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ThlB paper discusses the teachlng methods used to° introduce public
relations students to planning the media event. It describes in detail-
Daniel Boorstin's concept of a "pseudo-event,'" lists the characteristics

-

" of a pseudo-event, develops the relationship between pseudo-events and planned

media events and summarizes the assignment given to. students related to this

concept. Lastly, this paper discusses some of the soc1eta1 implications of
the prollferatlon of pseudo-events. _ : . .
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- MEDIA RELATIONS: THE PLANNED-E¥HY

e
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in recent months: Nancy Reagan appeared at’ the Republl An Natlonal Pres1;

-_‘,»\-

happened to be the day after her husband declared h1s 1ntent to run agaln. .

. R
Q

The photo showed her outslde the headquarters buy1ng a campaign button from ..

<

a vendor; o,
_» A California Assemblywoman held a news conference to declare that person§ :
.' ) . - . " . o . A ‘
.who take care of zoo animals make more money than persons who'garé for
St

* elderly humans. The sjte of ‘the news conference was the city zoo in the

~ state capital. She also announced she was introducing a series of bills whicht.?
f'would attempt to f1nd addltlonal money for caring for the e*derly. o

Mayor D1anne Fe1nste1n of San Fran01sco and several other area celebr1t1es

4

/i :
. recently permitted themselvesttO'be_blindfolded and led around the c1ty of .

San Francisco on a "blindwalk." This event was part of anjeffort to raise money _

.in'northern California.”
.These are not - 1solated examples of unusual‘news stor1es._ Rather, they

are relat1vely common examples of "1ntellﬂgent relat1ng to the press‘"

| Plann1ng is the cornerstone to successful nubllc relatlons efforts, and

this is especially true when it comes to worklng with news media personnel.
; 3 .

.Practitioners want tonmaximize the<11ke11hood of hav1ng the1r pub11c1ty used

as news by reporters ecause of the anreased cred1b111ty of the message and

because it is less ex ns1ve than buylng eqkfyalent advert1s1ng time and $pace.
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‘The purpose of thls paper is. to 1llustrate the teachlng methods used

" to demonstrate to puﬁllc relatlons students how much of the news 1nvolves

. t ~ . d N '
events'that are carefully planned by publlc nelatuons practitioners, usually '
. 1 ) } ; . . e ] o ) . .

for the sole purpode of be;ng reported as. news, and me'of'the techniQues‘
d? 'used to plan and create‘th?se events. Thls paper wll also dlscuss the~ Jt‘ ;:
| 1mpl1cat10ns‘of thls phenomenon for: soclety.v Thls content is currently ‘Jﬁ
'4 used 1n an 1ntroductory publlc~rela. ns ;rlnclples course,fbut could be

,adapted easlly to other\publlcrrelatlons courses or ‘used in a mass-medla
“ N ) : . ) _.'1‘ '
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N Over twenty yqars ago, Dan1el Boorstln wrote in hlS book The 'gag D

. \ . . -,

A

A Guide to PSeudo—Events in.Americas: "The power to make a reportable event .

» -~ -

b

is thus the power to make experlence."?.*He alsb quoted Edwird Bernays.’

"'The counsel on publlc relatlons not only knOWB what news value 1s, ‘but

..“ . a * B

.knowlng 1t.-he is i ~a'posltlon to make news hapﬁen.. He is a cfea or .

i ' : S, : ’ . . ' ' :
‘ : A e -
of events.'"3 . N . e G , .

3

‘ , , .
Boorstln used the term, "pseudo—event," to’ descr1be the type of exper1ence
SR ,

which is p;anned, often "hyped " and is evaluated for success on Yow much
iy

.

. P . »
. news. medla coverage the event - rece1ves. A pseudo-event dlffers from other

planned events, often wh1ch are entertalnlng and fun to part1c1pate in,

because puhl;clty events are de51gned to be reported"
® ’ ! . P
. ° ° Boorstin suggested pseudo—events often-meet the- followlng sét of -

' characterlstlcs. ' | g v
, . o .

l. A pseudo—event is not spbntaneous, but comes about because someone

has planned planted or inclted it. ' . :

_ PR

_ 2. A pseudo-event is planted pr1marlly, though not a1ways exclus1vely,.
> ' for the immediate _purpose of -being reported or-being reproduced.
Therefore, its occurrence is arranged for the convenience of the
reporting or reproduclng medla. Its success 1s measured by how
widely it is reported. o Lo A :
S 0 S S : ' SR
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v 3. A pseudo—event's relatlon to the underlying reallty of the 51tuatlon _
' is amblguous' that . is, what were the real motives behind the event?
Its Tppeal arises 1arge1y from this very ambiguity.

ol Usually it is intended be a self-fulfilling prophecy; that is,
by saying an event is "#&iStinguished" or the: "greatest " 1t is
intended to be perce1ved as sueh. . . . .

