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Updating the guidelines for implementing Speaking for the Methodist Church
Basic Information

	Contact Name and Details
	Toby Scott, Director of Communications and Campaigns (ext x5221) 

	Status of Paper
	Final

	Action Required
	Decision

	Draft Resolution


	Council adopts the new guidelines for implementing the report Speaking for the Methodist Church for use by all members of the Connexional Team and as recommended best practice for those outside the Team.


Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims


	The 2001 Conference report Speaking for the Methodist Church sets out the principles and is reflected in SO 303. The former guidelines on Speaking for the Methodist Church are out of date because of changes in the Connexional Team and the way it works. The new guidelines update the practicalities, whilst remaining true to the principles set out in the 2001 report. They also encourage more strategic thinking about how and when we speak. 

	Main Points


	These new guidelines set out clearly for Connexional Team staff their obligations when speaking on behalf of the Church, as well as ways to maximise our effectiveness when we do speak. In essence, all statements, press releases, publications, electronic communications etc. should meet two basic criteria:

· they must be in harmony with existing Conference decisions, foundational documents etc; 

· they should further or promote the mission of the Church and the work of the Team as expressed in Our Calling and Priorities for the Methodist Church, and the Connexional Team work plan and the other work plans and strategies derived from it. 

	Background Context and Relevant Documents (with function)


	Speaking for the Methodist Church (Conference report 2001), with guidelines adopted by the Council in 2004. The 2001 Conference report sets out the principles for speaking on behalf of the Church; the 2004 Council document sets out practical steps staff should follow to ensure they speaking in accordance with the 2001 report. 

	Consultations


	Strategic Leaders and Heads of staff clusters; communications specialists within the Team. 


Summary of Impact 

	Standing Orders
	No change is necessary to SO 303.

	Personnel


	The new guidelines need to be part of staff induction, and could form the basis for disciplinary action 

	Wider Connexional


	New guidelines are also recommended as best practice for the wider Connexion

	External (e.g. ecumenical)
	These guidelines could affect the preparation and delivery of joint statements with partners 


Updating the Guidelines for implementing Speaking for the Methodist Church

How to use this document

The aim of this paper is to be brief and simple, but this means that it cannot be comprehensive. This paper assumes that staff can be trusted to be sensible and that people will be held accountable for their actions. If in any doubt, please speak to the Director of Communications or any of the managers in the communications sub-cluster.

Who is covered by this?

This applies to all members of the Connexional Team, regardless of whether they are full-time, part-time, freelance or temporary, lay or ordained, based in London, Manchester, in the Districts or at home. This includes those members of staff who are linked to bodies outside the Team, such as Women’s Network or the Racial Justice Committee. It also applies to those who are not technically part of the Team, but partly or wholly funded from Connexional funds, and any others who are employed by the Methodist Council. 

For others in the Church who may be called on to speak, these guidelines are recommendations for best practice. This includes the Presidency, District Chairs, the Warden of the Diaconal Order and the chairs, convenors or members of different Methodist networks and bodies. 

Different ways of speaking

There are different ways in which different individuals speak on behalf of the Church. There are direct statements to the media, there are publications or websites, and there are things we say at Methodist or ecumenical (or other) gatherings that we attend in official capacities, for example. In the 21st century, there are also our own personal ways of speaking to wide audiences: websites, blogs, Facebook etc. In many of these instances it is clear when someone is speaking for the Church, but in others it is not so obvious. 

We all have a responsibility to the Church and the Team as our “employer.” This responsibility includes not speaking in ways that hinder or hurt the work of the Team, nor to make discussions public before a clear conclusion or agreement has been reached within the Team. We cannot expect everyone in the Team to agree with everything that the Team says, or that the Conference says. But once a decision has been reached by the proper channels, we are all obliged to work to it. And whilst a decision is still being reached, we should not try to prejudge or derail it. 

