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how to win friends and influence journalists:
netpreneurs and the press

Sometimes getting press coverage can seem as arcane a science as getting that first influx of funding.  In many ways, the two processes are actually not all that different from each other.  What do reporters look for in a story about Internet business?  At this Morino Institute Netpreneur Program Coffee & DoughNets meeting held October 19, 1999, a panel of journalists explained how netpreneurs can increase their chances of getting editorial coverage and building relationships with the press.


Statements made at Netpreneur events and recorded here reflect solely the views of the speakers and have not been reviewed or researched for accuracy or truthfulness. These statements in no way reflect the opinions or beliefs of the Morino Institute, Netpreneur.org or any of their affiliates, agents, officers or directors. The transcript is provided "as is" and your use is at your own risk.   
Copyright 1999, Morino Institute. All rights reserved. Edited for length and clarity.   

mary macpherson: the headline

Thanks very much for coming this morning.
	Almost a year ago today, the study Toward A New Economy was released by the Potomac Knowledge Way which informed us that the number of workers in the Information/Communication (InfoComm) cluster in this region had surpassed the number of workers in the federal government.  It painted a picture of how our heritage in telecommunications, systems integration, computing, content and the Internet would define our future, and that certainly seems to have played out. 
	Last week we read in the New York Times ("Information Superhighway Roars Outside the Beltway," 10/12/99) (that the number of technology workers here— 475,000 —is the greatest concentration of those workers in this country and probably in the world.  In Shannon Henry's October 17, 1999, article in The Washington Post, "D.C. Region Leads Nation in Net Access”, we learned that according to Arbitron, we are the most connected community in the country.  Almost 60% of the adults in this region are online.  As our technology community grows, its press coverage continues to grow as well, both expanded coverage in the publications we are used to reading and in new publications starting up.
	This morning we have a panel of journalists working in this space to talk about getting press coverage, including Shannon Henry, business and technology staff writer for The Washington Post and author of its weekly Download column; Marlon Millner, assistant managing editor in Washington for dbusiness.com; Daniel Pink, contributing editor at Fast Company magazine; and Susyn Schweers, associate editor at Washington Business Journal.
	It's now my pleasure to turn the microphone over to our moderator Andrew Sherman.  Andrew is a partner in the law firm of Katten, Muchin and Zavis, and a former journalist himself, including former Washington bureau chief for Business Age, contributing editor to a wide variety of magazines and author of nine books on entrepreneurship and business growth.


andrew sherman: the lead

I'm actually Peter Jennings.   I have assumed the role of a corporate lawyer just to keep a low profile.
	Today's attendance, over 350 people, is evidence of the fact that the only thing more exciting than money for the netpreneur community is being in the spotlight.  We can always count on the Netpreneur Program team.  They have done a great job in the past few years keeping people on edge, and now we get a chance to turn the tables and ask reporters and journalists some questions.  I think we will enjoy that.
	We'll begin with each panelist spending two to three minutes giving background on themselves, talking about their beats, explaining how they interact with entrepreneurs and offering a few tidbits of advice.  Then, we'll move on to Q&A.  Please write your questions on the index cards you will find in your chairs, pass them to the front and we'll add them to those we received earlier through email.
	Dan, would you start us off?

panelists: the story

Daniel Pink, Contributing Editor, Fast Company
	I'm a contributing editor at Fast Company, which is, I hope, a magazine that many of you have heard about, if not read.  It's the 1999 National Magazine Award winner for general excellence, launched by two refugees from the Harvard Business Review who thought there needed to be a new magazine for people like you who are inventing a new world of business.  Alan Webber and Bill Taylor are two of the most creative people in journalism in the entire country, from my perspective.  The idea is to write about the most intensely interesting and creative people doing the most amazing things, and to write about them in a way that offers readers something they can put to use in their own lives.  It's service journalism with a brain—not the "ten best places to get a slice of pepperoni pizza," but "five ways you can keep your best employee."  I pitched that story about pizza.  It didn't work. 
	I've been with the magazine since 1997.  Within the things that the magazine likes to cover, I, as a writer, especially like to cover ideas before they are safe and people before they are famous.  I'm very proud that I did what I think is the first article about Melissa Moss, the local entrepreneur who started the Women's Consumer Network.  I would be ashamed if I did the 101st story about Jerry Yang.
	I think that sometimes writers, editors and journalists are a little bit mysterious and intimidating, so what I want to tell you today, which has never been mentioned before in public, are the three secrets about writers. We can talk about what to put in a press release and whether you should hire a PR firm later, if you want, but if you know these three things that other stuff will fall into place.  Since it is a secret, I'd like you to just keep it in this room, between you and me. 
	Number one, writers are egomaniacs.  Think about what I do for a living.  It is a titanic, colossal act of ego.  My job isn't really to do anything, like you guys.  It's simply to say stuff.  I get paid for it, and I expect people to listen.  If you think about it, I have stuff to say, I intrude into your home and beckon you to listen to it.  The most telling thing about it is, if you look at almost any print journalist's articles, at the very top, in type bigger than almost anything else, is our name.  "By Daniel H. Pink."  Who else does that?  I had a cheese Danish for breakfast.  The guy who made it didn't squirt in frosting, "By Joe Smith."  If you understand that it's really a colossal act of ego, you are partway to making a good pitch. 
	The point is, if you are going to pitch to a journalist, read some of his or her columns.  Know what people write.  Know what areas people work on.  It's very, very easy, but I cannot tell you how many times in my experience that this has been honored more in the breach than in the observance.  I'll give you an example.  I wrote a story called "Free Agent Nation."  I run a Web site called Free Agent Nation.  I'm writing a book called Free Agent Nation.  My email address is Dan@freeagentnation.com.  Somebody once pitched me a story to which I replied, "Thanks, but no thanks."  He emails back and asks, "FreeAgentNation.com, is that a local ISP?"  No, it's pretty much how I spent my life the last two years."  If  he had taken 30 seconds to look into that, he wouldn't have made that mistake.
	Was that a major ego bruise?  Yeah, but more important, that guy's credibility is now in question.  If he doesn't take 30 seconds to check me out and figure out what I'm about, well, I wonder what he is doing.  I wonder about the market research for his product.  I wonder how good he is about finding the greatest employees he can.  If you recognize the fact that writers are egomaniacs, you are one-third of the way there. 
	The second rule is, writers have really, really hard jobs.  Think about what I have to do.  It's a little bit different for a magazine journalist who writes 6,000-word pieces.  I am making an unreasonable, extraordinary demand on complete strangers.  The magazine comes to your house with my name on the top of the article, and I'm asking you readers to drop everything and spend 20-25 minutes reading what I have to say.  Don't take care of your kids right now.  Don't make that call to a customer.  Don't call a venture capitalist.  Spending that time with me is more valuable than anything else you can do right now.  That's a pretty sizable promise.  If I don't deliver on it, I'm screwed.  This is, to my mind, why most magazines fail and why most articles go unread.  With that in mind you have to ask yourself, "What is my company doing that will help keep that promise to a reader, then deliver on it?"  Is spending 20-25 minutes reading your story and learning about your company going to make that reader's life better when the experience is over?  If not, the best written press release and the craftiest PR person are not going to get you there.
	The third secret is, for all of their solitariness, writers live on relationships.  We live off of our contacts, our networks, our early warning systems, the people we meet at conferences like this, the people we have interviewed and who don't get into stories, the people we have interviewed who do get into stories and the people who we thought about doing stories about.  For a writer, all of these people are like a massive search engine that helps us figure out this world. 
	If you are smart and doing amazing stuff, I want you to be part of that search engine even though it may not have a payoff to you tomorrow.  A mistake that a lot of people make is that they will pitch a story and, if I say no—which I do 98% of the time—they will say, "Well, that's the end of the relationship."  In fact, that's the beginning of the relationship.  Who knows?  Six months from now I may become interested in your aspect of E-commerce, remember speaking to you and give you a call.  People move.  You may be with a different company in six months.  My head might be in a different place.  Be available in a gentle kind of way.  The very best PR people have perfect pitch in this regard.  They know how to stay on your radar screen without getting in your face all the time.  It's a very helpful skill. 
	Start building a relationship through an email, "Hey, great article.  Did you ever talk to so-and-so?"  That is a great way to get things going, especially for a magazine like mine where the deadlines are far away.  It takes me months to get a story into the magazine.  Another thing to keep in mind is that I have to pitch my editors.  I can't tell you how many times I'll pitch a story to Alan and Bill, and they say, "What, are you crazy?  Who would want to read that?"  Then I'll wait six months, pitch the exact same story and they will say, "That's a great idea!"  Well, the same things happen with writers, too. 

