. It’s extremely hard when there is so much reporting and media 
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requests that are made public to then respond to requests for the same information or information that 

doesn’t exist and be labelled as worse than *insert country name for shock value*.  

 

A sense that journalists are scrambling for stories and will trample anyone in their way to get them, and 

will drop govt departments in the doo doo without bothering to check with them. 

 

What about Ethnic Media? 

 

Media weighting of opinion, speculation and misinformation as equal to official and verifiable information 

is a significant and worsening issue.  

 

 

I’m struck by how many journalists no longer seek an interview, but actually ask for a written statement. I 

can’t say if that’s because they don’t expect an interview request to be responded to, or if hey actually 

prefer working with a written statement. 

 

Having a relationship with the individual media makes a difference but outlets reluctant often to give 

contact details.  

 

I am not in the public sector but I am often trying to access decision makers within government 

departments on various issues. I'm very concerned at the lack of transparency, openness and 

willingness to engage that is currently taking place in the public service. It's not just from the armies of 

communications employees and consultants but leadership too.  

 

Media seem to be blind to the role they have played in creating a highly risk averse approach in many 

government agencies. Repeated gotcha stories and absolute determination to present the negative side 

of everything has played a major role. They say their role is to hold to account, and that is true, but it is a 

different thing to just digging up and focusing on problems or presenting small issues as major failures. 

Commentary Assumes Comms teams are the ones blocking and preventing, I spent a lot of time pushing 

reluctant senior managers to say more. "Tell them to bugger off" actual quote.  

 

As a regional organisation we share a positive relationship with our local media each recognising the 

pressures we each face. We have the advantage of being able to build long relationships something 

missing in my experience at a metro level due to the high turnover of staff and a general mistrust and 

unfounded aversion to spin in media circles. In metro-based days I did find many of the questions were 

focused not on what happened and why but who was to blame and how are they going to pay. It is there 

and does not lead to constructive relationships nor a willingness to engage openly on the issue at hand. 

 

The articles quoted are as much a reflection of the journalists' poor understanding of circumstances and 

in some cases is fuelled by their current stance on political environment.  

 

Notice the time and money constrains in journalism for research.   
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About the respondents: 
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