In keeping with the spirit of ways of working and the practicalities of 21st century communications, it is not always possible to create hard-and-fast rules for how we should speak, especially when we think we are speaking personally. But it is important to remember that words have power, and that a statement that we might think of as a throwaway joke can have a great effect on how others see the Team or Church. If we are unhappy with work our colleagues are doing, then we should address the problem to them or their line manager. Taking such thoughts outside the Team is unhelpful. 

The aim of Speaking for the Methodist Church is not to stifle us in what we say. We have much to say, and much to talk about, and we should speak out boldly and creatively unless it is best to stay quiet. But just as Finance has procedures to ensure that Church funds are spent properly and accountably, we need to ensure that the same applies to how we communicate with the Connexion and beyond. 

Speaking for the Methodist Church (Conference report 2001)

The fundamental principles of the Conference report Speaking for the Methodist Church are sound and do not need to be changed. In particular, it sets out the general guideline that:

 all statements on behalf of the Church should be in harmony with the existing statements and resolutions of the Conference, and should also take into account other foundational documents. 

Some other good principles in it are:

· It establishes that there is a natural hierarchy of those who will speak for the Church. The President and the Vice President are the senior officers of the Conference, and they are the Church’s pre-eminent spokespeople. There are also members of the Connexional Team whose job descriptions require them to speak for the Church. There will sometimes be a tension between the media’s wish for a senior person (and in particular for a ‘Revd’), and our wish to offer the person with the most expertise on a particular topic. 

· Only one person within the Team should speak on any one topic (with exceptions for holidays or other absences) at a time

· “Two heads are better than one” – it is in everyone’s interest to check everything before it goes out

· When dealing with the media, work with the Media Service

· We should always try to speak where possible, unless silence really is the best option. 

· The Church is a complex and diverse organisation – not everyone agrees fully with every Conference decision or statement made on behalf of the Church.

· Anyone speaking on behalf of the Church should have their finger on the pulse of current Methodist thinking on that topic

To this we can add a relevant goal from Ways of Working

· to delegate authority as close as possible to the point of delivery

But we also need to take into account the reference in many posts’ job descriptions to a coordinated communication strategy. In particular the Director of Communications has the authority to say no if a particular communication or some aspect of it is not suitable. 

Another issue is that the Team increasingly works by supporting autonomous networks that people might reasonably see as representing the Church in some way (e.g. Women’s Network, Racial Justice) or that were in the past part of the Team. We also have new creations such as the Youth Participation Strategy that are funded by the Team and so could be reasonably seen as representing the Church. Finally, there are high profile people in the Church, such as the President and Vice President and District Chairs, whom people would expect to speak on behalf of the Church. All these groups should be aware of these guidelines and use them as recommendations for best practice. 

21st century communications

Although it was written less than a decade ago, the original Speaking… is essentially a document from an analogue, paper-based world. These days we must also deal with websites, emails, blogs, text messages, Podcasts, YouTube, social networks like Facebook and who knows what else. This is a world of less certainty than before – when someone posts on their own blog, are they speaking personally or for the Church? It is no longer possible to police everything said by members of the Team, so rather than trying to hold back the tide, we need to work with this.

Some new guidelines

· All statements, press releases, publications, electronic communications etc. should meet two basic criteria:

· they must be in harmony with existing Conference decisions, foundational documents etc; 

· they should further or promote the mission of the Church and the work of the Team as expressed in Our Calling and Priorities for the Methodist Church, and the Connexional Team work plan and the other work plans and strategies derived from it. 

Any “speaking” that does not meet these two criteria should not take place in the name of the Church.

Such a simplification leaves many practical questions unanswered. Following the checklist below will help steer you through the process, but please ask if you have any questions. 

A checklist before speaking. 

1) Is what you’re going to say harmonious with the Church’s previous statements?

2) It is helpful? (i.e. how does this promote the mission of the Church or the work of the Team?)

3) Are you the best person to speak on this topic?

4) Are you up to date with the latest news, information and Methodist thought on this topic?

5) Would a reasonable person assume, from your title and profile, that you are speaking on behalf of the Church?

6) Who else needs to know what you’re going to say?