Susyn Schweers, Associate Editor, Washington Business Journal
Well, I'm pretty sure that Marlon and Shannon and I can leave right now and you would have pretty much all you need from Dan, but I will try to tell you a little bit about Washington Business Journal and what we're looking for.  I'm an editor, so I am one of the people reporters pitch stories to, but our relationship is much more give and take than a lot of relationships.
	We are a 17-year-old weekly and we also have an online presence.  We rely on our reporters to be out meeting people like you and getting your stories.  We editors are more like sounding boards.  We talk reporters through the story and make sure they have the right perspective because, as a weekly, we are looking for more depth and meaning, more perspective than a lot of dailies and online news outfits have time to do.  Get to know our Technology reporter, Jennifer Jones, and our New Media reporter, Matt Schwiebel, who covers a lot of technology as well.  Get the paper and look at the kind of stories we do.  Look at the people who are doing those stories and get in touch with them.
	We look for all kinds of stories.  We have a special tech section every week, but we also cover various other industries, such as retail, health care and real estate.  If your company fits into any of those other categories, in addition to being a tech company, that's an opportunity as well.  Get to know the reporter who covers that beat. 
	If I had one just one tip to give you, I would advise you to find what is unique about your business.  I'm sure you all come here to talk to each other because you have a lot of similar issues, but you all have a unique story to tell.  You need to pinpoint what that uniqueness is because what we look for in a story is something different from what we get pitched all the time.  We don't want to hear that you started your business in the garage, then worked into the bedroom and now you are going to move into an incubator.  Probably half of you, maybe more, have done that same thing, so it's not an angle to go with.
	Read what's out there.  Read all of our publications and find out what part of your story is not being told.  That's what I would suggest is the area you should go with when you pitch your stories to reporters at the Washington Business Journal.  Dan said that he says, "No," to 98% of the people he talks to.  I try not to say, "No," because I think that everybody I run into can be useful as a future story or as an expert some day.  I say, "Not yet."  I hold on to your business card and pass it on to a reporter.  Maybe some day, down the road, you'll get a call, so it doesn't mean the relationship is over.  It means you should keep an eye out, maybe keep bugging us.  By bugging us, I don't mean call every day and I don't even mean call every week.  I get a lot of calls every day, and, frankly, I groan when I hear certain names or see certain letterheads when they come every day like that.  You have to pick your moments.  Pick something unique and news-breaking and choose that time to get in touch with us.  Probably the best way for all of our reporters would be to use email because that allows us to get back in touch with you when we are off deadline.

Marlon Millner, Assistant Managing Editor, dusiness.com
Good morning.  I'm going to try to give you the 180-second or less version of this.  I'm with dbusiness.com.  We are a time-sensitive—you might even say real-time—business-to-business news and E-commerce portal.  I'm an assistant managing editor for our Washington, DC, and Charlotte Triangle sites.
	I want to use a story Shannon wrote last week as an anecdote, because it was about a guy I have seen at about 20,000 events and never wrote a story on him.  The reason is, although you are young in your startups, you have to have something that's real and not imagined.  We do the same due diligence that VCs do, that service providers do and that other businesses do when they want to partner with you.  We are expected to do that if we are going to cover you effectively, so come at us with that.  Don't come at us with the hype on the press release; come at us with the same hard facts and figures that you would bring to someone you wanted to do business with.  They, like us, want to know what's real and what's fake. 
	I would also echo what's been said before.  It's ridiculous for you to call me up when you don't read dbusiness.com—if you haven't signed up for our email alert and you don't know what the site is.  If you don't read it, who do you expect to read it?
	We are living in a world where people are beginning to blur the lines between media, marketing and public relations.  I don't do public relations and I don't do marketing.  I'm not here to make you look good.  If you look good, it's because you have a good story to tell.  Now, my job is not to make you look bad either, but it goes back to doing due diligence and asking you tough, hard questions.  When you won't talk about revenues, when you won't talk about partners, when you won't talk about the value today or anything, well, I won't write the story.  That's the bottom line.  You have to be forthcoming.
	We have three ways you can talk to us.  There is "on the record," which means you stand by what you say and put your name with it.  There is "on background," which means I'm definitely going to verify it, but I'll take your word and I won't put your name on it.  Then there is "off the record," which I won't use.  Typically, that means, "I'm going to tell you, but I don't want you to use it."  If you don't want me to use it, I don't want to hear it because I don't want to be tempted.  It's important that you understand that because oftentimes you are in a situation where you say, "I'm close to something, Marlon, but I can't tell you right now."  Well, you can tell me and say, "Hold that until we nail down the deal, or until the letter of intent is in my hand and my signature is on it."  I understand that, and you have to understand that there are ways to communicate information without your name being plastered all over it, but we will check and verify the information. 
	The last point I would make, since you are Internet-based companies, is to look at those formats that are on the Net.  Do you know about c/net?  Do you know about Hoovers.com?  The same portals you want to use to conduct business, you ought to use to find your news and information.  Do you get Netpreneur News each week?  I read these things as well as the Washington Post and Shannon Henry's Download column and the Washington Business Journal. 

