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Responding to Media Cheap Shots:
Observations on the CAST Experience

by

Theodore Hutchcroft

The respected science editor, Robert A. Day,! has
written:

There are four things that make this world go
round: love, energy, materials, and information. We
see about us a critical shortage of the first com-
modity, a near-critical shortage of the second,
increasing shortage of the third, but an absolute glut
of the fourth.

We in science, of necessity, must contribute to the
glut.

The ““media cheap shot” is a form of misinformation
which adds to that deluge. The term is so new you will
not find it in your dictionary. The more I looked, the
more I appreciated the frustration of Justice Potter
Stewart 2 as the Supreme Court was deciding a motion
picture pornography case. He acknowledged the futility
of trying to define ‘‘hard-core pornography,”’ then
concluded, ‘““But I know it when I seeit....”’

Most of us react the same way to a media cheap
shot — we can’t exactly define it, but we know one
when we see it.

My research was not in vain, however, for the 1980
Dictionary of Popular Slang says ‘‘cheap shot” is a
sports phrase meaning ‘‘an easy attack on a weakened
opponent.’’3

This is inadequate for a discussion of cheap shots in
the news media. Here are some suggestions for identify-
ing a media cheap shot.

Basically, it is a form of misinformation that is
disseminated to gain an advantage for the source. The
subject usually is not aware the cheap shot has been
fired. The cheap shot discredits the opponent, often
including a charge or an accusation. The message may
appear to be based on a reliable source; it may even be a
quotation from the opponent. A cheap shot does not
make extensive use of the truth. Often the impact of the
message is by innuendo rather than as a direct charge.

Building the source’s own reputation by communi-
cating an intended disfavor is basic to the concept of a
media cheap shot. It often contains an element of
surprise, either in the message or in the timing of the
announcement. The ploy is to catch the opponent off
guard and so unable to make a proper response.

Cheap shots can appear in any media format —
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newspapers, magazines, speeches, films, radio and tele-
vision broadcasts, newsletters, and so forth. The source
may be an individual speaking personally, or for his
organization. The effect is the same whether the cheap
shot is published as a quotation or as a reporter’s
account of an event.

Cheap shots often have entertainment value, thus
titillate readers, viewers and listeners. Sources know
this, as do reporters and editors. The element of con-
flict in a cheap shot appeals to the media gatekeepers.

There is an element of hit-and-run about a media
cheap shot. However, perpetrators frequently return to
the scene and repeat their offenses.

The cheap shot can come from anywhere. A friendly
competitor may take a cheap shot to gain an advantage
when his competition appears vulnerable. Most are
made by persons or institutions seeking to gain attention
for their cause. Many cheap shots are made by activists
who have little or nothing to lose by making wild state-
ments, and stand to gain in the eyes of their constitu-
ents. These are often the folks who yell the loudest.

The public’s interest in the sensational, rather than
the quality of the message of the cheap shot, often gains
the source attention. Reporters often are too busy,
uninterested, or both, to check the facts, so these
sources receive the all-important ‘‘media access.”’

Irresponsible activists are by no means the only
sources of cheap shots. They can and do come from
politicians, writers, scientists, businessmen, farmers,
secretaries — literally every walk of life.

The media cheap shot is usually a short item — a
one-liner, or a relatively brief article or program. A
longer presentation may include a cluster of individual
cheap shots. This becomes, to my way of thinking, a
“hatchet job,”” which is an expanded version of the
cheap shot. The Random House Dictionary defines
hatchet job as ‘‘a maliciously destructive critique or
act” and a hatchet man as ‘‘a writer or speaker who
specializes in defamatory acts’’ or ‘‘a person whose job
is to execute unpleasant tasks for a superior, as criticiz-
ing or dismissing.’’4

The cheap shot and the hatchet job are related terms,
being at opposite ends of the continuum. If a cheap
shot is an elbow in the ribs, a hatchet job is a punch
below the belt.

Some examples may help to put these concepts into
perspective.

