
MEMORANDUM 

DATE: Jan. 7, 2014 

FROM: John Ensslin, Name Change Task Force chairman 

SUBJ: SPJ name change 

FOR: SPJ Executive Committee 

SPJ needs to take substantial and meaningful steps toward making our society 

more relevant to a new generation of journalists. And we need to do it now. 

That’s the consensus of the 10-member task force that has spent the last three 

months studying the SPJ name change issue.  

Back in September, SPJ President Dave Cuillier appointed us to a task force to 

delve into the issue first raised during our national convention of changing our 

name to “The Society for Professional Journalism.” 

Our goal was to air that debate, sound out opinion from a wide range of the 

membership and study the possible financial costs associated with a name change, 

which totaled about $20,000 for the national organization. 

That phase of our work is completed. Attached you will find some of the report’s 

more enlightening components, which include: 

 Summaries of some focus groups held with members around the country;

 Results of a survey emailed to all SPJ members; and

 Member comments on the topic.

As you will see, our inquiry into the name change question quickly led us into a 

set of larger issues concerning SPJ's future.  Those questions include: 

 How can we make SPJ more relevant to the next generation of journalists

who are coming of age during a rapidly evolving digital era of journalism;

 What do we need to do to stem the steady loss of members that SPJ has

experienced over the last five years;

 Are we primarily an organization that seeks to advocate for journalism in

general or are we primarily serving the needs of the journalists who belong

to our society.

It also quickly became apparent as we sought out opinion from our members that 

the majority felt they had not heard a convincing case for changing our name. 

The majority of those surveyed indicated an opposition to the name change, but 

we note that the vast majority of those who participated in our focus groups 

represented members 30 and older. Thus the very group that we are aiming to 

reach was the least represented. 
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Members of the task force also were divided on the name change issue. Several of us also felt the 

name should reflect the mission of the society – and that changing the name without changing 

the mission was putting the proverbial cart before the horse. 

 

Others felt a name change was an important first step toward making SPJ more relevant to 

younger journalists.  

 

We also discovered that we are in substantial agreement that SPJ needs to address some of the 

larger issues raised by our inquiry. 

 

So rather than waste time and effort plodding through the motions of whether a name change 

should stand or fall, the committee decided we needed to re-invent and take on a new task. 

 

And that would be to draft a set of recommendations on ways in which the society can make 

itself more relevant to the next generation of journalists – just as we have from time to time, 

throughout our long history. 

 

To accomplish this task, the committee (none of whose members are younger than 40 years old) 

realized that we would need to turn to a younger group of professional and student journalists for 

advice on what SPJ ought to do. 

 

Mind you we are not talking about re-examining the mission of SPJ or starting from scratch. 

Rather, our goal is to develop a list of specific, practical and achievable tasks that SPJ can 

undertake to make it more relevant to young journalists who are the future of our society. 

 

President Cuillier has given us the OK to re-chart our direction. So beginning in January, we will 

do so. Our goal will be to present a set of recommendations in time for the next meeting of the 

SPJ national board in April. 

 

We look forward to reporting back to you at that time. 

 

The Future of SPJ Task Force (formerly known as the “name change” committee.) 

 John Ensslin, chairman 

Sonny Albarado 

Carl Corry 

Paul Davis 

Sue Kopen Katcef 

Michael Koretzky 

Hagit Limor 

Don Meyers 

Andy Schotz 

David Sheets 
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NAME CHANGE TASK FORCE 

FOCUS GROUP SUMMARY 

 

Members of the SPJ name change task force conducted several focus groups during October and 

November in Utah, New York, New Jersey and Maryland. 

The purpose of the focus groups was to elicit a greater level of response than our email survey 

and delve into some of the reasons behind members’ opinions on the name change issue. 

Sue Kopen Katcef conducted both a focus group and an online survey of SPJ student members at 

the University of Maryland. (see attached survey results.) About a dozen students responded to 

the survey. 

Of the four focus groups we conducted it is notable that this student group, while hardly 

unanimous, was the most receptive to the concepts behind the name change. 

This is evident in some of the comments student members provided to the survey with statements 

such as: 

“I think the change promotes a better connection between current journalists and students to 

make the profession the best it can be.” 

And this from another student:  

“If this is a change that the society feels will benefit the group I am in full support.” 

However, other students were just as skeptical as many of the professional members, with 

comments such as this: 

“I think ‘journalists’ makes it feel more like a community, whereas ‘journalism’ detaches the 

human element.” 

And this ironic comment: 

“It is a bad idea. In fact, I am one of those few people who wish that it was still the fraternity 

Sigma Delta Chi.” 

Sue also included some interesting comments from the live focus group she conducted. Here are 

a few things they had to say: 

“Makes me thing they're trying to cater more to students.” 

“(Sounds like it's) focusing on the FIELD rather than the people.” 
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“Like RTDNA...may be aimed at broadening the membership base to include those without 

journalism in their job title.” 

“Concerned about the costs of making the switch (especially as it would affect local chapters.)” 