Shannon Henry, Staff Writer, The Washington Post
I'm Shannon Henry with The Washington Post.  Marlon mentioned a story I wrote recently about a company that had some problems.  I will write about companies that have problems because this Internet business is a moving target.  The race to get venture capital, to figure out your idea, it's all something that's big, moving, exciting and revolutionary to watch, read and write about.  I don't know if I would have ever predicted the success of America Online.  If I had said five years ago, when I was covering AOL for Washington Technology, "I don't really think they are going to do anything.  I'm going to stop covering this company because it's a proprietary Internet system.  Everyone else wants to get on the Web, so what is this company going to do?  I'm just not going to write about them."  That would have been too bad. 
	Sometimes you have to think, "This person has an interesting idea.  It may not go, but let's talk about how they are looking for money and, perhaps, not finding it.  Maybe we'll understand why the venture capitalists aren't investing in it."
	I write the Download column for The Washington Post which appears on Thursdays, part of the Tech Thursday section we launched about a year ago.  I also write stories during the week, probably two or three stories, especially in the Monday section which also has a lot of technology coverage.  I really would love to hear some of your comments and criticisms on Tech Thursday because it is a new project for The Washington Post and we take it very seriously.  This is big business in Washington.  The economy and the culture are being changed because of the technology growth here in the region. 
	In the Download column I try to go a little bit beyond the average news story.  It's a little "insidery."  Hopefully, you can still read it if you're not an insider, but it's about the people, deals and events in the technology industry here.  If I can somehow show what this culture is like in Washington, then I'm accomplishing something.  I think of it as a chronicle of what is going on here and how it's different from what's going on in Boston, New York or Silicon Valley.  Not better or worse, but different. 
	The other column in Tech Thursday is called ".com", in which Leslie Walker writes about the national E-commerce business.  If you have a company that is outside of the Washington area, I would pitch her for that column.  We have other features as well.  We have 10 tech reporters, some across the country focused on other areas, still it's very important for us to be focused on our backyard.
	Here's one really good bit of advice for dealing with people at The Washington Post.  If you want to email anybody, and that's the best way to get in touch with us, it's the same format for everyone—our last name, first initial @washpost.com, so I'm henrys@washpost.com.  This may be the best bit of advice I can give you.  Our fax machine is a complete mess and we change the phone numbers every now and then.  I'm not joking.  Although it sounds cruel, we do.  Voicemails just clog up, but email is a great way to say, "Hey, I have this really exciting thing."  It's written down so I can take a look at it later.  I have your phone number and your email address there to get back in touch with you. 
	When you pitch stories, I suggest that you be very specific.  There are a lot of interesting companies doing a lot of interesting things, and, to me, one of the worst pitches I can get is, "We are doing a lot of really great stuff and the E-commerce business is really hot and here's some numbers from Forester about it."  I know that the E-commerce business is really hot, and it's great that you are doing cool stuff, but tell me about it.  One example I use is VarsityBooks.com which sells college textbooks online.  Their PR person is just wonderful and for a long time she would call me and say, "We are doing this really cool thing..."  Well, it was like what a lot of other people were doing.  She'd call and call and call.  She was just diligent.  It was a "not yet" kind of company, but then she called and said that they had gotten 500 college students to sell for them as grassroots marketers for their site.  They were going to bring them all into Washington and offer them equity in the company.  That's unusual.  Immediately, I thought, "I have never heard of that before.  That's something that shows us how this technology culture is changing."  You remember your first job.  You probably didn't get a piece of the company, especially if you were a college student.  It was a good example of something unusual and different, and I'm very interested in the unusual, even quirky things going on in the technology community.


the audience: q&a

Mr. Sherman: We were lucky enough to get a number of email questions in advance, including a lot of questions about process.  People want to get an inside view of what goes on inside your publications.  How are real decisions made?  Going across the panel, we have representatives from a monthly, a weekly, a daily and a hyper-daily.  Each has different formats and different processes, so would you please provide some insight into the process, such as what kind of lead time you expect and so on?

Mr. Millner:  I go through about 200 press releases a day, almost exclusively via email.  I have no fax, so I don't have to deal with that problem.  It's really a quick judgment.  Our senior correspondent for dbusiness.com is also here, Ray Bolger.  He and I both cull through the releases and make quick judgments, because, as Andrew said, we are, in a way, a hyper-daily.  I was at Washington Business Journal and Dow Jones News Service before dbusiness.com, so I blend the best of both worlds in that I seek to be time sensitive while providing context and being indigenous to the community.  We are not necessarily going to quote Merrill Lynch  or Jupiter Communications because there are investment bankers and Internet consultants right here locally, some of which have helped to birth your companies and can speak to the issues and news much better.  I do that, and I also go through voicemail.  We put out about 7-10 stories a day on each site.  Dbusiness.com is in 12 cities and will be in 15 by the end of the year, so there are a lot of avenues. 
	If you are not based locally, or if you are based in multiple markets, you should offer your idea to each of our sites.  We also have a free service called Press Release Tracker which you can sign up for.  It's not like Business Wire or PR Newswire.  You do have to provide information—we have to know that you are real and not imagined—but then you can post releases directly to the site.  All of us cull through releases.  For various reasons, some of which you may think are good or bad, we make decisions about what will go out today, or this week, or this month, and what will not go out at all.  But at least at dbusiness.com, if your goal is to reach people via our site, you can still type it up yourself and post it to our site.  If make a decision not to do the editorial work on your announcement, people can still read the release knowing that it has not been edited and has not necessarily been verified by our news staff.

