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10 general tips for better business, financial and economics reporting

By Reg Rumney and Robert Brand

Call it business journalism, financial journalism, or reporting on economics, the common factors are
an overwhelming concern with numbers, especially money, and – too often – mystification. Such
journalism is frequently mired in jargon, polluted with buzzwords, and swamped with figures.

Yet it need not be so. More than a quarter of a century ago, George Palmer, the editor of the
Financial Mail, the first and for many years unarguably the leading financial publication in South
Africa, plainly described what he called financial
journalism.

“There’s nothing mysterious or esoteric about financial
journalism. It’s just another specialization (like political
reporting, sports reporting, or the women’s page) within
the broad field of communications. And the emphasis
should be as much on the ‘journalism’ as on the
‘financial’, since financial journalists are first and
foremost communicators rather than technical experts.”i

Palmer also noted, in a chapter of a journalism manual,
that the term “financial journalism” was a misnomer.
Purely financial or monetary journalism was only one
aspect of what could be seen as business journalism.

Most people think economics journalism covers macro-
economics, the big-picture stories of the budget deficit
and economic policy. They may think of finance as well.
But economic journalism is both macro and micro,
including business journalism, the firms and consumers
that make up the economy.

So it is all economic journalism, and economics is about the decisions of people in a myriad of
different situations, the “science of choices”. Those choices are made by people, human beings who
live in the real world.

In the words of more recent former Financial Mail editor, Caroline Southey, who is also a journalism
teacher, “It may be financial journalism, but it’s still journalism”.

Business, financial or economics journalists could improve the effectiveness of their communication
if they followed a few simple rules:

1. Shun jargon

2. Define technical terms

3. There is no such thing as a

stupid question

4. Don't numb with numbers

5. Numbers are neutral

6. Put numbers into context

7. Show rather than tell

8. Discover the faces behind the

figures

9. Find the human angle

10. Never forget that it is still

journalism
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1. Shun jargon.

Jargon has its place when experts converse with other experts, but not in journalism. Why do

journalists do it? Sometimes because it is easier simply to repeat the language sources use than to

understand and explain it, sometimes because they feel that using the jargon shows their mastery of

the subject. No matter what the reason, it is unacceptable and avoidable. You may be able to get the

gist of the story below without knowing exactly what “two-way fungibility” and GDR/ADRs are, but

we wouldn’t count on it.

MUMBAI, Aug. 12 - THE two-way fungibility of shares is expected to gain momentum in the days to

come and provide institutional investors the arbitrage opportunities between the domestic and

international markets (GDRs/ADRs), leading to fall in the premium/discount in the two markets.

“Fungibility” is defined by the web-based FreeDictionary.com as, “The interchangeability of listed

options, futures contracts, and other instruments dependent upon identical terms. ii The paragraph

seems to mean that inter-tradeability of these two financial instruments will increase, leading to

arbitrage, in turn causing prices in the two markets to converge. It’s hard to tell.

The following, from a London newspaper, has a brand new buzzword, “credit-blemished”, thrown in

for good measure alongside “liquidity shortfall”:

Accredited Home Lenders Holding Co. became the latest player in mortgages to the poor and credit-

blemished to admit that it was grappling with a liquidity shortfall.

What lies behind the term “liquidity shortfall”? Why does it not have money to lend to the poor, and

who are the “credit-blemished” anyway?

2. Define technical language.

Journalists fear that explanations of technical terms is patronising to those in the know. They

shouldn’t. The Wall Street Journal and the Financial Times, the two most influential business

publications in the world, go out of their way to explain the words they use. “Boilerplate

definitions,” brief definitions saved on the computer and inserted where appropriate can help, for

example, “Gross Domestic Product, the main measure of economic activity”. You will want to be

sure your definition is accurate. Paul Hemp, author of one of the best manuals on business

journalismiii, advises you to ask your sources to explain the terms they use in simple language for you

to use in your story.
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3. There are no stupid questions

Ask good questions, but remember, there is no such thing as a stupid question. The way to ask good
questions is to do as much research as possible before interviews. Do not, however, let your
interviewee intimidate you because you don’t know as much as he or she does. Some good stories
arise when journalists ask the questions that ordinary people would, given the chance. What is the
“repo rate” and how does it influence all other interest rates in the South African economy?
Johannesburg Sunday Times reporter Richard Stovin-Bradford wrote an illuminating article about the
repo rate, answering just those sort of questions. View it here:
(http://www.thetimes.co.za/PrintEdition/Article.aspx?id=751826).