“Change in the name might make it clearer for other (outside journalism) to understand what SPJ 

is all about.” 

 “Change in name might help with including newer jobs in digital journalism--not necessarily 

writing & reporting--like coding--and might help attract more from the digital realm.” 

The other three focus groups involved only professional members, many of whom were officers 

of local chapters. 

In Salt Lake City, Don Meyers quizzed members of the Utah Headliners. He reported back, “The 

general consensus of the group is that the change is unnecessary. “ 

“The thinking is that we are better off keeping our name and using our efforts on more pressing 

issues,” he added. 

I found a similar reaction during a board retreat of the SPJ New Jersey chapter. Two board 

members had attended the national convention in Anaheim as delegates where they heard the 

brief debate. 

They felt, as did the others, that they had not heard a convincing argument for a name change. It 

is worth noting the group included no one under the age of 40. 

Carl Corry did a focus group with board members of the Press Club of Long Island. Carl 

reported that: 

“Some were skeptical that a name change in itself would invite more members and wanted to 

know more about how the change would affect the membership and chapter structures. 

“Some were concerned that it would invite non-journalists to participate in decision-making, 

while others were concerned about the financial costs to the organization. 

“Alternatively, some said any name change would require a robust marketing push and haven't 

been impressed with SPJ's efforts as it is, so they are not confident that we would be able to pull 

it off.  

“A few people said they supported the concept, but needed to see an actual game plan for how it 

would be done.” 

Carl also noted that of the 10 people in the group, one was under 30 and another had just turned 

30.  
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NAME CHANGE TASK FORCE 

MEMBER COMMENTS 

Here are some comments on the name change issue submitted by members in response to our 

web page or the email survey: 

 

 “Hearing that SPJ is considering changing its name to Society for Professional Journalism, my 

initial thought is, "Why?"  Although I'm rarely short on rationalizations or ideas (admittedly, 

often out-of the box), I cannot come up with any compelling answers to why.  But I can think of 

several answers to the equally important question, "Why not?"  Starting with, "Unnecessary." 

 

-Steven FitzGerald, former Cleveland Pro chapter president, member since 1995. 

 

 

“I took the name change survey. Sorry to say this is the first I have heard about this 'movement'? 

The methodology of this whole name change effort is goofy. I suggest the Society first have an 

open conversation about the needs behind all this emesis regarding name changing. SPJ needs 

to remain the society of professionals, whatever the name might.” 

 

-John J. Dill, professional member, Spokane Valley, WA. 

 

 

“The present name implies that the organisation is purposed at improving the craft of journalism 

by assisting its practitioners--the professional journalists. To change the last name to 

'journalism' presents the public with a perception that we are a nebulous group with an ill-

defined purpose that has been loosed from the moorings of its higher mission. 

“The bias of the group's management for a name change was revealed in one of the survey 

questions when the choices for what the name change would accomplish all included lofty goals. 

One option that forecasts the likely outcome of the name change was likely purposefully omitted-

-that the name change would achieve nothing, which is precisely what changing the name will 

do. 

“The name change will accomplish nothing. 

“Thank you for listening.” 

 

Father Michael Carl, Priest/Journalist, Wakefield, MA. 

 

 

“I've followed with curious skepticism the issue of changing the name of our organization.  It 

certainly is proper for members to raise issues they think important to the life of SPJ as is the 

case here.  But frankly, I can't see any compelling reason to take any more time than necessary 

to dispose of this suggestion and get on about our business.  Every organization reinvents itself 

in small or large ways over time, but changing the name won't begin to deal with perceived or 

real problems within the Society.  Continued dedication to the goals of the society in turbulent 

media times is what's needed, not a new name.  

“Background:  I was initiated as a student at the University of Michigan in 1954 and have 

maintained my membership since as a newspaper and magazine journalist and professor of 
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journalism.  I have served the Society as Region 3 director, SPJ chapter adviser at two 

universities (Bowling Green and U of Georgia) and vice president for campus chapter affairs.” 

 

-Wally Eberhard, Journalism professor emeritus, University of Georgia 

 

 

“Just cast my vote for "no" on the name change. ‘Professional Journalists’ says it all.” 

-Gail Daly, freelance writer, Georgia 

 

Here also are comments solicited by Task Force member Andy Schotz who emailed several 

chapter presidents for their opinions: 

 

There are times for change when things are drastically out-of-date. 

There are times for change if the organization needs to stay on top of emerging trends. 

There are times for change if the chapter's mission is furthered due to a new branding 

This is not one of those times. 

In the Cincinnati SPJ Pro Chapter many board members agree that now is neither the time nor 

the place for a name change. 

Here's a sampling what some of them said... 

 

- "We are an organization of individuals and this change into a mass just isn't necessary and 

smacks too much of judy and andy sayin, "Hey kids!  Let's do a show." 

 

- I'm not buying the rationale that has been offered by SPJ voices for changing the organization's 

name. 