The first is the March Fact Sheet by the Farm Animal
Care Trust.5 This one-page document titled ‘‘Facts on
CAST”’ purports to describe CAST and calls attention
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to the recent publication, ‘‘Scientific Aspects of the
Welfare of Food Animals,”” which does not seem to be
favorably viewed by the trust. The CAST report is
referred to as ‘“‘a defense of intensive husbandry,’’
while CAST itself is erroneously represented as ‘‘a con-
sortium of professional associations and organizations
representing crop and livestock producers and the food
industry.”’

More to the point, the sheet seeks to discredit CAST
by lifting quotations from a speech by a former CAST
President.® They are out of context and supplemented
by subtle remarks such as, ‘‘Apparently CAST is having
problems,’’ and ‘““Evidently Baker is worried.”’ Inter-
estingly, the quotations are from a talk devoted to
‘‘some of the past, present, and future challenges for
CAST in communicating and relating to truth.”’

This cheap shot was not in the mass media, but
probably was distributed to a mailing list developed by
the trust’s staff. CAST got its copy secondhand, which
illustrates the element of surprise. FACT, Inc. is a new
organization trying to establish itself. What better way
to attract attention of the media and funding sources
than by appearing to uncover inadequacies in a recog-
nized and reputable scientific body? And, what better
way to do the job than by using the words of the victim?

CAST’s response to this cheap shot has been to make
no public reply. There is no reason to extend CAST’s
credibility to this new crusade. However, the members
of the task force which prepared the animal welfare
report were alerted to this situation.

The second example is a portion of a statement made
by Reed Irvine of Accuracy in Media at the recent
annual meeting of the stockholders of CBS, Inc.” As
reported in the AIM Report, Irvine said:

Just yesterday a journalist who was in my office
said that any journalist stationed in the Soviet Union
Jor any lengthy period of time that came away with-
out feeling and expressing strong revulsion for the
communist totalitarian system must be suspected of
having been recruited. Mr. Cronkite was in Moscow
in 1946-48. I would very much like to know, if Mr.
Cronkite were here, if he could cite any articles,
speeches or broadcasts which he has made in recent
years in which he has clearly enunciated his revulsion
for the communist system.

This is a classic media cheap shot: the attack is inten-
tional; it attempts to discredit an individual not present
at the time; it has entertainment value because it accuses
a celebrity; it is presented in such a way as to be almost
impossible to rebut; it has an element of fact; and it
appears to be based on information from a reliable
source. It looks like a hit-and-run attack, with no
response anticipated.

An individual probably reacts to a media cheap shot
in one of three ways. If the cheap shot agrees with our
biases, we may say, ‘‘Right on!’’ or “Way to go!’’ or a
similar encouragement. Should the cheap shot go
against our biases, we may react more violently, maybe
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getting very upset and asking, ‘‘What can we do to get
retribution?”” But most times we will not know or
care, so will pay little attention except for the enter-
tainment value involved. It is not likely we will remem-
ber the incident, though if we do we may accept it as at
least a partial truth.

Fortunately, the First Amendment of the Constitu-
tion provides protection for free speech and a free press.
Unfortunately, it also allows lying, unfairness and vilifi-
cation, though it does not approve of them.8

Each of us taking part in this seminar is associated
with agriculture, which is a major science-based indus-
try. We market the results of scientific research to
producers, to processors, and to consumers. We are
involved daily in communicating science-based infor-
mation. This puts us in a critical position, for science is
high on the public agenda in the 1980s.

Yet there are some who oppose this free flow of infor-
mation. They resort to misinformation, to using the
media cheap shot. Five prominent agricultural scientists
found this out in a series of events that began just ten
years ago. The April 1972 issue of the American Birds
magazine of the National Audubon Society included
this message in its foreword:

We are well aware that segments of the pesticide
industry and certain paid ‘‘scientist-spokesmen’’ are
citing Christmas Bird Count totals (and other data in
American Birds) as proving that the bird life of North
America is thriving, and that many species are actu-
ally increasing despite widespread and condemned use
of DDT and other non-degradable hydrocarbon
pesticides.

This, quite obviously, is false and misleading, a
distortion of facts for the most self-serving of
reasons.

Any time you hear a ‘‘scientist’’ say the opposite,
Yyou are in the presence of someone who is being paid
to lie, or is parroting something he knows little about.