. 5.° Pseudo—events are designedvto bendramatic, and, can be platined to be
more‘exciting, suspensefulﬂand fun to watch th reality. . , -

«6Jf Pseudo-events, belng planned for dlssemlnatlon to the news edia, are
' easier to repoxt. Partlcipants in the event are selected for the1r
neWSWorthlness and dramatlc 1nterest or appeal. v
: i )
Te - Pseudo—events can be repeated at will, and thus the1r 1mpre551on can
F I ' be reinforced. - % e
. . , : : : P
~ 8. Pseudo-events cost money to create' hence, somebody has an interest
.~ in advertising and extolllng them as events worth covering.as’ news ’
,or as events worth attendlng or' watchlng. -
. ob T
9. Pqeudo-events are planned for 1nte11131b111ty}and to be comfortable
- to watch or attend. 4 . -

3

' /
. 10.- Pseud -events are d351gned to soclable, conversable and convenient
- to watch or attend : v .
- . . & ' ,

: My flrst educatlonal obJective related to this concept is to get public
relatlonsvstudents to read and watch‘the mass media. They are asked to flnd

s ‘e

one example of a pseudo-event that was coverjd as@news for use in: the _“’ 3f o
ﬁ&llow1ng ass;gnment.. ‘ L w7 o ZLQ

ANALYSTS OFAPSEUDO-EVENT: S N

LY ' _.7'

- Cite a- pseudo-event. using Boorstln's def1n1t1on, that was covered
as news (e1ther inclose a c11pp1ng of the newé’story or descrlbe the
broadcast ) .- : .

-

Analyze the event-in terms of how many pseudo-event characterlsticsfv'
-the event: actually had exhibited; also describe the purpose(s) of the
event and elements that 1nvolved planning. N .
e Discuss how successful the event was, in terms of the apparent
purpose- (remember Boorstin's definf{tion of "success" for a. pseudo-event). o
If zou believe it was not very succeégsful, suggest ways that this (
T - par 1cuear pseudo-event could have béen improved. ' :

. You should also discuss, 1f|re1evant, any celebrities involved in.
) . +.this event and their role. v . ! _
- °. . ‘ . " - ) o . > '
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-'The first two chapters’.of The'ngge... are placed on reserve at the

library to supplement the in-class introduction‘to pseudo—eVents and’ working
with the media for publicity purposes. In addition, ptudents are shown the
‘Videotape, "Land of Hype and Glory,“ an NBC study by Ed Newman of a variety .
"of efforts to get successfu} publicity.1 (Rental information is in footnote )
.. We often analyze ong current example of pseudo-event in ‘class, before :
.ﬂstudents undertake the‘assignment. For example, let's loock at the.news

* ‘
story about Nancy Regﬁan's visit to the campaign headquarters to'illustrate

" how many Of Boorstin's pseudo-event characteristics 1t exhibits. o,
1. This was carefully planned. e
o :
] i . 2. It clearly was deSigned primarily for the purpose of being reported

as ntws and3it was extremely successful in achiev1ng that goal.

: >

. .7 3. The news story even mentiohed the ambiguity invelved in thils

' R _u.f-situation, i.e.y, why was Nancy doing this, Since she rarely v
= yparticipates in political events?

o ﬁl This event involved self-fulfilling prophecy to the de¢gree that news
ot personnel were told ahead of-time that a "newsworthy' event would
' ' occur involving Nancy. B o

‘
2

5. Watching Néncy buy a campaign button from a vendcr d visit campaign
" ' headquarters was not great drama, but it was unusual, possibly .
. , interesting and maybe even fun for ‘the Journalists to cover.
6. It was certainly easy for the Journalists to cover -- in fact,
transportation had been arranged for them; Nancy also. represents a
Jparticipant with built-in news value. - 5 :
7. Despiye Nancy's professed reluctance to participate in such events,
-+ this® could and probably will be repeated (especially aince this
occasion received so much media attention).. _
1 ! . o . v
'8 & 9. - This event certainly cost money to produce, as just arranging .
transportation for all the journalists would be expensive; money
was also spent on preparing background materials news releases,
- coffee and donuts and other materials used to make the Journalists
comfortable and to maeke the story easy to mepqrt.