Ms. Henry:  It's different for everything that we write.  We are a daily, so if you call us the night before with a very hot story, we will want to get it in the paper the next day.  Giving us notice is good, however, especially for the columns.  If you call me on a Monday or Tuesday, when I'm really looking for column ideas, and say, "We are going to have this great thing, you can have it on Thursday and we will not tell anyone else," that's good.  If you tell me that you are not talking to anyone else, that it's an exclusive, we like that.
	At the Post, we also all work on larger features.  You might call and say, "We have noticed this trend in our industry.  Are you working on a larger piece about it?  If you are, we would love to be part of it."  We also have a new service on WashingtonPost.com called the "PM Extra."  Everyday at about 1:00 PM Eastern Time, we have the equivalent of an afternoon edition paper with five or six stories.  It's the National and Metro sections, as well as Business.  When Marc Andreessen stepped down at AOL and when Mindspring and Earthlink merged, we covered them there.  Sometimes when we have had technology news early in the day, I have written a story for the Web site.

Ms. Schweers:  Washington Business Journal is a weekly, but we have deadlines every day.  Different sections of the paper have a different deadline.  We focus on breaking news, and it's the most important thing we want to get in our front pages—even though being a weekly presents some built-in obstacles.  We figure that we compete with the Post and with dbusiness.com to get the news out there.
	Shannon mentioned exclusivity, and that is important.  Occasionally, we come across PR people, or even entrepreneurs, who make a round of calls.  First, they are on the phone with Shannon, then they call Marlon, then they call me, and they aren't up-front about it.  There is no better way to get on our blacklist than by telling us or making us think that it's an exclusive when it's actually not.  It doesn't matter which phone call I am, the first or the third, it's not a good idea to pitch a story all over the place, especially if it's a great story that we want to jump on.
	Keep in mind that we have deadlines every day, and there are various sections you can get in depending on these deadlines.  There are profiles, special reports and a small business strategy section.  We have an advisory board that answers questions from small companies.  There are all kinds of opportunities, but, as I said before, it's important for you to know the reporter who covers the industry or industries that you are involved in.
	We are Washington Business Journal.  We only cover Washington.  We only cover business.   That's important to remember.  You would be surprised how many people don't get it.

Mr. Pink:  Fast Company is a monthly—or quasi-monthly since it comes out 10 times a year—so my lead times are the antithesis of the accelerated cycles that others work on.  As a feature writer, the time I devote to a story can be literally three or four weeks of reporting the story, then filing it two months before it comes out.  For those sorts of stories, the most important thing is that you are still around in two months.
	The other thing is that there has to be something beyond, "We announced Tuesday that we are going to launch this initiative..."  There has to be a bigger point to the story.  That's the nature of monthly journalism and feature writing.  As I said before, it's also the nature of the promise we make to the reader when we say, "If you spend 20 minutes reading this 5,000 word piece, your life is going to be better than if you had done something else."
	The other thing for you to know is that the magazine is divided into sections.  The front of the magazine, called "Report From The Future," has shorter pieces.  Sometimes you can squeeze those in a little bit faster.  The back of the magazine has a section called "Network" which is more about of tools and tips.  That also has a lead time.  The meta-point here, as you can see, is that these are very different beats and you have to approach them in different ways.  If you call me up at 10:00 at night saying, "Dan, tomorrow we are announcing ...."  I'll say, "Hey, you know what?  I can't do it.  Call Marlon right now, here's his home number."  For someone like Shannon or Marlon, that's a great call to get if they will be first to this great story that breaks at night.  That's very, very cool.   But for me, I'll go back to sleep.

Mr. Millner:  Let me add one other thing quickly.  We are all business publications.  Although we may not like you pitching us at the same time, we read each other.  Dbusiness.com plays off The Post, plays off Washington Business Journal, plays off dbusiness.com, plays off Fast Company.
	Another key is the media within your own communities, for example the Montgomery Gazette or the Journal newspapers.  Those are also ways to get your story out.  We all look at other sources to see what we might have missed.  Articles in those papers alert us and make us aware, so remember your community newspapers as places to get your story out as well.


Mr. Sherman:  The next group of questions all came in independently, but they're on the same theme so I'll read them together.  What due diligence do you use to validate a story?  What techniques do you use to cut through the hype?  How do you distinguish between superficial hype and legitimate buzz?  And how do you tell if someone or a story is a true winner?

Ms. Henry:  That's a great question.  When you get a pitch from somebody, you check out the company.  I go to their Web site.  I talk to people about the entrepreneur.  I talk about their venture capitalist or their angel.  I try to get a sense of what this person or this company is about.  We don't do one-source stories, meaning we don't get a call and say, "Oh, great, you have a cool idea.  We'll write this big story about you and only quote you."
	That said, if anyone up here knew what company was going to be the next AOL, why would anyone be doing this?  We can't look at an idea and say, "Oh, we don't think that's going to happen."  I'm not a technologist.  I don't know if anybody else up here is.  We try to understand how technology works as well as we can in order to explain it to the readers of our publications.  The average reader of the Washington Post business section is very sophisticated.  That person may not understand routers and switches, but we try to explain it as well as we can.  The main goal is never to put anything in the paper that we don't believe—a fact or an assertion.  Sometimes you end up writing about companies that are going to fail, but that's part of the startup business.  We try not to hype companies; that's not what we are here to do. 

