Working with the media 101:

Writing the press release

A press or news release gives your version of a story that you want the press to cover.  Releases can announce an activity, provide clarification on an issue, or respond to a concern.  Make sure your release has an attention-grabbing headline and powerful lead paragraph.  Often that is all the reporter will read.  The lead should contain the five w’s:  who, what, when, where, and why.

Guidelines for writing a press release

· Find out who is the relevant local reporter (health, education, policy, etc)
· Type the release on official organizational letterhead
· Include the name and number of at least one contact person in the top right hand corner

· Write the release as you want the story to appear in the next day’s paper

· Include attention-grabbing quotes from key people in your organization

· Indicate the date the information can be released in the top left hand corner

· Keep your release to one page.  If absolutely necessary, write “more” at the bottom of the first page.  

· Use a powerful headline that summarizes the story in few words

· Include all the essential information in the first paragraph
· Keep your sentences and paragraphs short-less than 12 words to a sentence and less than 6 sentences to a paragraph

· Describe your organization in one or two sentences in the last paragraph

· Keep it objective.  If you include value statements, use direct quotes.

· Use full names and titles the first time they are mentioned, thereafter use last names only.

· End the release with: -30- or ### (press etiquette, signifying the end of the release)

Follow-up

· Make follow-up calls to reporters after sending the release.  Ask if the reporters are on deadline?  If so, ask a good time to call back.
· Have a brief “pitch” as to why they should cover your story.  Have all of the information they would need ready.
Giving interviews

Key points to giving media interviews include the following:

· Have talking points.  Always go into an interview with three key messages or talking points that you want to make.  Then make them, no matter what questions are asked.  YOU guide the interview.
· Bridge to your key messages or talking points.  If a question seems off topic, bring it back around to what you want to say.  For example, you might bridge by saying “That is an interesting question.   I think the issue at hand is…”
· Be concise.  Give answers that are brief, 10 to 15 seconds in length, and always answer in complete sentences.  This way the reporter will not have to edit your statement and you are less likely to be misquoted or taken out of context.
· Know you facts and don’t wing it.  If you do not know an answer to a question do not make something up.  It is better to say you do not know and offer to follow-up with the information.  Then be sure to get back to the reporter before the deadline.
· Ask the deadline.  Make sure you have completed any necessary follow-up prior to this deadline.
· Be prepared for tough questions.  Prepare your answers in advance and practice the points you would like to make
· Listen to questions carefully.  If you did not understand the question, ask the reporter to clarify.  Do not evade tough questions.