4. Don’t numb your audience with numbers

“Too many stories display numeric overkill, a deadening procession of figures that overwhelm the

reader and rob the writer of the opportunity to use numbers in ways that explain and illuminate,”

writes Chip Scanlan of the Poynter Instituteiv. So use numbers sparingly. Instead of, "Maize

production rose to 1.5 million tonnes in 2006, from 1 million tonnes in 2004, an increase of 50% in

three years, the agriculture ministry said," write, "Maize production has jumped by 50% in the past

three years, the government has said."

5. Numbers are neutral

A statistic or indicator or official figure is not good or bad in itself. A deficit on the current account of

the Balance of Payments is not necessarily bad; a surplus not necessarily good. The same applies to

the national budget deficit or surplus, both of which can be politically contentious. An increase in

interest rates is automatically greeted with headline hysteria, because of its possible effect on

economic growth. But is it necessarily such a bad thing? An increase in the interest rate is bad for

borrowers, but good for lenders. A small increase now may be better than a big increase later. Avoid

unintentional comment. A good example is house prices. A fall in house prices is bad for

homeowners, but good for those wanting to buy a house for the first time. A reporter in Business

Day wrote: “GLOOMY news on house prices keeps coming, with FNB’s residential property

barometer showing activity levels in the first quarter were lower than at any time since FNB

launched the barometer in 2003.” Gloomy for whom?

6. Put numbers into context.

Explain why they are important, make comparisons, and find the story.

"National Airways is currently running at a loss of $22 million a year, its managing director

announced yesterday."
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Without knowing what National Airways’ past losses or profits were, its revenue, who is funding the

loss, whether it is likely to continue and for how long it has been making a loss, the reader or listener

is entitled to ask, “So what? Why should I care?”

“The government plans to spend R905.8 million, just R94.2 million short of the R1 billion mark, to

maintain the national road network this year."

The above raises a host of questions, such as, “How does that compare with the amount spent last

year? What percentage is it of the national budget? How does it compare with other spending

priorities?” Answering them supplies the story.

7. Show, don’t tell

Following from the above, it is better to show rather than to tell readers, viewers or listeners what

the story is. A newspaper advised its readers, "The Golden Jubilee Bonds will offer investors

excellent returns." This is comment. Much better would be to show why it is an excellent

investment: "Golden Jubilee Bonds will pay annual interest of 14%, compared to .... (e.g. 10% for

money in an ordinary savings account)."

8. Discover the faces behind the figures

This means more than doing profiles of Chief Executives. Who is a development or statistic likely to

affect and how? Corporations and their executives have their shareholders uppermost in their minds

when making decisions. As a journalist you represent a broader range of interests, the stakeholders.

What do the consumers, workers, government, political parties and representatives of civil society

think about a particular development? Ask them.

9. Find the human angle

The TV technique of telling a complicated story by filming the real experiences of an individual has

merit. An example would be a homeowner whose house is being repossessed because the financial

institution that recklessly lent him or her money to buy the home. The story would show what it’s

like to have a house repossessed and auctioned, and hear from the person concerned how it

happened, as well as from the financial institution involved. To take a print example, the following

intro is for a story on the shortage of small change.

"The bus pulled to stop in front of an apartment building, and, as usual, the conductor jumped down

from the vehicle. But he was immediately surrounded by angry passengers, each with an

outstretched hand, each shouting for change. He counted the passengers and divided them into two

groups. From his left hand, stuffed with bank notes, he brought out two $ notes, and told each group:

‘Share this among yourselves.' "
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10. Never forget that it is still journalism.

“Getting the other side of the story,” is a first step towards the all-important process of rigorous

verification that should include multi-sourcing.

Help your readers, viewers and listeners understand the story, but be careful about crossing the line

into pure comment and opinion. Journalism is about asking questions, not making assumptions or

using other people's assumptions.

The concept of independence is particularly important in fending off the various vested interests

that will try to influence a story, either to make money or not to lose it. The pressures to present

facts in a certain way or not to present them at all in business journalism can be intense, but

credibility is the journalist’s coin. Without it, the journalist is bankrupt. Financial journalists should

not be tempted to depart from the highest ethical standards and these should be spelled out in a

written code, compiled by the newspaper or broadcaster. Journalists must declare their own

interests, such as owning shares in a company they write about.

Yet credibility is too often lost through laziness. The use of Press Releases unchanged but with the

journalist’s by-line is a sorry example. It is the journalist's duty to go beyond the press release,

treating it as a tip-off for a real story. So ask: What is the significance of the announcement? Does it

have any? How will it affect the stakeholders, and how will it affect my audience?

Almost needless to say, unfortunately, payment for attending press conferences or for running press

releases entirely undermines the idea of independence.
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