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Jacobs (1999) has argued persuasively that press release writers aim for a style that requires a minimum of reworking by journalists. But besides this orientation on ‘preformulation’, other constraints need to be heeded as well in designing releases. For one thing, release writers primarily serve their own interests, not those of the press. Hence they try to enhance positive perceptions of the company as much as possible. This may explain why they use promotional stylistic devices (see Pander Maat in prep.), though journalists are often said to resent ‘pushy’ language. Moreover, the press is a heterogeneous audience, so preformulation can never serve all customers at the same time. For instance, release writers are well aware of the fact that newspaper reports are usually much shorter than the releases they are based on; still, they keep producing long releases, perhaps because they also need to serve more specialist media. To sum up, we may expect that releases will not always meet the approval of their receivers. We need to examine empirically how the different institutional perspectives affect both the design of press releases and their use by journalists.


This study focuses on how Dutch newspaper journalists rework press releases, using a corpus of 50 press releases issued by industrial companies and the newspaper reports (often more than one) based on them by mostly economic journalists. It shows how journalists routinely transform releases. Based  lists of transformations that we have made for all pairs of texts, it looks  as if two maxims may be postulated as the orientations behind these changes:

1. Be shorter and more direct than the release

2. Adopt the perspective of the general public, not the company’s viewpoint.

The second maxim seems to be subdivided in  the following submaxims:

- Eliminate or tone down promotional elements

- Do not mention the name of the company, its departments or its products too often

- Focus on what the company will do, not on its reasons for doing so

The first, more general maxim may be behind many of the changes also covered by the second one, but the second maxim is clearly preferable because it generates more specific constraints on the reworking process. We will try to show that the actual evidence is in favour of the second maxim. 


More generally, the picture emerging from this study is one of a continuous struggle between the professional enthusiasm of release writers and the professional distrust of newspaper journalists. This institutionalized conflict manifests itself both in the formulations proposed by release writers and their being routinely rejected by their natural adversaries.
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