WORKING WITH THE MEDIA


There are a number of ways to interact with the media. Methods vary depending on whether the focus is print (newspapers, newsletters, magazines and bulletins) or broadcast media (television and radio). The most popular ways to get your message out include writing press releases, fact sheets and backgrounders letters to the editor, op-ed pieces, guest editorials and weekly columns; disseminating public service announcements; participating in editorial review boards; conducting personal interviews; appearing on cable television; having a presence on the Internet; creating newspaper inserts; and holding press conferences. 

Below we have outlined in detail a few ways to get your message out.

News Releases

Attractive news releases have a better chance to grab the attention of reporters. The days of mailing press releases are pretty much in the past. Secure the e-mail addresses of the local media and send your stories in a timely fashion. The most popular press releases are those that describe something that is going to happen rather than something that has already happened. You have a better chance of getting your story told if it has local interest but is also connected to a national story. When writing press releases, follow these guidelines:

· Write in the active voice;

· Avoid jargon;

· Use short words rather than long ones;

· Write the release to read like a newspaper story; and

· Follow a format known as the inverted triangle, starting with the most important aspect of the story.

The inverted triangle begins with a first paragraph that contains the lead (a strong opening sentence), followed by a bridge (a transition from the lead to more detailed, less important information). Your first sentence—the lead—is critical. It must capture the readers’ attention and entice them to keep on reading. The “body” or remainder of your story contains further details in order of descending importance. Stories should be written in an objective manner. Words like “successful” and “entertaining” reflect personal opinion and should not be used except in a direct quotation. Following this format will help you to write clear, clean and precise press releases. 

Fact Sheets

These documents, also known as media advisories, contain the main facts of your story and allow reporters to develop stories in their own style. If you are not accustomed to writing press releases and are still uncomfortable about doing so, send a fact sheet about your program (or a particularly newsworthy event). Share all the appropriate information about the program’s goals and leave the rest up to the reporter.

PSAs

Local radio and most television stations are required by law to offer public service announcements (PSAs) to nonprofit organizations. PSAs are a wonderful way 

to get your message out to the public. They are offered free of charge and are 10 to 60 seconds in 
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duration. Schedule a time to talk with station managers and program directors to discuss their general policies about free PSAs and how often you can take advantage of them.

Since youth are the primary beneficiaries of mentoring, their voices in a PSA are very effective. The message must be simple, short and easy to understand. Don’t forget to include contact information for your program, such as a telephone number and your Web site.

Letters to the Editor

These are usually positioned on the editorial page of the newspaper. You can count on that page being widely read by citizens in a community. Program directors should resist writing the letters themselves (it can come across as self-serving, rather than heartfelt.) Rather, encourage board members, mentors and mentees to do so. It’s one of the best ways to attract attention to the need for mentoring and the value of your program. 

Develop Positive Working Relationships with the Media

Needless to say, the methods mentioned above are more easily accomplished if you have a good relationship with the media in your community, region and even state. Take the time to get to know editors and station directors, and be proactive and cooperative in working with them.
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