A New York Times reporter read this and asked the
Audubon Society for the names of the scientists.
The resulting story was headlined, '°

‘‘Pesticide Spokesmen Accused of

‘Lying’ on Higher Bird Count.”’
The story identified the article’s author and quoted him
as specifying the “lying scientists’’ to be Dr. Robert H.
White-Stevens of Rutgers University; Dr. Thomas H.
Jukes of the University of California; Dr. Norman E.
Borlaug, Nobel Prize winner; Dr. J. Gordon Edwards
of San Jose State College; and Dr. Donald A. Spencer,
who formerly was with the National Agricultural
Chemicals Association.

White-Stevens, Jukes and Edwards sued for libel.
They easily won the case in the U.S. District Court on
the basis that it is the ‘‘right of scientists to make honest
evaluation of evidence and to present their findings
without being defamed in the process.”” '



That decision was appealed and overturned. The new
decision said in part:'2

Our holding today does not in any way condone the
mischievous and unwarranted assault on the good
name of the appellees, who appear from their writings
to have entered the lists in favor of DDT in good
faith and for humanitarian motives that ought to be
beyond reproach.

Nevertheless, we believe that the interest of a public
figure in the purity of his reputation cannot be
allowed to obstruct the vital pulse of ideas and intelli-
gence on which an informed and self-governing
people depend. It is unfortunate that the exercise of
liberties so precious as freedom of speech and of the
press may sometimes do harm that the state is power-
less to recompense: but this is the price that must be
paid for the blessing of a democratic way of life.

Those of us in agricultural public relations must have
mixed emotions about this decision. But upon reflec-
tion we must concur. Whether we represent a company,
a university, the government or an association, it is
vital that we have the opportunity to contribute to the
free and open flow of information.

For better or worse, a cheap shot is a form of
free speech. What appears to be a cheap shot to one
may be to someone else a gem of literate, factual com-
munication. Freedom of speech and of the press are
cornerstones of our democracy; they are just as impor-
tant to the successful operation of our scientific system.

One of the current evidences of freedom of the press
is an expanded interest in investigative reporting. Do
not confuse investigative reporting with a cheap shot or
even a hatchet job. The terms are not synonymous.

In each situation, carefully evaluate the alleged media
cheap shot. Is the item really a cheap shot, or is it a
statement of fact that is embarrassing to us, our com-
pany or our cause? In other words, have we been
caught in a compromising position? This may be a
golden opportunity to set our house in order. Look for
positive hidden messages in the cheap shot that may
help to alleviate potential problems.

CAST was incorporated in 1972 by food and agri-
cultural scientists to improve the quality of public policy
development, notably at the national level. Scientists
working through CAST are taking more responsibility
for assembling research information on food and agri-
cultural subjects of current national concern for use in
the public policy process. One of CAST’s first publica-
tions was ‘‘Informing the Nonagricultural Public About
Agricultural Science’’ by Dr. Charles A. Black, now the
Executive Vice President.’®> CAST has invested consid-
erable resources over the past decade to improve the
quality of science information communicated in the
news media.

As CAST has become widely recognized, it has had to
walk through a thorny path of attacks from nonscien-
tific groups and some of the news media. In fairness
and accuracy, however, it must be noted that most of

the news media and the scientific community have
welcomed CAST’s service. Most news coverage has
been factually sound, thus helping to extend CAST’s
effectiveness. Many reporters have encouraged the
work scientists have undertaken through CAST. An
editorial in the January 1982 Progressive Farmer is an
example. '

One of the first attacks against CAST was a Des
Moines Sunday Register story on August 18, 1974,
headlined ¢‘Firms Pay Pesticide Report Cost.”’'S The
story was about a CAST task force report on the zero-
tolerance concept, though the writer said it was about
pesticides. The focus of the story was on CAST’s
private funding, accusing the scientists of conflict of
interest. No direct charges were made; the accusation
was by intimation.

CAST had provided the writer with information for
the article; the Executive Vice President quickly
responded to the errors and the selective use of that
information.'® Copies of*the CAST reply were sent to
the paper’s editor and to the chief of the Washington
Bureau, as well as to the CAST directorate.

