
the time. It is usually quite clear to me when I’m  
talking to someone whether they are on the record or 
not, even if it is not communicated that way. Often 
sources say “we’re off the record until I say we’re on 
the record.” That’s the best way to do it if you’re 
uncomfortable. 

What is news for you?
It depends on where I am working. Because I’m with 
the Financial Post, it’s probably going to be something 
that’s of interest to an investor, or something that will 
move the market or change somebody’s investment 
strategy. It’s very investor focused. So typically, it’s 
going to be about public companies rather than private 
companies, unless it’s a private company issue that 
affects public companies. Obviously if it’s new, and 
something that’s timely — these are the things that 
dictate the kind of story you’re going to write. And 
it’s different if it’s a feature story or something for the 
website, say.
 
How do you find your news?
There are a number of ways. Sometimes it’s a press 
release. Sometimes it’s just a regular event like a  
quarterly earnings report or an annual meeting  
and then sometimes it’s just sitting with my editors 
thinking about things that we’ve seen lately and 
trends and maybe matching it with a couple of sources 
and asking “are we on to something?” Sometimes  
it’s just a conversation with a source, something pops 
up that you haven’t heard before, and you think, 
“that’s interesting”. In fact, quite a lot of those happen, 
a lot of conversations over lunch — somebody says 
something and I’ve never heard that before. And  
I will ask: “How can you help me get that story?” 
Typically you’re looking at the audience and thinking 
about what they would be interested in.

What do you need from a new source? 
I need expert opinion, which means I need somebody 
— legitimate, with credentials and they will give  
me a view that is more than what I can figure out  
for myself. 

Give me an example of an excellent 
news source? 
People who would help me understand an issue,  
even if they can’t give me “on the record” news  
or comment, they can help me get the background. 
Talking to someone informally, even if they haven’t 
had a chance to formulate exactly what they want  
to say, they can have a lot of useful information and 
ensure that I get the story right.
 
Obviously, I would like a really zingy quote but  
I don’t want something that’s not right that I would 
have to go back later and correct. So it’s really  
helpful when I call someone and they say “let’s just 
talk about what the issues are here”, what my opinion 
is and then I figure out what I want to say. I am not 
talking about manipulating or censoring people’s 
words, just about making sure what the source says  
is accurate. I don’t think it’s in anybody’s interest to 
just report people’s words if they’re not what they 
meant to say.

They say in PR school — nothing is ever is 
off the record. Do you use news sources 
that are off the record?
If somebody says this is off the record then I’m going 
to stick to that. It’s crazy from a journalist’s point of 
view to break that. It wouldn’t be helpful to you long 
term for your career. Obviously, you prefer people to 
be on the record, but they can’t be on the record all 
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You need some context and there are other ways to 
do it. And I’m open to relative ways to come up with 
a way to put it in context. Whether that would be 
hiring additional staff, how many additional customers, 
new branches you’re opening up, how much extra 
office space. If you can’t tell me the financials of a 
deal, go somewhere else, look for another way to say 
this is significant. And if you can’t think of another 
way, then it probably isn’t newsworthy.

Who, as a news source, do you like to speak 
to? Do journalists always prefer the CEO? 
Are there any hard and fast rules?
I don’t think there are any rules, but you expect the 
CEO to be comfortable talking about something 
that’s significant for his business. It could be a CFO, 
maybe someone from the “C-suite”. If it’s someone at 
a different level, someone you wouldn’t expect to see, 
I’m totally fine with that. It could even be someone 
down from the very senior ranks, maybe someone 
who is a bit more colourful. Say you’re an office in 
Toronto and you’ve got a very Toronto-based business 
and then you’re going to open an office in another 
part of the country. It would be really helpful to talk 
to the people in that other part of the country so they 
can talk to me about why that piece of the business  
is important, how their day is, how it is different  
from Bay Street. That will help make the story more 
interesting. If there isn’t a reason to do that, then you 
will probably want to go to the most senior person — 
because again, that is a signal how significant the 
story is. 