Mr. Millner:  When I was with the Washington Business Journal I went to a function by the Dingman Center for Entrepreneurship where a company named Blackboard (http://www.blackboard.com) presented.  I just liked one of the co-founders, Matthew Pittinsky.  He was charismatic; he was laid back.  That event was about how to get your VC funding, and the fact that he had gotten funding and was talking about it showed that there was something real going on there.  Then I saw him present again last fall at the Mid-Atlantic Venture Fair where I learned something from talking to a lot of the VCs.  It's very important for us to be able to explain the nuts and bolts of what you do, and perhaps that means the technical part, but a lot of VCs aren't technologists either.  It comes down to, and this is my big question—how do you make money?  It's beautiful that you want to put this back office functionality with this Web page and blah, blah, blah, blah, but how does Blackboard make money?  Once Matthew was able to communicate that, it became something that made sense.  That's what we are trying to write about because the next big thing is something that's also going to make a lot of money. 
	When I cut through the hype, I want to understand.  People who make certain technologies will make money because we all need a router, we all need a switch, we know that.  Even if you don't totally understand what it is, you know that you can't send any data from point A to point B without one.  When you get to that point, you understand how something is going to make money or be successful.
	I'll ask you questions about your revenues, your contracts, who you have alliances with.  It's the due diligence that a potential business partner would do to figure out whether you can deliver the goods and services that he needs at the time that he needs them.

Ms. Schweers:  One of the ways we cut through the hype is to talk to the analysts.  Much of time, they are the ones who can tell you if this company will make money.  Even if it's not a public company, analysts are a step closer to being technologists than we are.  They are in between where you are sitting and where we are, and they can give us some background, an idea of whether they have seen something like this before and some perspective.  That is something we rely on a great deal to make sure that we are writing about a legitimate potential money maker.

Mr. Pink:  Due diligence is essentially our job, and I don't think it's a far cry from a venture capitalist.  You investigate, you report, you talk to people, you call that guy in the same industry who emailed you six months ago.  I shoot him a quick email asking, "Have you ever heard of so-and-so.com?"  You go with your gut in part, just like a VC.  I might do a story saying, "this is the next big thing," and be wrong.  That's fine.  If I do that 20 times, I might be right one of those times, and that's very much how VCs operate.  For me, as long as a reader can learn something from it, that's a cool story.  If you are worried that I'm going to do due diligence, then maybe you need to wait a couple of months before you talk to me.


Mr. Sherman:  Here is a related question that came up, and maybe we can approach it from a "newsworthiness" perspective instead of a due diligence perspective.  How important is financial information or the stage of a company's growth for you to decide whether you are interested?  The question goes on to say, "I work for a tight-lipped firm that wants press.  What information must you have?"

Mr. Pink:  It varies.  It's like the oxymoron, "legitimate buzz"—"tight-lipped company that wants press."  We can add it to the list with "jumbo shrimp" and "healthy tan."
	I need to know a little bit, but I'm not investing in your company so I don't need to know everything.  We have fact checkers, however, so be prepared to verify what you say.  I think most people here would agree that the worst thing you can possibly do is lie.  If you lie to me once, it's over.  Our relationship is over.  That is the worst thing you can do.
	If you don't want to give up your financial information, that's fine.  Maybe it's not time to do that story, or maybe there is some other angle on it.  Maybe a little profile, or the founder might have a really interesting story, but you can't have it both ways.  You have to give a little to get a little.

Ms. Schweers:  We will cover, and have covered, companies that are uncooperative in providing financials, but a lot of issues are going to come into that decision having to do with things I talked about earlier, like the uniqueness of the company and the product and the story that goes with it.  The better those things are—without lying—the more your tight-lipped company is going to be able to get into the Business Journal.  We know that happens and we are not going to cut off everybody who will not talk about it.  Our reporters tell their sources that it is a very important part and we are a business journal, so we need to understand the basics of the business.

Mr. Pink:  You're generally better off giving information yourself rather than relying on third parties to give it for you.  Fast Company is not a financial magazine, so we're talking about maybe a paragraph or two in the stories that I do, but if you don't tell me your financials, then I ask somebody else.  I go to an analyst or an investment banker and the paragraph reads something like, "Rutabagas.com wouldn't disclose their financials, but analyst Joe Shmoe at Forrester suspects they are hemorrhaging money, losing upwards of $100 million a quarter."  Well, if you are only losing $50 million a quarter, it's better for you tell me that than to have Joe say you are losing $100 million.

Mr. Millner:  Dbusiness.com focuses on early stage companies which may not have received a round of funding.  You may say, "We have had no sales; I'm still trying to hire a salesperson."  There are ways to qualify, whether it's by providing references from people you are trying to partner with, people you've pitched your technology to, people who you just signed a contract with.  I have written stories about companies that didn't have revenue, for example, when the person just broke away from another company and at least we were able to provide context so the reader knew that it was a legitimate story, not just public relations.

Ms. Henry:  At The Post, if we are interested in your company, we will write about you no matter what, even if you don't want to talk to us.  Often that happens when there is something bad going on.  We have an interesting front page story today about a bank in West Virginia that has apparently been doing some very bad things.  They would not talk to the reporter because they were worried about it, and it's in the story that they would not talk to us.  We can do a whole story about a company without talking to anybody at the company.  We will try to talk to them.  We would not be doing our jobs if we didn't call them 12 times and say, "Listen, we are printing, 'you would not talk to us,'" but we will still talk to them. 
	When someone doesn't want to say anything about their numbers, it makes me a little less likely to write about the company.  It is a gauge of how the company is doing, even if it's a startup with only a tiny amount of revenues and you are obviously not profitable.  We always ask about revenues and profitability in the business section.  In a deal, it actually affects the coverage.  If AOL buys a company for $100 million, that makes it more interesting than "Company A bought Company B for an undisclosed amount."  The same goes for all of your companies.  If you merged with another company but are not talking about the numbers, it makes it a lot less interesting.


Mr. Sherman:  We are seeing a lot more interaction between journalists and their audiences through email, chats, etc.  Where do you see this going and what are your publications doing to facilitate relationships between you and your targeted readers?

Mr. Pink:  It's an interesting question.  The world of journalism is very different now from five or ten years ago.  When Fast Company mails out, I know it.  I can gauge it by my email.  The feedback is instantaneous, and it's almost uniformly good for writers and uniformly good for readers.  At Fast Company, we print the email addresses of our writers at the end of every story, so, if you think we totally missed the boat or thought it was a great story, you have a way to get in contact with us.  We also have something which is a close cousin to these Netpreneur Program gatherings, called "Fast Company Company Of Friends."  It's a group of readers here in the Washington area and around the country—various cells in various metropolitan areas—who meet once a month to talk about their businesses, get to know each other, maybe talk about an article in the magazine.  I go to those as a way to get stories and as a focus group to see who is actually reading.  There are many ways that journalists are getting closer to the sources and to the people they are writing about, and that works totally to your advantage.  It makes it much easier to start building that relationship, even if it's built on a string of "not yets."