7) How does this fit into the Team’s communications strategy and planning?

8) Who are you speaking to?

9) Is the content correct and format suitable for those you are speaking to?

10) Check all the above with someone else.

(See also the expanded version of this checklist which goes into more detail.)

And when you do speak: be bold, be creative and be distinctive!

It is worth stressing that all this can take time, so the earlier you start planning the better. Sometimes we need to respond quickly to changing events, but you should plan ahead if possible. The biggest mistakes tend to occur when we’re in a hurry. 

If you have any further questions, please ask the Director of Communications or any of the managers in the communications sub-cluster. 

As far as Connexional Team staff are concerned, failure to follow the guidelines should be treated as a disciplinary matter through the individual’s line manager. 
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Please note: This document replaces the earlier Council document giving guidelines to Speaking for the Methodist Church. It is provisional until considered by the Council. The Conference report Speaking for the Methodist Church remains in effect. 

Speaking checklist

	1) Is what you’re going to say harmonious with existing Conference decisions, foundational documents etc.?
	Is this already covered by existing Conference statement?
	IF YES: refer to fact sheet on the website, or read the relevant documents and prepare a suitable summary

IF NO: If you are the best person to speak, and if you are up to date on this topic, then you can prepare a response, but make it clear that this is not yet a settled issue. 

	2) Is it helpful? (i.e. how does this promote the mission and Priorities of the Church or the work of the Team?)
	Does this planned communication help towards our goals? If so, how? 
	IF NOT then we should not make it. 

	3) Are you the best person to speak on this topic?
	Are you the Team’s designated expert on this topic?
	IF NO: refer it to that person. 

If YES: Before you respond, consider if this is such a big issue that any statement should come in the name of the President or Vice President

	4) Are you up to date with the latest news, information and Methodist thought on this topic?
	
	IF YES: You don’t need to know every last opinion, but you need to know enough to be sure where your thoughts sit. Your statement must reflect all this.

IF NO: Don’t speak until you know more. 

	5) Would a reasonable person assume, from your title and profile, that you are speaking on behalf of the Church?
	This applies more to your own personal communications (such as a blog) or when talking to a group. A letter to the Recorder will always be seen as speaking for the Church. 
	IF YES: Then preface your comments by making it clear that you are not speaking for the Church. And even then, think if your statement could be unhelpful even if clearly personal. 

	6) Who else needs to know what you’re going to say?
	For example: all media statements must be copied to district chairs, senior staff in the Team, the Presidency, ecumenical partners, DCOs and other relevant organisations. Some publications need to be checked by Faith and Order or Law and Polity. All need to be in house style, there are web guidelines etc. Other people in the Team need to be involved as well if it overlaps with their area of responsibility or as courtesy. 
	Come and talk to the relevant communications managers. 

	7) How does this fit into the Team’s communications strategy and planning?
	Even an urgent response benefits from a few minutes pause to see what else is going on. 
	Everything else needs to be built into the strategy and planned properly. This is also a great way to sharpen your thinking and be very creative. 

	8) Who are you speaking to?
	Media matters, including the Methodist Recorder, should be handled together with the Media Service, or a note sent to them after you respond to the press.

 
	General enquiries should go to the Help Desk if they came straight to you. If you handle a routine enquiry, let the Help Desk know the answer so they can do it next time. 

	9) Is the content correct and format suitable for those you are speaking to?
	Please make sure that the spelling and grammar is correct, all facts are correct and that it is brief, clear and reads well. 
	Also, to whom are you talking? Is this a speech, a print product, a website, a radio interview? Who are the audience? Without seeking to pander, you must make your statement match the needs and interests of the audience. 

	10) Check all the above with someone else.
	Your line manager. The Director of Communications. The relevant communications manager. Statements on major items need to be discussed before with one of the strategic leaders or the senior managers. 
	Two heads are better than one. Three heads are better still. 


And remember: the earlier you plan, the better the outcome. 

And: be bold! Be creative! Be distinctive!