- , 2 W,

7 7 _10. Judgingfrom the positive reporting, theievent apparently was
o FD _ sociable, conversable. and convenient to watch. '
. Initially. students arej;}ten dubvious abou¢ how -easy it might be to find

.
. . . r’ .
A . ~ N . .
. _ .
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an example of a pseudo—event in the nas54media;v It is not long after the §f>
lecture whlgh senstlzea them tegthe presence of paeudo-events, however,
before they begln stepplng by the offlce to show their example to analyze

S E for the a551gnment - This meets’the;flrst goal of gettlng students.to watch

* .or read the,news media. Anecdotal evidence from students suggests they

o become much more critical consumers of the news media after this assignment.
. - 0 . oz - . -

’/._'v . The written‘assignment is'limited to -four pages, typed and doubled-spaced.
Grades dre based "are based on how well students discuss the assigned points of

"analysis and also reflect grammar and spelling errors..

When the assignment is returned to students, we discuss examples which .

- 111ustrate plann1ng of events such as‘news conferences or other public1ty

]
o events. Thls also involves a dlscusslon of the need for news values in

A

events deslgned to be reported by the news media. Occaslonally, students

put.thls 1nformat10n to work 1mmed1ate1y in their own publlcity efforts.

F A

Qne\mpeC1f1c example 1nvolved three  students who‘yere co-chalriersons of the

e pub11c1ty comm;ttee for the campus "Black Avareness Week." Previously
, . ‘ : ; T
inexperienced in plannlng publicity events, they made every effort to increase

'Y -

v  the nnmber of‘pﬁeudo-event ’ characteristics for "Black Awareness Week'' .

events (such as increasingathe drama involved, 'making the ‘events more fun
. N ’ ' e ) .
to watch and more convenient for reporters to attend,and,fnvitiég better-

. e R :
\ kriown ""celebrities" to attend). Their efforts paid-off, as their events
"’ received more local media coverage and had higher attendance than in previous °

years.

- . o . .

e

4

The second educatlonal obJectlve of thls a331gnment is to make students

" more aware of the possible effects of stag;ng‘pseudo-events in our society. .

Bl
>

poerstin's primary criticism was that pseudo-events teng'tb‘lead persons toward

'extravagent'eipectations of what ‘bhg world holds and of our power .to@hape the

» N : )
. o .

< - . -
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world. These expectatlons may lead us to demand that the "news" be excltlng,

" dramatic &nd 1nterest1ng. We also may come to expect our lives to match that

‘level of excltement, which can only lqgg to disappointment.

§

In add1t10n, Boorstln suggested that pseudo-events may be blurrlng the

'edges 6f reallty, creating a world where planned events are more "real" than

/ . . . ) v . .
reallty. . .

Pseudo-events al@o‘tend to spawn nore pseudo-events in a'geonetric
_progression, said Boorstin,.and each new event may have to be more exciting,
moreldramatic.and more lnteresting than the-last .to catch the attention of

news reporters. Despite the fact most reporters appear interested and

cooperatlve in covering most media events, it is posslble they may become

- - «

jaded from the prollferatlon of pseudo-events.

Reporters and other persons may also begin to mlstrust motlves or
| become mbére cynical if‘pseudo-events are over= or magyused. We may beg1n

J

vto look for what Hellproner called the "hidden sell": creating situations
of reality in which people respond spontaneously to your effort.s,
To conclude thewdiscusslon of Boorstin 's. pseudo-event .concept, I 81mply

.ask students_to.try tofrecall the last,truly.spontaneous_event in which

they participated.
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Tbid. See p. 1l.
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1. 'Ed Newman. in NBC‘s "Land of Hype and Glory," a v1deotape. Rental '

information:. $37, from University Extension, University of. California,

‘Berkeley, CA 94720 (415) 642-0460 . (item # 10265. We purchased this

30-minute abbrev1ated version of the hour-long ‘original in 1982 from: -

~ Films, Inc., 733 Green Bay Rd., Wilmette, IL 60091 (800) 323-4222

for 8275 plus tax (item #322-6177) (3/4" videotape) -- but it is not
listed in Film, Inc.'s 1983-84 catalog and a scgurce there says they no
longer have it for sale. -

" Daniel J. Boorstln.' The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America.
. New York: Harper and Row. 1964. Chapter I and II. See p. 10.

-
.

Tbid. See p. 11, 12 & 39. R
'R‘obert L. Her-lbroner. "Publlc lations: The Invisible’ Sell." 1n '

Leo M. Christenson and Robert O. McWilliams (ed.s) Voice of the '
Y People' New York: McGraw Hill. 1962.
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