Ms. Schweers:  I mentioned briefly our "Ask The Experts" panel, which has a twofold benefit.  One is that it enables you to get a question out to a panel of experts from a variety of backgrounds which you don't have to pay for and might not have access to.  Secondly, it is a way to get some press, as long as it's a question you are comfortable putting your face with.  We do it every other week with a picture of the principals of the company, their question and our experts' answer.  Even if it's something you are not comfortable putting your face with, there is a secondary questioning process for things that might be a little more sensitive and which you are not interested in letting the world know about.  We rely largely on email.  That's the hot technology for our interaction with readers.

Mr. Millner:  At Dow Jones News Service, just before I left in 1997, we used to write stories that were called "Hot Stock" stories.  Most of you are a long way from being hot stocks, per se, but the premise was that when a stock was up or down 5% and you couldn't explain that activity—there wasn't a news release or a ready explanation— we'd go and find out.  I mention that because, at that time, we started to look into an area that so-called "legitimate press" like Dow Jones had not looked at before—chat rooms.  Particularly Yahoo! Finance and the Motley Fool  at that time.  We even reported a few stories that said, "We cannot explain why the stock is down; however, rumors are circulating on Motley Fool message boards about X."
	You hear this word, "democratization," that's going on because of the Internet—the democratization of information, such as analyst reports and analytics related to Wall Street, that you would not have had access to just three years ago.  John Doe can go to the public library and have as much information as Legg Mason. 
	I'm not a big business card exchanger, but when I was at the Business Journal and I exchanged a card with someone that I liked, I'd write a little note on it.  I started to send out an email periodically, and I certainly ruffled a few feathers because that email was usually written in vernacular—slang—and I tried to be myself.  When you're at functions like this, you have to put on your best face because you're representing the magazine, but when I sent off that email I was Marlon Millner, first and foremost.  At dbusiness.com we have a daily email update that we do for each market.  For the two that I do, I try to put that personal spin on it.  So, to get to the issue of technology, it has allowed me to reach people.  Even though it sometimes seems impersonal, it has allowed me to be more personal because I can't be on the phone saying, "Yo, what's up?  You got that funding yet?"  I can't do that all day long, but I can send out an email to touch base, particularly if I have met you somewhere and I want to remember who you are.

Ms. Henry:  I agree with Marlon that email allows us be much more personal, which is wonderful.  I read every email I get and I respond to almost every one.  I try.  If I  haven't responded to one of you, I'm very sorry.  A few slip through the cracks every now and then.  You are not only the people we are covering; you are also our readers and you are why we are doing this.  We are trying to inform and entertain.  Our readers are incredibly important and we try to talk to them as much as possible.
	I do a Web chat every other week on Thursdays.  Leslie Walker does the other Thursday, so every week one of us is on live from 1:00-2:00pm Eastern Time at WashingtonPost.com with local technology executives.  We had Mario Morino on two or three weeks ago, which was spectacular.  We had just an amazing amount of questions, and we had Marc Andreessen on recently.  To me, that is the greatest example of how technology has changed our interaction with readers.  It is wonderful that 150 readers can write in questions to Marc Andreessen or Mario Morino in real time.  We got through as many as we could, although we didn't get through all of them.  The journalistic problem is that the guest we have on doesn't have to answer every question that we ask, so we can say, "What happened to your stock price?" and they can just not answer.  It's a changing medium, and it's a wonderful, wonderful way to interact with readers.  It's very casual, too.  We have a lot of fun with it.


Mr. Sherman:  How many people in the audience have questions that they haven't written down?  Why don't we take those now.

Mr. Kraft: I'm Harold Kraft with AllSoldOut.com.  Marlon, you mentioned that you read 200 press releases a day, which seems kind of like torture.  Of the three methods of getting a press release in front of you—business wire, my issuing you a press release or hiring a PR firm—how effective are they?

Mr. Millner:  Well, I would say the majority of the releases that I'm reading now are from email to me from services like Business Wire or PR Newswire.  Those are the ones where I tend to read the first paragraph, and, if I haven't been caught in that first paragraph, delete, it's gone.  Those that come from an individual, typically a person that has reached out to me previously via email, phone or an event such as this, I'm more inclined to read all the way through because it's a one-to-one email.  Email, certainly, is the best way.  The wire services I use as backup to keep track of quantity, but in terms of quality, it's where you meet people one-on-one and make the connection.  If you follow up with that, I think it's much better.


Mr. Won:  My name is Eric Won with Corbett Technologies, an information security firm—the dark part of the industry.  Shannon mentioned earlier that from time to time you report bad news.  Over the past few months, at least in our segment of the industry, we have seen an escalation in bad news.  I have a couple of questions associated with that.  One is, are you "sleuthful" or slothful about getting the bad news?  How do you get that information?  Unless you are HotMail or AOL, you are not going to hit the front pages.  Second, to what extent is there a possibility for damage control since the work we do is always confidential?

Ms. Henry:  You have noticed a lot of bad news stories in information security lately?

Mr. Won:  I don't notice any stories, which is great, but from where I am, I do see the escalation going on.

Ms. Henry:  Well, our job is to report what's going on, and sometimes I talk to people in the Washington region about the bad news stories like lay-offs or somebody getting fired or a company that fails.  These are all part of the legitimacy of the Washington region as a technology center.  In Silicon Valley they have more of a culture that failing is okay.  From the Silicon Valley CEOs and venture capitalists that I've talked to, having three companies fail and starting a fourth one is a badge of honor, in a way.
	Our job is to write what happens.  We are not making up the bad news stories.  If we are ignoring them, we are doing a disservice to our readers and to the technology culture here because we are trying to open a real window into what's going on.  We have a responsibility not to hype things too much, but not making things seem too dire, either.  It's not so much that we are always looking for something bad, but when something bad happens and we know about it, we will write about it.