CAST was not alone in reacting. An agricultural
consultant sent a personal message to one of the paper’s
editors. These events seem to have prompted the lead
editorial in the following Sunday’s paper, ‘Farm
Science Establishment.””'” This repeated the scientific
conflict of interest issue, but in greater detail. It had
been prepared without contacting CAST for infor-
mation.

This time, CAST responded to the editorial writer
with letters containing detailed explanations.'® Supple-
menting these was a letter to the editor, voluntarily sub-
mitted by an official of a large agribusiness firm, which
was published by the newspaper three weeks after the
original story.'® The others were not published.

The lesson to be drawn from this case history is that
an exchange of letters with a news medium is not nec-
essarily an effective or efficient method of communi-
cating with the general public. Walker Lundy of the
Tallahassee Democrat recently put it this way: ‘‘Too
often, it’s like arguing with the umpire.”” %

There are benefits to such an exchange, even though
the news medium makes no retractions or corrections.
(In this situation, similar types of stories and editorials
about CAST have continued to appear in the Des
Moines Register from time to time.) Among the bene-
fits: (1) Everyone concerned with CAST is sensitive to
avoid any possible conflicts of interest between funding
and the scientific output. (2) The exchange of articles
and correspondence lead to better informed internal
publics.

This is not the place to present a case history of the
article about CAST in the January 1979 BioScience
magazine of the American Institute of Biological
Sciences.?' It is a long, complex story that deserves
more attention than can be given to it in this presenta-
tion. The BioScience article and some others that
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developed from it early in 1979 may more aptly be
called hatchet jobs than cheap shots.

It is useful to note, though, that since the article was
published by a science-related organization — some of
whose member societies are a part of the CAST con-
sortium — the CAST Executive Committee prepared an
extensive review of 24 of the key statements it con-
tained.?2 This was distributed to organizations asso-
ciated with CAST so their leaders would be fully
informed of the allegations and the facts regarding
them. To a significant degree, this neutralized the
negative thrust of the article.

CAST has an informal procedure for responding to
media cheap shots. Most are handled on an individual
basis. The Board of Directors and others concerned
with food and agricultural science have developed an
early warning system to alert the Headquarters Office
staff of offending items.

Once identified, the cheap shot must be analyzed and
evaluated. Who or what is the source? Is it a result of
deliberate misinformation or only of inadequate infor-
mation? Is it an error of editorial judgment or is the
source a continual sniper?

Has this cheap shot come at what educators call a
‘“‘teachable moment’’? Is this the time and/or the issue
on which to respond? No response should be made
without the prospect of a positive effect.

Focusing your response is important, too. What is
the audience for the response: the writer? the editor?
the publisher? a government agency? the Congress? the
residents of a community? an industry? the news
media? any or all of the above?

The response must serve a legitimate organizational
goal. In addition, who may be the other beneficiaries of
this response: an individual? general public? scientific
community? an industry?

What is the best channel for the response: a letter to
the editor? a personal telephone call or visit? an adver-
tisement? a publication? a television and/or radio
appearance? or some combination of these and others?

Carefully select the person or persons to make the :

response. Try to avoid personality conflicts between the
source of the cheap shot and the responder. Involve the
elected officials and other leaders of your group so the
response can be factual and not tied to paid staff (unless
that is the organization’s method of operation). The
responder must have expertise in the topic, and be
acceptable as a representative of the group for whom
he/she speaks, such as scientists, residents, employees,
members, and so forth. The responders need not have
been involved in the original cheap shot, for this is a
matter of issues and facts, not personalities.

Respond as promptly as possible following the publi-
cation of the cheap shot. Hopefully, there may be a
printed correction or a letter to the editor. However, it
is recognized that reader retention is not very good, so
readers may not remember the original incident. A
timely response tells the source that you are taking the

matter very seriously. It may help to educate him/her if
this is a teachable moment.

Keep your response within your area of expertise.
Just as politicians can look silly trying to call plays in a
football game, so scientists and businessmen lose credi-
bility when speaking about topics outside of their
experience.

Be cautious in fighting the battles of others, just
though they may be. Most of us have enough fence-
mending to do at home without straying into neigh-
boring pastures.

