Writing for company internal magazines is often seen as ‘a poor man’s journalism.’ But it doesn’t have to be that way. Darryl Finn heads to Holland and finds journalistic principals alive and kicking.

Internal company magazines have had a shoddy reputation over the years. Often accused as being a mouthpiece for the management or an instrument to promote company agenda, the company magazine is often regarded as an untrustworthy source of information. Unlike newspaper journalists and feature writers in the periodical press, it’s not the job of writers on internal publications to uncover the latest scam. They work with, some would say pander to their client, ensuring the copy sits comfortably with company policy. 
Companies in the UK pay up to £300,000 to agencies to produce its monthly or quarterly employee magazine. So it’s hardly surprising editors and writer are straightjacketed through the creative process. But do they really have to dance to their client’s tune? 
In the UK maybe, but across the North Sea in Holland, corporate journalism is gaining a new respectability. Investigations, exclusives, company criticism and the truth, are all finding their way into the Dutch company magazines. 
This is largely thanks to Maters & Hermsen. One of Holland’s largest corporate journalism companies, the Leiden-based agency is just a thirty minute train ride from Amsterdam. Unlike the capital though, Leiden moves at a somewhat sleepier pace than its cosmopolitan neighbour. Like Cambridge in the UK, Leiden is a city steeped in tradition. Rembrandt is among its sons. In fact, Maters & Hermsen used to operate out of the school the young Rembrnadt attended. Also like Cambridge, bicycles vastly outnumber cars on the cobbled streets. A civilised, almost stress free air pervades the town.
Tucked away in a residential area among Leiden’s network of canals, Maters & Hermsen’s premises are typical of publishing companies in both Holland and the UK. Plain and unremarkable on the outside, modern and airy inside.
Launched in 1993 by Jeroen Maters and Fred Hermsen, the company is founded on the principal of Lekker werken, the Dutch for ‘work well’. This phrase is not only the computer password for the company’s staff, but also its mission statement: 'Be the best and most innovative company for corporate journalism in The Netherlands and a place where people work well (or pleasantly).' The mission it seems, is what has set Maters & Hermsen apart from the competition. 
‘Real’ journalism
Today Maters & Hermsen’s clients range from accountants KPMG to the government run Dutch Ministry of Education. But after more than thirteen years in the cut-throat world of internal communications, Maters & Hermsen is finding companies are knocking at its door for business rather than the other way round. So what is the secret of its success?
One would think that a commitment to ‘real’ journalism as commercial suicide in an increasingly competitive internal communications sector. Yet, Maters & Hermsen continues to thrive, attracting new business and steadily increasing its army of 45 trained journalists. Professionals who report on subjects taboo in the UK such as staff cut backs, sackings and loss of facilities such as computers and libraries. But Maters & Hermsen’s aim is simple - to make magazines for the readers and not for the client.
Principals

Jeroen Maters is one half of the duo which set up the Maters & Hermsen. Along with partner Fred Hermsen, they are determined to stick to their principals. “When we started the company, we had no plans to be bosses of a big company or even to employ any staff,” says Jeroen. “We’re journalists after all not managers.”

As the company grew however, the two founders had to decide in which direction to take their enterprise. “One night Fred and I were cycling home after a drink and we pulled over,” remembers Jeroen. “The company was getting too big for just the two of us and we had a very frank conversation about where we wanted to take it.”

Jeroen’s next comments possibly sum up the whole ethos of Maters & Hermsen and why it’s where it is today.  “We didn’t want to make a fortune, become rich and live in huge mansions. We had no desire to be interfering bosses obsessed with our workers. But did we want to make good, well-respected magazines. And we wanted to create a place in which people would really enjoy coming to work everyday.”
Maters & Hermsen’s spacious office complete with background music, quiet rooms, a library, a communal dining room (where staff eat together for free) - shows Maters & Hermsen is indeed a refreshing place to work. There is even a table tennis table and pinball machine for those who fancy a little time out.
The editorial staff seem happy enough. Writing across a range of award winning magazines, most of those who have started with the company have never left. It’s a job people stick with. Unlike many UK publishers, there is no sign of disgruntled, overworked writers looking to move on.
Stress 

One reason for this may be that stress levels are kept in check. Journalists are trusted. They all have editor status and have the responsibility for one magazine each. There appears to be no tension and no obvious work overload. 