Mr. McClintock:  I'm Tom McClintock of the Daily Drill (http://www.dailydrill.com).  A few years ago when we put together our prototype I decided that we needed a PR firm.  I've since wondered whether or not I picked the right one.  I went with one of the big New York firms as opposed to a small independent, and I thought maybe some of you could give at least some anecdotal insights into how PR people play into your lives.  Is there an inner circle that you go to for a story idea?  Are they just for backup or are they noise that you try to get rid of?

Mr. Millner:  They're noise.  It's a good question, but, seriously, I would say that I think we are all a little different.  For those of us who are local, I think a local firm is much better than a New York firm.  I understand that many of you need to pitch beyond the region, to pitch the breadth and depth of press—technology, small business, all of that—so you have to bear that in mind when you weigh your decision.  For me, however, I know that there are public relations professionals based in Greater Washington and those are the ones I call.  When the folks from New York contact me, I wonder how they found me down here.  I know that dbusiness.com has written about the Daily Drill.  We got a release, but I don't know if it was a local release or how that happened.  In terms of trying to flesh things out, I tend to call local people.  I don't tend to call New York analysts and I don't tend to call New York VCs, unless you have gotten funding from a firm that's not based here or you have a relationship with a company that's not based here.

Mr. Pink:  If I get an email from the CEO or VP of Business Development of a company, versus an email from a public relations firm representing that company, I will respond more quickly and take more seriously the piece that's not from the PR firm.  That's because a lot of these PR emails and press releases are these falsely customized things where they say, "Dear Daniel," and then paste in from another email.  The trick will be revealed later on at the very end.  "Thank you, Steve, for your time."

Ms. Henry:  We just got one of those.

Mr. Pink:  There are many PR firms that do offer great value for small startups and for people whose area of expertise is not the press, but you can probably live without them.

Ms. Schweers:  Regardless of which way you go, make sure you or your PR person can explain what you do in English.  There is no faster way to turn off a reporter than to connect a bunch of techno-speak all in a row.  As Shannon said, most of us are not technologists, although some have a little more experience than others dealing with technology.  If you explain to us what you do and how it works, in English, you are going to get a lot farther, regardless of whether you do it yourself or you hire somebody to do it for you.

Mr. Pink:  The PR firms sometimes err on the opposite side.  Some of the tech companies will give you this explanation that just hurts your head to listen to.  You have no idea what the heck they are talking about.  Here you are, still trying to figure out why you have to hit "Start" to turn off your computer.  Then you have the PR firms—not all of them—who give you this vapid stuff like, "Hey, Dan, this is an E-commerce play."  It's an assortment of vapid and empty lingo and you just want someone to say, "Here's what we do."  Not that there is any magic to it.  If you are sitting on a bus talking to somebody and they ask what your company does, you should be able to say something like, "We sell rutabagas online to people who want root vegetables delivered to their door."  Great.

Ms. Henry:  Although I hate to generalize, we have all had such bad experiences with PR firms.  I don't think there is any reporter who hasn't.  There are also bad reporters and bad lawyers just as there are good reporters, good lawyers and good PR people.  Some of the best PR people call only when they know that they have a great story, whether it's their client or not, which is really cool.  There are three or four PR people in this area who will say, "Hey, I have noticed this unusual trend, and I wonder if you've seen it?"  I will say, "Oh, yeah, who are you representing?" and they will say, "No, no, I just thought you would be interested."  That is how I've built good relationships with some PR people, those who really have a concept of what a good story is.  Just this week I got a message from a New York PR firm representing a certain company, one of the biggest technology companies in Washington.  The person said, "Maybe you have heard of this company.  It does this,"—which wasn't even right—"and they're going to be in your town."
	I called back—I'm not joking, and I hope I'm not being so close to actually reveal who this was, but it's one you will all know of—I called back and said, "Well, I am already in their town and I have talked to their CEO many times.  I'd love to hear whatever this news is."  They admitted they had never seen The Washington Post.   They were asking me what the Monday section looked like.  Just talk to the PR people a lot before you hire them, and talk to their other clients.

Mr. Pink:  For someone who does that for a living, it's just unforgivable.  Why should anybody pay you and why should I listen to you?  When someone who is trying to start a company shoots off an email that says something a little bit off, I can understand that, but not someone whose job it is do this.  I get the same kind of thing because I'm based here in Washington.  The magazine is based in Boston and I'm the only person in Washington.  The Fast Company Washington bureau is the third floor of my house.  People who are doing these tours of Boston write, "Dear Daniel, we are going to be in your town."  It must be the same person or maybe they have some kind of macro they use when they hit the F8 key.  I'm thinking, "I'm glad that you are going to Boston.  It's a lovely city, but I live in northwest Washington, DC."  It's the PR firms that do that, not the companies.  If a PR firm makes a blunder like that, I actually think it's really unforgivable and it damages their credibility.  If a company does that, I'm much more forgiving.

Ms. Henry:  I agree.  If you get the email from the CEO you are much, much more likely to respond.  
	One really bad thing you can do at The Washington Post is to  pitch several of us at once, because it really confuses us.  If you pitch Leslie Walker and Mark Liebowitz and Peter Behr and me, all of whom have completely different jobs even though we overlap sometimes, I'll say, "Hey, I'm doing such and such a piece," and they will say, "I have that, too."  Then we think, "Okay, they are blanketing everyone."  We get very confused and say, "Forget it."  Some people will never call you back because of it.  I'm not as bad about that.


Mr. Sherman:  What are some of the more unconventional techniques that people have used to get your attention and how have you reacted to these techniques?

Mr. Pink:  The most unconventional technique is to tell me about something really, really cool and interesting that would make a great story.
	I have to tell you, you get this stuff with maybe a baby shoe attached because it's about some kid's gift.  I don't care.  Save your money and put it into your business.  Tell me a great story and tell it to me by email, which is free.  That's very unconventional, believe me.

Ms. Schweers:  Don't send the junk.


Mr. Sherman:  OK, no baby shoes.  Tell us please, what story are you proudest of and what story do you wish you had never written?

