The art of the follow-up

I once worked for an editor I secretly nicknamed “But Man.”

He earned the name for the way he paid compliments. Whenever he had something nice to say to a reporter, he also had a “but” concealed the way a 7-Eleven robber waits until the last second to yank the pistol from his jacket pocket.

“Hey Jim, I really liked your lead on that story about the farmer whose cantaloupes keep breaking off the vines and rolling down the hill and smashing into his chicken coop,” he would say, then add, “but why didn’t you check with an agriculture specialist to see if any farmers have found a way to grow square cantaloupes?”


I’m sure he learned that technique from some thin little volume on 14 foolproof management tips whose title was “Stopping Just Short of Tears: A Guide to Effective Humiliation in the Computer Age,” $29.95, $10 more for the video. Back in the ‘80s, thin little volumes on simplistic management tactics were very big.

One day, I stumbled across a scoop: A government big shot was changing jobs.


It was a juicy story with statewide implications, and I thought But Man might be stuck with having to reward me with an unadulterated compliment.

He walked over to my desk, smiled, stuck out his hand to shake mine and said, “Congratulations on scooping the world on (the big shot’s) change in jobs.” Then he turned away, and I thought, “Finally.”

He stopped in his tracks, turned back to me and said, “But be sure you make a note to write a story in three months on how he’s doing in the new job. I have a feeling he’ll fail.”


I started to get angry, then realized something: He wasn’t adding gratuitous criticism. He was giving me good advice. I grabbed my calendar, flipped three months forward and wrote, “Check on (big shot).”

That was the first time I had used my calendar in such a way, to project forward on a story I should follow up. Not long after that, I devised a system on the computer to keep track of when I should follow up stories.


The follow-up story is the broccoli of journalism: Nobody likes it, but it’s good for you.

Your paper runs a story that the XYZ Co. bought a vacant lot in downtown. Later, a competing media outlet runs a story that XYZ is building its new 47-story headquarters building there. One day, you owned the story, the next you had it swiped from under your nose.

In the last month, two editors, tired of being scooped, have asked me for a system to make sure their reporters are following up in a timely manner.


Is it possible, I wondered, that in the two decades I haven’t been a reporter, no one has come up with a better system than the one I once used?


Despite all the technological advances since the ‘80s and all the electronic wizardry of the current generation – I’m a baby-boomer, so I’m at least two, maybe three, generations behind – is my way really still the best way?

I am deeply humbled to have the chance to pass this along to much more hip reporters than I.

Start with a blank computer screen. Down the left side, fill in six months, one day per line, this way: 

September

1

2

3

… 
etc., through March.


Every day, you enter your stories that appeared in that day’s edition. You don’t need a full description, just a few words to remind you: “Larson resigns as state senator,” “Wilson, insurance agency owner, arrested for fraud.” (Use proper names, they’re the best reminders.)


Then look at each story and decide: “When should I follow up?”

Find the right line in your project-ahead calendar – let’s say you want to check in early November what Larson is doing with his life – and you enter, in capital letters, on the Nov. 3 line: “LARSON, SEPT. 1.” For ease, add a phone number. (The capital letters distinguish a follow-up story from a story of yours that runs on Nov. 3.)


If you can’t remember why you’re supposed to call this LARSON person, no sweat. You just go backward to the Sept. 1 line, and there’s your answer.


Every day, filling out the two lines – current edition and look ahead – will take no more than three minutes.


I showed my system to one reporter. He’s from a different generation, one of the really new ones. I can’t remember what we’re supposed to call it.

I’m sure you know what he said: “That’s a good system, but … .”


THE FINAL WORD: In an e-mail, I used the noun “vagueness.” The recipient of the e-mail said I should have used “ambiguity.”

He was right. “Vagueness” is any unclear reference, but “ambiguity” specifically refers to uncertainty between two or more options. He used this example of ambiguity: “Flying airplanes can be dangerous.”

Jim Stasiowski, writing coach for the Dolan Media Co., welcomes your questions or comments. Call him at 775 354-2872, or write to 2499 Ivory Ann Drive, Sparks, Nev. 89436.