With its constant deadlines, performance related-pay and workaholic bosses with interfering management styles, the UK publishing industry has oddly embraced stress as a necessary part of the job. The target-driven mentality of post-Thatcher Britain seems absent in this small part of Holland. Of course staff have deadlines to meet. They also have real commitment to what they do. But frayed tempers are rare. Hard work yes, but long hours and sleepless nights certainly not.

The potato check
The sharing of ideas is important to any company. For many journalists, it’s getting to the nitty gritty and the truth that matters. But how does Maters & Hermsen decide on the content for its magazines? Are client ideas simply fed into the magazine? Is it indeed a mouthpiece for the management? The truth is neither.  

To find out what the reader wants, Maters & Hermsen carries out what it calls the potato check. The Dutch are big on potatoes, in fact some say they eat them every night. So to get to issues that company employees really care about, you have to find out what they are talking about over their dinner. What’s bothering them as they munch their potatoes? What are employees saying in the staff canteen, on the way home and by the drinks machine? It’s this reader-led approach that sets Maters & Hermsen apart from other publishing companies.
“Editorial meetings get crowded if everyone wants their own things in the magazine,” says Jeroen, with his editor cap now firmly on. “Instead we encourage a discussion about what people are talking about in their free time. What are the issues affecting the employees? What are they complaining during the tea break?”
An example of this was demonstrated in the Maters & Hermsen magazine Moi, the publication for employees at Holland’s Ministry of Education in the eastern town of Enschede.  
What people were talking about was staff cut backs. The coffee lady was being sacked, photocopiers were being removed and the much-loved library was being dismantled. “These were the issues close to readers hearts,” says Jeroen. “This is what they were talking about in the corridors, at lunch and over dinner in the evening with their families.” 
So rather than ignore it as an over-sensitive matter, Moi took the opposite approach. The next edition carried a front page photo of the soon-to-be-sacked coffee lady. Inside was a three page feature revealing what Ministry staff had to say about the cuts backs.
“Rather than talk around the issue we decided to talk about it,” says Jeroen. “We asked people how they felt. What would they do to cut costs? We weren’t saying the cuts were wrong but we gave the staff a platform to discuss if the right areas were being targeted. They were given a chance to speak out.” 

So the whispering in the corridors stopped and the whole issue was aired. The result was a management re-think on what should stay and what had to go. The library stayed, as did the dinner lady. Who says corporate journalism can’t make a difference? Communication also improved among staff and managers. And the Ministry had a happier workforce who felt like they were being listened to. 
All this and still the corporate goals of a more productive workforce were achieved. And that’s why Maters & Hermsen magazines work. 
Ambitions
“Our aim to be as good as the very best competition,” says Jeroen. “And that includes all magazines in Holland, even those on the bookshelves in newsagents and book stores.” 

A grand ambition indeed. But internal company magazines are, after all, competing with all other sorts of media for a reader’s time. Research shows that out of the 45 hours of free time Dutch adults get each week, 19 hours are spent using media but only 4 hours of this is dedicated to actually reading. So the company magazine is competing with national newspapers, gossip mags, women’s weeklies and sports monthlies. 
“The difficulty for us is that we have to achieve the company goals for our client at the same time,” says Jeroen. “It’s a huge challenge but one we are making progress with. With more experience and knowledge plus further training, we can achieve these goals.”
Craftsmanship

This is the point where the craftsmanship and technique of Maters & Hermsen’s workforce comes in to play. 
“The magazine has to be accessible but the company goals must be hidden,” explains Jeroen. “It’s the reader that we set out to please and not the client. For example, if a company sacks 50 people, the issue needs to be discussed. People have to trust the company magazine. Otherwise it loses credibility and is useless. We can’t treat employees like five year olds, they will be discussing the lay offs anyway, so we may as well get it out in the open.”
So openness, honesty and a commitment to what is right really can work in the cynical world of internal communications. 
Maters & Hermsen is raising the standards of corporate journalism across Holland in an attempt give corporate journalism a better name. As the biggest company of its type in Holland, Maters & Hermsen sees a responsibility in leading the way on the path towards ‘real’ journalism. A path most UK communications companies got lost on some time ago.  
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