Ms. Schweers:  I moved here from Kansas City where I wrote a story on a restaurateur who had opened up this enormous brew house.  He had contractors from one end of the city to the other and a very expensive lease.  He skipped town and was accused of trying to set fire to another brewery.  It was a very interesting story about a small business owner who cheated a lot of people in the city from neighbors to the landlord to contractors.  He owed millions of dollars.  I thought it was a great story because it taught lessons for anyone who was leasing space to someone.  It was just a sexy story.  I have never written a story I wasn't proud of.

Mr. Millner:  Gosh, I don't know.  I guess there are several stories, especially toward the latter end of my tenure at the Business Journal.  I don't write any more, I edit.  I'm definitely proud of all the work that Ray Bolger puts out.  I did a story in February of this year on diversity at investment banks.  That was not technology-related, but it started with me going into a conference and it mushroomed into a full-blown story addressing the issue of minorities and women at regional investment firms here in the Greater Washington area.  I'm very proud of that story and I'm very proud of the story that I did on Blackboard.
	Reporters make genuine mistakes and I think we do deserve to get slammed when we do.  I think the story that I'm embarrassed about occurred when I was an intern at the Atlanta Journal-Constitution.  People always tell you that you will get that chance to do the story on the front page.  I came in and worked one Sunday when there had been a plane crash.  They said, "Marlon, we need you to go out and cover this plane crash."  I ran out there.  A guy is dead, there is blood and there are cops and ambulances.  The public affairs guy for the National Transportation Safety Board gets up and starts explaining what happened.  I wrote down the make of the plane, and went back to write the story.  I write about the crash of a twin engine plane and it ran on the front of the Local section.  People started calling in saying, "Who is this idiot?  That's a single engine plane.  Even an average person knows that."  I felt ashamed and horrified and said, "I'm not writing anything anymore about planes."  So, just forgive us because those mistakes do happen.  I was definitely embarrassed after that story.

Ms. Henry:  I'm proud of TECHcapital which is not really a story, but I helped found the magazine and was its editor.  That was a great experience, to start something from nothing and build a magazine.  Making it look good, sound good, be interesting and different while covering a region that wasn't covered as well as we had thought.
	As to stories, we did a technology series in The Post in December that I'm very proud of.  It had three parts.  The first was a day in the life of different tech workers.  We all write about CEOs, but we wanted to talk to the systems integrator who sits in front of the computer all day about what's happening in the culture that has emerged here.  The second part was how it all happened and the third part looked forward to the future, with the focus on what the angel investors and venture capitalists do.  We won an Associated Press award for that series, which I'm very proud of.  We don't really publicize our awards very much, but that was very nice.


Mr. Sherman:  The last question for each of the panel members.  What's the biggest tech story of the year so far in the region, and what do you predict for next year?

Mr. Pink:  As a trend writer, to me the biggest story is how the new Washington is displacing the old Washington as an engine of the economy, and even more interesting, as a cultural force.  That is the big meta-trend story of this region.  For next year, I think it's going to be the displacement of old Washington by new Washington.  I really have no idea.  That's the thing that makes it so incredibly interesting.  What this landscape will look like six months from now is pretty unpredictable, which makes it fascinating to cover and to be a part of.
	My final tip is my email address: dpink@fastcompany.com.  Now, one word of warning on that.  I'm actually on leave for the next couple of months to finish writing a book, so talk about long lead times.  Around the turn of the century I'll be back in action writing magazine articles, so keep me in mind or send me an email if you have something going on now; that's how I like to get stuff, and thank you for your time. 

Ms. Schweers:  Well, I don't think I'm actually appropriate to comment on the next tech story since I'm an editor of many areas, but I would have to say that our biggest tech story, from a breaking news standpoint, would probably be one that that Jennifer Jones broke a couple of weeks ago on Intel opening a data center here.  It was followed up by a $140 million investment that is yet another step in solidifying the area's reputation as a tech hub.  We followed that up in the current issue with a trend analysis piece on these data centers that are locating here and the real estate that is needed.  It wound together a number of different beats and spoke to how intertwined technology is with other industries.  It was an interesting piece and it probably will continue as a trend that might be something to watch.

Mr. Millner:  I think the biggest story of this year, coming from my perspective covering banking and finance at the Business Journal, is the exponential growth in capital that has been placed in the region—people not going to Silicon Valley or Boston or London or Saudi Arabia to raise money, but that money flowing into the region and being managed by people who are based here.
	Linked to that, in terms of the story for next year, I won't take credit for this but from talking to one venture capitalist, there is a sense that the public market is closing as the graduation for a company, particularly for Internet companies.  You are not going to get these astronomical values.  There are still some companies going public that have 200%-300% pops when the IPO is completed, but more often than not it's a much softer rise and a much quicker descent.  We will continue to trade in this tight range.  I heard Richard Kripps, I believe that was his name, talk about the disparity between large caps and small- to mid-caps, that at least the indexes were going to trade in a range, and we've seen that.  We've seen how the Dow has stayed in this 10,000 range, between 10,2000 and 10,800 or 10,700.  Moreover, a lot of the big technology companies give an illusion of growth while everybody else is kind of going to hell in a handbasket in terms of the market.
	So what's going to happen?  I mention all that to say that in the 21st century people are going to be paying attention to how you continue to fuel the growth.  The new economy is not detached from the old economy and we all have to work together.  If everyone else is struggling, if resources are shifting and if the public markets are not an option, well, there is a lot of money in here and a lot of it's being funneled out.  As the economy becomes tighter, will we continue to see technology companies—and Internet companies in particular—grow exponentially above and beyond what the rest of the economy is doing?

Ms. Henry:  I continue to be fascinated with how Washington is becoming more of a two-industry town and I think that's going to happen even more over the coming year.  Mary mentioned the story we had in Sunday's paper on the Arbitron study that almost 60% of people in the Greater Washington region are connected to the Internet.  That demographic area includes a lot of Virginia and Maryland, a little bit of West Virginia, and a tiny piece of Pennsylvania.  More people are online here than anywhere else in the country.  More than in Silicon Valley.  We are talking about people, not companies.  It has an intertwined effect.  The technological advances here in businesses have driven it, but also that "information junkie" culture here in Washington has encouraged a lot of people to be online.  That's fascinating to me.  How does that affect this region?  How does that affect this economy?  I think these are real questions for the next year.

Mr. Sherman:  As we thank the panel, I'd also like to thank the Netpreneur Program team who work so hard to bring these programs to us.