Distribution of the response is an important consider-
ation, too. Reference has been made to the primary
target audiences; be sure they each receive a copy, along
with some explanation. When the cheap shot appears in
the public media, send copies to those newspapers sub-
scribing to the news wire or the syndicate. They deserve
a copy of your corrections so they are aware of the
level of credibility of the services they are buying. And,
they may even publish your reply.

The news media representatives are a double-faceted
audience. First, they are a channel for reaching the
general public, as well as selected publics, with informa-
tion of value. That is their news flow role. Second,
they are gatekeepers for that news, so are important as
opinion leaders and agenda setters. We have a responsi-
bility to keep them well informed, even when we do not
have an announcement to be released.

Try to turn a negative cheap shot into a plus. You are
taking the offensive by ‘‘setting the situation right.”’
Send copies of the response to your organization’s
members, clients, customers, voters, suppliers, col-
leagues, and other audiences. They need to know you
are speaking out! The misinformation is not going
unanswered, and you are a leader in the cause. In this
age of public apathy and single-issue politics, you may
be surprised by the new friends to be made.

What will be the effect on the various audiences if
the cheap shot goes unanswered? If it will be quickly
forgotten, you have a clue to go on to other matters.
But many times a response is demanded, if only to
correct the public record. Scientists need to be alert to
misinformation, for once a statement is published it
takes on a form of legitimacy completely unfounded by
the facts. We have a responsibility to keep the public’s
supply of information as accurate as possible.

The ‘‘Washington Merry-Go-Round’’ column by
Jack Anderson for May 13-14, 1977, was a cheap shot at
the agronomic sciences and chemical fertilizers. 23
Anderson claimed fertilizers polluted soils and streams,
and wasted precious oil and gas resources. This was his
introduction for touting a brand-name microbiological
soil additive.

There were factual errors which CAST was urged to
call to Anderson’s attention. The Executive Vice Presi-
dent sent Anderson a letter on May 19 saying ‘‘addi-
tional information and perspective on this subject’’ was
being prepared by two scientists recommended by the
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Soil Science Society of America, one member of the
CAST consortium.24 Dr. Paul D. Christensen of Utah
State University sent a five-page response on June 3,
and ten days later Dr. Joel Giddens of the University of
Georgia sent off a two-page response. 2

Copies of the three letters were sent to the 600-plus
newspapers carrying the Anderson column. Neither
Anderson’s office nor the King Features Syndicate
would provide CAST with such a mailing list. How-
ever, it was possible to get a copy that had been pre-
pared from clippings. CAST then received clippings
from about 20 papers that had printed the Christensen-
Giddens responses.

CAST took advantage of this cheap shot to reinforce
its position as a recognized voice for food and agri-
cultural science. An eight-page fold-out brochure was
published, “When Jack Anderson Errs....CAST Speaks
Out!”” This reprinted the erroneous column plus the
three CAST-initiated letters.?® It was sent to member
organizations, and used in a membership solicitation in
the fertilizer and agricultural chemicals industries.

CAST pioneered a procedure for reviewing the scien-
tific content of television programs as another means of
combating media cheap shots. A feature of this process
has been promptly disseminating the evaluations to the
news media.

CAST has been alerted to upcoming programs sus-
pected of having a considerable amount of misinfor-
mation relating to food and agricultural science. This
notification usually has come only a few days in
advance. Often the only information available is from
the promotion department’s news release. Once the
scope of the topic is determined and a decision made to
form a task force, contact is made with the appro-
priate scientific societies to ask for their nominations of
scientists to be on the task force. Those persons are
contacted by telephone to enlist their participation and
give them instructions. Each task force member
watches the program at his home or office (or motel if
traveling). The scientists then discuss the scientific
content by a telephone conference call. Depending on
the program length, the size of the task force, the pro-
gram’s scientific quality, and the complexity of the
issue, this discussion might take up to 1% hours. The
task force chairman or the CAST Executive Vice Presi-
dent makes notes, then summarizes the comments into a
news release. This draft is checked by telephone the
next morning with the task force members, then called
to New York City or Washington where it is reproduced
and distributed to the appropriate news outlets.

Usually CAST also publishes a more detailed state-
ment of the review in its report series. These documents
are disseminated to member institutions, to the news
media, and to other opinion leaders and decision-
makers.