Would you give a story from outside Toronto 
a bit more credence or weight just because 
it’s from outside Toronto?
It’s really going to depend on the significance of 
whatever the story is. As with all stories, it’s going to 
depend on what else is going on that day, if there is 
some huge piece of news that’s going to dominate. 
Sometimes “outside of Toronto” is an easier thing for 
a journalist to work with, it will make it seem less 
sort of typical.

So the news is more than just what’s the 
biggest, the best, the most innovative?
It could be closing down a factory or opening one  
up, or doing a deal, or it could be anything: changing 
leadership, changing strategy — but because mine  
is a financial section, it helps if you can put a number 
on it. Sometimes I’ll get a press release that says 
“bank X has done a deal to acquire operation Y in 
the U.S.” but unless I can say how much it will 
expand operations, or how much it’s going to cost  
to do the deal, then I have no context for it, so I  
can’t say it is newsworthy.

Can you give some examples of how you 
develop your news stories?
I did a story recently about hedge funds. At first, it 
just a piece of information about a Canadian company 
whose management believed hedge funds had put 
their stock price under pressure. It wasn’t particularly 
new. Little pieces were new. The story had been 
around for at least a year. But there was a lot in the 
news about how, in the US, hedge funds needed to 
be regulated and how they contributed to the global 
financial turmoil. So I used the little pieces out of  
the Canadian company news and added it to what 
was going on in the States, the U.K. and also here  
in Canada and turned it into a news story. It was 
good because I was able to take this one piece of 
information and draw a wider story out of it. And  
I was able to get a lot of what I really needed from 
the Canadian company involved, and their lawyers.

This brings me back again to being able to talk to 
people on background. Not necessarily every time 
you talk with someone is it going to end up in a  
story but it might do six months down the line.  
It just helps me understand the story.
 
How important is context for you?
If it’s a deal, I need to know how big the deal is  
within an industry. The ideal would be to know  
how much money has been spent but often that’s not  
available. So then I need to see if there is another way 
to measure this. Can I say you acquired 10 staff and 
you previously had 40, so then it’s significant to your 
business, or I say your earnings are going to increase 
by 20% and then it’s significant. If you can’t say any 
of these things, then it’s impossible to say what’s  
significant. 
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What kind of feedback do you get  
from the readership?
It sort of surprises me sometimes. I can write a story 
with a particular angle in mind and I get seven or 
eight e-mails back, all with a different view about  
the angle I had taken. One would be critical of the 
story for something, another would say completely 
the opposite and someone else would have taken a 
completely other slant. So it’s really interesting.  
You think when you’re writing something that you’re 
writing a particular angle and this is how people 
would read it, but you can actually having no idea 
how people are going to read it.

What do you do with emails and responses?
I usually reply to all of the measured comments.

Are they ever “seeds” for follow on stories?
Yes, but not often. I would say maybe one in 10 leads 
to something else. There are some stories I’ve written 
that have definitely sparked a lot of interest, and 
brought in a whole new slew of interest. There was 
one I was writing last year about one of the banks  
and my initial story was a lot more skeptical about 
something that had happened than maybe some of  
the stories in other newspapers. The result was I got 
probably all the best sources on that story, for the 
next month or so. After a while, it became obvious it 
was helpful to have a story in the paper just to drag 
people out. The more you write about it, the more 
people come to you with information. 

