PRIVATE
The Sixty-Second Guide to Working With the News Media
Quick Tips for Staff and Volunteers in Building Good Media Relations

Build and Maintain Friendships

· Get to know news people, and help them get to know you before a breaking news event happens. 

· Constantly maintain relationships with the news media. Get on the rolodexes of reporters, desk editors and producers in your stations and newspapers. Ask them to get together for a chat — maybe for a meal or coffee. Attend press events. 

· Be sure you have the direct phone lines and e-mail addresses of the key local media. 

· Prepare your key staff to be spokespersons to the media. Be sure they're willing, well- prepared, and ready at any time. Media requests almost never come at preferred times. 

· Know your subject, including the numbers! Know why your subject is important to the community and what your organization is doing about it. Make sure local news people know they can turn to you for help with a story or a breaking news event. 

· Seek to be known as a reliable resource. Keep available media-friendly background materials, high-quality photos that they can use, or broadcast-quality audio (metal tape) or video footage (Beta SP) that they can use. Many (not all) radio and television news departments will use this material in their stories. 

· Know the difference between coverage and collaboration. Work for the former, don't expect the latter. Reporters appreciate a good source, but they aren't looking for partners. 

Pitching a Story 

· It's okay to call a reporter, news director or editor to pitch a story. Make sure you can answer virtually any question they may ask you about the story. 

· Be wary of calling a reporter or editor asking if or when a news release is going to get published or aired. Many simply don't like it. 

· Be reporters in your own office. Dig out stories (there are always more than you think), fashion them, package them with good background and contacts, and pitch them. 

· Be absolutely thorough (but stay brief!) with facts and information, as though you were talking with visitors from another community. 

· When you're talking with a reporter, consider it "on the record" unless there is mutual agreement otherwise. Remember that everything you say can be quoted. Parts of sentences – even words or sentence fragments that are totally out of context – can be used. 

· Be confident, but with realistic expectations. You're not the White House or the Mayor's office, but you do have important information and you can make news. 

When and When Not to Put Out a News Release
· Restrict news releases to real news. Don't randomly fire out press releases. Occasional, strong and appropriate ones are better than frequent, weak ones. 

· If you do have a major breaking story, do a news release — but don't mail it. E-mail it. Fax it. More than one person per news outlet is okay. Be sure to follow up with a polite phone call to see if each got it and if they need additional information from you. 

· Always stay on top of local current events so you know what else is causing news in your area. Watch your timing. If there is other local or national news breaking your issue may be ignored. 

· "Facts and filler" sheets and packages of useful information can often do more to establish you as a reliable source than simply sending news releases. 

· Be creative about getting your organization mentioned in a story. Make follow up calls during a breaking news event. It doesn't have to be your news release or press event for you to get quoted or mentioned in a story. 

· If you have the means, issue video news releases (VNRs). Most stations say they don't use them. In truth, some do. Others will use part of the video, which is fine if your issue gets covered as a result. 

When and When Not to Hold a News Conference
· If you have something urgent and important to announce, hold a news conference. If you don't... don't!! The rule is, "news is what's new." Organizations that don't follow this rule get reputations...and get ignored. 

· Make your news conferences interesting. Have visuals, examples and people related to, or impacted by, the issue. Don't make your presentation too long. The journalists are there to ask questions, so get to them fairly quickly and leave sufficient time for them. 

· At a news conference or with a press call, it's okay to admit you don't have the answer or information. Say you don't and that you'll get back to them. But remember, they are on deadline, so get back to them — preferably that day. 

Editorial Pages and Talk Radio Shows
· Many newspapers are open to ideas for editorial comment. Seek to visit editors and editorial boards. Get them useful facts, state your position and ask them to consider writing an editorial. But don't write it for them (unless you prefer that your piece run as a "letter to the editor"). 

· Television stations rarely do editorials. However, more and more stations provide mail, email, or call-in opportunities for feedback on issues and programming. This could be an opportunity for you and your issue. 

· Get to know the radio call-in and talk shows in your town. Find ways to meet and get to know the hosts, producers and booking staff, so they know to take your call. Make sure they think of you when they cover your topic. 

· PBS stations and your local cable channels sometimes have locally-focused public affairs and talk shows. Get to know the producers and hosts. These programs have smaller audiences but can be useful in reaching key groups. 

· By all means, keep in touch with the media on a regular basis. If not, your good efforts can soon disintegrate. 
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