CLOSE-UP ON INDUSTRY

Good Spin, Bad Spin

Spin.  What is it?  The answer probably depends on whether you are a public relations practitioner or a critic of the industry.  To some, spin has become synonymous with the practice of public relations.  Stuart Ewen, a well known media critic, titled his book on public relations PR: The Social History of Spin.  To Ewen, spinning is the practice of twisting the truth so that what is said is arguably not lying, just putting the best possible face on the facts.  Spinning attempts to supplant the PR version of reality over other versions that might be less beneficial to the spinner, such as when a politician claims credit for economic or social gains he or she had nothing to do with.

Critics contend that most spinning is a type of lying, or at best a type of half-truth.  Most critics are word lovers and do not like to see language abused, and they believe that is just what PR people do.  Sometimes they do it using euphemisms, those substitute words that soften a harsh truth.  One annual report referred to a plane crash as the “involuntary conversion of a 707,” which caused one pundit to point out, “Perhaps they would have fooled more people if they had just called the disaster a layover in Cleveland.”
  Other critics are angered by euphemisms like “early retirement” for firing; “rightsizing” for firing an entire department, “restructuring” for putting a whole town out of work and  “unlocking shareholder value” for dismembering an entire company.

Robert L. Dilenschneider, Chairman and Founder of the New York public relations firm the Dilenschneider Group, Inc., believes that the critics have it wrong.  He defines spin as “mankind’s attempt to put its best foot forward.”
  He goes on to say, “Lovers are master spinners.  So are job applicants.  Ditto for kids around Christmas.  Spin is happening every minute of every day in every city and town around the world.”  In short, he says, to spin is to persuade others to your point of view.


Dilenschneider says that critics confuse “good spin” with “bad spin.”  He says not all spin is created equal.  “In spinning we try to give ourselves, our cause or our point of view the advantage.  We can get that advantage ethically or unethically.  In good taste or bad; with a pure heart or with malice.  And that’s the difference between good spin and bad spin.  Good spin is being smart but also being on the level.  Good spin sticks with reality.  Bad spin is to be mean-spirited, opportunistic, sleazy.  Bad spin crosses the line from reality to fiction.”
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