Let’s talk a little bit about what gives a 
story “legs”? 
You’re never quite sure at the outset. One recent  
story was such an old technical story in many ways. 
But it was in the news for more than a year because  
it became a very populist story, with a lot of twists 
and turns, legal maneuverings and lots of parties 
involved who each had a different view. Stories that 
are sort of an announcement, a done deal, it’s really 
hard to work with. There is definitely an expectation 
that when we go with a big story, the next day we 
will do something again — otherwise, I think it’s a 
little bit strange from a readers’ point of view to see 
something as the main story on the front page and 
then the next day it disappears. It undermines the 
story in a way. I am always looking for what I can  
do the next day, and the day after that.
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Describe a typical day in the office? 
It’s rarely a typical day. Start about nine, get in and 
there’s usually a number of press releases in my email. 
I’ll scour those, perhaps there’s one that may be  
interesting — but not always — then have a look 
what’s been written in the U.S media, the U.K. 
media, maybe there’s something that sparks your 
interest there. Then there may be a lunch or coffee 
meeting, there may be a story in mind or not. Usually 
by 11:00 we generally have a good idea what will be 
the story for the day. As I say, it might have been a 
press release, might have been something that already 
happened that day, or might have been sitting down 
with my editor and saying well, what else is going on 
that day? If there’s nothing interesting, the editor 
might come to my desk and ask if I have anything, 
what have you been sitting on for a few days, which 
might push something forward, maybe a note comes 
out from an analyst that in itself may not be news-
worthy, but may have a piece of information that can 
be put together with another press release received 
that morning — and we can put these pieces together. 

What happens after you’ve set the news 
story for the day at 11AM? 
I probably have a list of the people I want to get hold 
of. By the middle of the afternoon I probably want  
to start writing the story, so by three or four I’d like 
to have at least the top of the story written, and most 
of the phone calls out of the way. That’s the ideal,  
and it’s usually five before any of that happens. Our 
deadline is six, so if it’s left until five, it gets pretty 
tight. And what usually happens, as the day goes on, 
the story changes completely.

If a press release comes out at nine in the morning, 
and it’s a breaking story, then I might write a quick 
150-200 word story on that for the website, Then I 
might update that story at noon with some commentary 
and start to think about how I might write this story 
differently for the next day. I don’t want to write the 
same story three times in 24 hours. 
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What’s the main thing news sources should 
bear in mind? 
Ask yourself if this is something you would expect  
to see in a newspaper. Ask yourself “Would I read 
this?” If you’re pitching a story that doesn’t look like  
something you would find in a paper, you have to 
think about who is going to want to read this. That’s 
the question I get all the time from my editors:  
“Why would I want to read this?”

How is the nature of the news industry 
changing? 
I’ve only been in the industry for a couple of years, 
but it has already changed dramatically, and primarily 
because of the Internet. It makes news that would 
have been current for 24 hours now useful for about 
two hours. If a press release comes out at nine AM, it 
will be newsworthy until about noon. If you want it 
in tomorrow’s paper, the journalists will need a way 
to rewrite the story.

What do you need from your news sources? 
What is the most helpful way for them  
to interact with you, so you can get your 
job done?
As early as possible, letting me know if they are going 
to be available. If you’re not going to be available,  
tell me that. I have sat around waiting for someone  
to return a call who then says “sorry can’t do it.” 
That’s really the worst thing, and that probably means 
I am not going to rely on them again. It’s tough as  
a journalist. You’ve pinned your story on something, 
and it just doesn’t happen. 
 
It’s actually helpful if there’s a sort of background  
to the story, if someone can give me that to read.  
The editors are always looking for some art — so 
photographs or a chart or something is helpful too. 
And make it available as early as possible. If you’ve 
got a good picture, then you’re more likely to get 
good play too — and this means not just one of the  
CEO holding the corporate banner or logo. So yes,  
as much background, as much information as you  
can provide, and a commitment to talk.

How useful are press releases? 
I look at all of them, but don’t send them five times, 
plus three follow-up calls, all in one day. It’s not  
helpful at all — especially when several people in  
the newsroom are getting all the same thing. 

How important is the human-interest ele-
ment in what interests you? 
If you can put a human face on something, that’s all 
the better. If you have a business story but can give us 
an example of somebody who’s affected by it or part 
of it, that’s really good. For instance, we receive a 
press release about a small businesses doing X, Y and 
Z, but if you can find somebody who is actually 
doing the interesting thing the press release describes, 
that’s useful. 

Duncan Mavin, Financial Services Reporter, The Financial Post. 
Duncan Mavin was an accountant for ten years in London and Toronto, 
before joining the National Post in 2005. He currently covers the financial 
services beat for the Financial Post. Duncan has a BA (History) and an 
MA (Historical Research) from the University of Durham in the UK.
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