The scientists taking part in these and other CAST
task forces volunteer their services. They receive no
honorarium, though CAST does reimburse them for

any out-of-pocket expenses involved in carrying out
this assignment.

There was a reference a few moments ago to an
editor’s saying that trying to talk to a newspaper was
like arguing with the umpire. There is even greater
difficulty in communicating with the television industry.
A typical television response received by CAST is, ‘“We
appreciate having the information you enclosed about
Agent Orange, but the program you refer to...was a
syndicated program and not produced by NBC....””?

Yet those of us who attempt to follow developments
in communication are confronted by public claims of
just the opposite position. The networks and the indi-
vidual stations say that they and they alone are respon-
sible for the programs they air!

Conditions in our society are ripe for the media cheap
shot. The general public comprehends little of the glut
of information to which it is exposed. Our elected
representatives may understand only a little more.
Leader and layman alike are looking for ways to decode
and evaluate the news flow. Unfortunately, too, news is
becoming an entertainment commodity. Many stories
on the evening television news are selected because of
their amusement and diversionary appeals rather than
for their significance or utility.

CAST and other organizations involved in public
affairs education are ‘‘fair game”’ for the media cheap
shot, or at least so it seems. The Executive Vice Presi-
dent of CAST wrote about this recently in a memo to
the Board of Directors.?® He said in part:

CAST probably is attacked by one nonscience
advocacy group or another (and occasionally by
several) in connection with most of its publications.
Such attacks, uninformed and inappropriate though
they may be, nonetheless have the intended effect on
all too many persons. Included in the affected group
are some scientists. Most scientists are remote from
public affairs and the political process, and many do
not fully appreciate the difference between the way
things are done in scientific circles and in the political
process.

The important thing to appreciate is the great
gulf that exists between the cloistered environment in
which scientists search for truth by means of the
experimental method and the rough and tumble
environment to which science is subjected as CAST
endeavors to make sound scientific information
available for understanding and decision-making on
Jood and agricultural issues of national importance.
Among many who contend for influence in the public
arena, scientific accuracy is of only secondary con-
cern, and the ethics of science are an unknown quan-
tity. The objective of many in the public arena is to
achieve their goals by whatever means may be at
hand.

William E. Burrows, a former newspaper reporter
now training science journalists, notes that journalists
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are more interested in the what of a situation and its
effects, while scientists prefer to ponder the why and to
look for causes. He believes readers are disillusioned
with science because they perceive it to have failed in
solving our social ills. In fact, the public feels science
may be contributing to the problem! %

In arecent book on science and the news media, June
Goodfield urges a special effort by both scientists and
journalists. To her, the fundamental point is that ‘“the
very notion of being a professional implies an accept-
ance of moral responsibilities for the consequences of
one’s work which affect both the other members of the
profession and society at large.” 3

Those of us in agricultural communications must be
committed to improving the quality of science report-
ing. Agribusiness functions to market the results of
research.  Professionally and personally, we are
involved in science transfer, from the laboratories to the
fields and the dinner tables of the world.

So, take warning. Just as this spring and summer
have been great seasons for mosquitoes, so our society
is passing through an era that is favorable to the media
cheap shot. And like mosquitoes, it’s doubtful the
cheap shot can be eradicated. But we can work for

effective control of this misinformation.

Be vigilant in combating the media cheap shot.
Public relations practitioners have a commitment to
accurate communication. At the same time, we must be
wary of being distracted by every cheap shot that comes
our way. Be selective in developing your responses. It
is easy to spend too much time on these activities. Like
swatting mosquitoes, they can drain our rescurces from
the really important issues. Take a careful look at
each situation, then determine the short and long-term
impacts it may have. Is it just an irritation that will pass
in a couple of days, or does it have the possibility of
becoming a part of the body of accepted knowledge
because nobody cared enough to set the record straight?

We must demonstrate our commitment to the Amer-
ican system. One way to make it work better is to com-
bat the media cheap shot. Walter Cronkite spoke to
this point recently, saying, ‘‘If we vote for democracy,
then we have to defend at every quarter its very founda-
tion, the free and independent flow of public informa-
tion. That remains democracy’s only fail-safe system
against both the dangers of its own excesses and the
approach of tyranny.”’ 3
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