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What is Press Gang?

The idea for Press Gang came from the Changing Tomorrow Conference in September 2004 and Press Gang was set up by NAT in September 2005.  The aim was to enable people living with HIV to have a greater voice in the media and also to increase the impact of NAT’s work challenging stigma and discrimination in media coverage.
An online group of people living with HIV was set up to challenge inaccurate and stigmatising stories about HIV in the UK.  The group is supported by NAT’s Communications Officer, Katherine Sladden, who monitors national and regional press on a daily basis and informs Press Gang members about discriminatory news stories by way of email called ‘Stigma Alerts.’ NAT also let members know when HIV is going to be in the news so they can be ready to respond. 
Why is Press Gang important?

Stories in the media about HIV can often be stigmatising of people living with HIV.  Many stories contribute to a culture of blame about HIV transmission, focusing on so-called irresponsible sexual activity, stereotyping people living with HIV and often using inflammatory and judgmental language.  Inaccurate coverage can also perpetuate myths about how HIV is passed on, and in doing so, frequently fuel the stigma and discrimination experienced by people living with the virus. Even when an article is fair and balanced, the increase in on-line comments means that sometimes members of the public can post inaccurate and/or stigmatising comments about HIV and stimulate negative discourse.  Such on-line debate can also shape people’s views.
The media is incredibly powerful in influencing public attitudes and understanding, so improving the media’s coverage of HIV issues and contributing to on-line debates is a vital step towards tackling the discrimination experienced by people living with HIV and improving knowledge and understanding which will help prevent the spread of the virus.

How it works;

1. Register as a Press Gang member

You will be asked to fill in a Registration Form with your contact details that links you with our confidential Press Gang register. 

The information is only used so we can make contact with you in the way and times that are best for you. It is also a useful way for us to know the particular interests and expertise of individual members. 

Contact with you will normally be by email. If we need to phone you for any reason (eg for a question or follow up of a letter, etc.) we will phone you at the times you have designated on the form.

You will also be asked to fill in a separate Monitoring Form, which is optional, but very useful for us to ensure that we are recruiting members representative of the HIV community at large. 

2. Receive NAT’s Guide to Challenging Discrimination in the Media 

3. Begin receiving regular email shots from the NAT
There are three types of emails you will receive from the NAT; 

One is a weekly update of the current HIV issues in the media for that week. This is simply to keep you informed and up to date with what is going on. They will be clearly titled as “News update” and may occasionally include links to relevant e-petitions or surveys that you may find of interest.

More importantly are the emails titled “Stigma alert”. These are the ones that Press Gang members will want to respond to, as these will be stories that have been identified as inaccurate or stigmatising by NAT. They will include a hyperlink to the article in question.

In the body of the “Stigma alert” will be a helpful brief highlight of the inaccuracy or stigmatisation that the news story contains and points to remember when responding.

The final type of email will be a “Heads up”’ that an HIV story is going to be in the news. This could be the publication of the most recent HIV stats or the outcome from a criminal prosecution case.  It could also be when NAT has written an article, for example the story in The Times on HIV and discrimination in schools.  This will give members the opportunity to ensure there are some positive comments on news websites to balance some of the more negative views that a minority of the public sometimes post.  The email will be followed by a second email with hyperlinks to articles as soon as these are available. 
4. Write a response!

Stigmatising articles or wider articles about HIV in the media occur quite erratically, so don’t be surprised if you don’t receive a “Stigma Alert” or “Heads up” emails  for a period of time and then there is a ‘flurry’ of them in one week!

The main thing is to respond quickly. Don’t delay too long or the opportunity is missed! Refer to you “Guide to Challenging Discrimination in the Media” to give you an idea how to approach writing your letter (between 50 and 200 words). Writing your letters will get quicker and easier each time. Don’t be afraid to ask for help. That’s what the NAT is there for. 
Another good option is to post a comment on the website of the paper concerned as soon as you can – it makes a difference to online debates if people can post well informed and accurate comments, reflecting on their own experience.  Early comments can often shape the debate that follows. And it only takes five minutes to make your voice heard. 

Remember that other Press Gang members are writing letters and posting comments as well, but also remember that the more letters from us, the greater the impact. Your letter or comment counts!

5. Copy us!

Whenever possible “cc” or “bcc” the press@nat.org.uk whatever you have sent to the press (including cutting & pasting your comments on to a separate Word Doc if you have to).

This is important for future reference and is extremely helpful for NAT to monitor the exchange around a particular issue. 

It also is important if at any point you need additional guidance or support from NAT. NAT is there to help and they are always ready to give you whatever advice you need to have an effective voice with the media.

6. Spread the word

Just as many hands make light work, many voices make a loud noise. 

Whilst NAT can promote Press Gang through publications and its website, we know that the most effective recruitment is through word of mouth. 

Talking to other people living with HIV within your local network about the work of Press Gang reaches individuals that NAT does not have access to. You are also in the best position to be able to show others that Press Gang is a powerful way of taking personal action and making a difference.

If you meet someone who is interested but wants to speak to someone at NAT first, please do encourage him or her to phone or email the Community Advocacy Coordinator.

Press Gang contact at NAT:

Katherine Sladden 

Communications Manager
T: 020 7814 6733/ F: 020 7216 0111

press@nat.org.uk
Maurice Hebert

Community Engagement Officer

T: 07506 302678

maurice.hebert@nat.org.uk