 

We are all journalists in SPJ -- radio, television, print, on-line and free lancers.  The current title 

covers everyone very nicely. 

 

-Tom McKee, Cincinnati Pro Chapter President 

 

 

I am against the name change. This was originally presented as a rebranding effort. To me, 

changing the name of SPJ doesn't do anything to build membership or better connect with our 

existing members. The current name reflects our support for people who work in journalism. 

Changing the name makes it sound like we're supporting their work products. Isn't our goal to 

support good journalism and the people who produce it? 

 

I've read the post on why SPJ should change its name. I just don't see how a name change will 

increase membership or suddenly make us any better at lobbying for shield laws. 

 

-Alice Walton, SPJ/LA President 

 

 

I personally have no opinion. However, I decided to ask some of the other members in our region 

their thoughts. 
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Here are two responses I received: 

 

I think the name should stay the same. We are a group of journalists. I know the definition of a 

journalist has been debated but I think the definition of "professional journalism" is even more 

difficult to define and would just muddy the water more. - Laurie J. Williams 

 

Honestly? I don't care, and quite frankly think there are far more important things the 

organization could be tackling. This strikes me as a waste of effort and energy that could be 

better spent elsewhere, and symbolic of the way too much of SPJ's attention is focused inward on 

things the board cares about instead of on rank and file members and their needs. - Michelle 

Dupler 

 

Submitted by Veronica Craker, President, William O. Douglas Pro chapter 

 

 

I have to say I'm torn. I was in Anaheim when the motion was introduced and heard the 

discussion. While I'm in complete agreement that our name should sound more inclusive for all 

types of media practitioners, I don't know that a name change is going to have that effect. Either 

changing it or not will require serious marketing to increase membership and/or not alienate our 

existing membership. 

 

That said I lean toward keeping it as it is and focusing the discussion on other, more productive, 

efforts to bring members through the door. 

 

-Tammy Merrett-Murry, STL SPJ Pro Chapter President 

 

 

I haven't been paying close attention at all to the pros/cons of this whole thing--and I have to 

admit that I don't even know the genesis of the push to change the name. 

 

But my two cents? No on the name change. "Society of Professional Journalists" says to me just 

that: A group of journalists watching out for one another and for the profession. "Society for 

Professional Journalism" seems like the sort of thing that PR and marketing folks can infiltrate. I 

know that sounds pretty silly. And "infiltrate" is the wrong word. But at a time when our 

profession is getting hammered by PR and marketing campaigns, PIOs and all sorts of other 

folks who get paid for a living to spin a tale, I'm all for journalists sticking together to build a 

better future for the profession. 

Plus, our chapter doesn't need to spend a bunch of time and money revamping all our 

promotional materials, etc. 

 

-Laura Paskus, President, Rio Grande Pro chapter 
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NAME CHANGE TASK FORCE 

POLL SUMMARY 

  

A survey of the membership of the Society of Professional Journalists found overwhelming 

opposition to the idea of changing the organization's name. 

 

 By a more than 2 to 1 ratio, respondents to the email survey said they did not favor changing 

SPJ's name to "The Society for Professional Journalism." 

  

Most of the comments left by some of the respondents were emphatically opposed to the name 

change. 

  

"I think it is a BAD IDEA and a waste of time and resources to change the name," one 

respondent wrote. "SPJ should DO the things it wants to create the image it wants to project. A 

name change is window dressing. PLEASE DO NOT WASTE RESOURCES ON THIS." 

  

Another wrote, "A name change would introduce confusion, improve nothing and blur the 

brand." 

  

The survey also found a strong sense of identification with the society's brand and mission. 

  

When they think of SPJ, 74 percent thought of our ethics work, nearly 70 percent thought of First 

Amendment advocacy and nearly 66 percent thought of "excellence." 

  

More than 77 percent felt the SPJ brand is strong or somewhat strong, while slightly more than 5 

percent considered it somewhat weak or very weak. 

  

Nearly 89 percent thought SPJ has done fairly well or exceptionally well at living up to its 

mission of perpetuating a free press. 

  

A similar majority of 88 percent strongly agreed or somewhat agreed that SPJ should help define 

"professional journalism." 

  

The survey, commissioned by a task force studying the name change issue, was conducted via 

Survey Monkey between Dec. 3-15.  

  

A total 837 members - or nearly 11 percent of the membership - responded to the poll. The 

respondents tended to be older members than is reflected in the overall demographics of the 

society. 

  

More than 35 percent of the respondents described themselves as members for more than 20 

years while just over 13 percent said they were members for less than one year. 
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Professional members who make up about 53 percent of the total membership accounted for 63 

percent of the respondents. Students, who make up nearly 24 percent of the membership 

accounted for nearly 13 percent of the respondents. 

  

For a complete report of the survey results, go to: 

  

https://www.surveymonkey.com/sr.aspx?sm=1iKR_2fMG_2bIaq5kuM9O3YHGklDShjaS1ZJ2

wbm71_2by0eo_3d 
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