Working with the Media

Keep the following points in mind when working with the media.

Don’t assume they’re against us--Yes, we face an increasing problem of media ownership and control being in
fewer and fewer hands. This does affect what is reported and how it is reported. However, there are many
journalists who believe in getting a fair and accurate story. Give them a chance.

Do Your Homework. Do Your Homework!--Know who to contact and when you need to contact them to get
your story covered. Know your issues and be prepared to provide clear, non-rhetorical soundbites. Remember
that you are not talking to other activists, but to the general public.

When you make media calls to radio stations, be prepared to be interviewed immediately over the phone
(or have someone else who is available). Be sure that you have accurate information about the issue.

In their news coverage the mainstream media tend to avoid providing context. Be prepared to provide
your interviewer with the background information necessary to the story.

Be diplomatically assertive--Know the issues and perspectives which your group wants to present and be sure
those points are made--regardless of what questions are asked. Don’t evade a question, but don’t let reporters
run the interview or determine your agenda. Many questions don’t need literal answers, instead use the question
as an opportunity to provide one of your key points or perspectives.

Be persistent--Your issue probably won’t be at the top of a journalist’s agenda, so you need to be willing to
contact the media more than once and follow-up with them. News releases are often misplaced or get
misdirected away from assignment editors. The follow-up phone call is essential. Ask if they received the
release, if they say no, offer to resend it (and have it at hand to do so).

Make it easy for them--When writing press releases, making calls or speaking to the media at events, be
succinct and to the point. Including quotes in press releases, being sure that you provide good contact
information and having background materials on hand are other important ways to make the media’s job easier
for them. Remember that they have many stories to cover and are under increasing time pressure.

Be thoughtful--Think before you speak. Choose your words carefully when talking with the media. Anything
you say--no matter how casual or ofthanded--may be quoted. Don’t assume that a “friendly” reporter is
sympathetic to your cause. Always keep your goals in mind.

Make it interesting for them--While we need to be careful about creating “media events,” recognize that
dramatic actions, colorful signs, theater and catchy phrases will attract press attention. Reporters need to sell
the stories to their editors, and the attractiveness of the story can move it from page 22 to page 3.

Build relationships, and credibility--Work to make yourself an accurate and reliable source of information. If
you build personal connections with journalists they will be more responsive and see you as a source for future
stories. Make an effort to remember peoples’ names and their role is in a particular news outlet. Keep notes of
media contacts and how they covered the story. Be systematic about saving names, titles, phone numbers, fax
numbers, email addresses and mailing addresses.

Follow up--Take the time to express thanks for a good story, and to respectfully respond when you have been
misquoted, misinformation has been broadcast or the story unfairly cast your efforts in a negative light.
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Steps to Media Coverage

Experienced organizers develop their own style while generally following these steps when working
with the media.

Send out a single page media advisory (see sample and guides) at least several days ahead of the
event/action. Address it to the Assignment Editor at each media outlet, preferably by name. You can get
this information from other experienced activists in your area or by calling the station or paper and
asking for the assignment editor’s name. You can email, fax or mail news releases to many outlets.

For larger events send out a news release the day before the event. This has more details than the
media advisory and includes at least one quote from a key person involved in the action.Make follow-up
phone calls the morning of the event (if it’s in the afternoon or evening during the week) otherwise on
the afternoon before. Ask for the assignment editor and ask her/him if they received the news release. If
not, offer to resend it. Ask if they plan to cover the event. If they say no, respectfully ask why. If they
equivocate, take a moment to explain why it’s important for them to cover it, but don’t be too pushy.
Don't expect a yes, but if they say they’ll be there, thank them for planning to come.

Agree ahead of time who will serve as Media Liaison at the event, and Media Spokespeople. The
liaison greets the media and helps them cover our story. This person should not have other important
duties at the event. They should have extra copies of the news release as well as other background
information. Always offer such materials, but respect the reporter’s judgment about what they need.
The greeter will connect the reporters to your media spokespeople for the event. It’s important to
remember the importance of diverse voices in our work with the media and to prioritize the voices of
those most affected by the issue at hand.

For some events you will want to have a post event news release primarily written ahead of time. This
provides the opportunity for outlets which did not cover the event to report on it and to be sure that
outlets which did come are reminded of our key points. The release can be longer than pre-event releases
and should be revised based on what happens at the event and then sent out to media contacts.

Research community affairs programs on radio and television in your area and develop lists of the
appropriate contact people. Such programs are often scheduled in advance, so you will need to be
organized and contact them ahead of time. If that isn’t possible, they might have a cancellation and have
an open slot.

Call-in shows can be particularly challenging depending upon their typical audience. When going on a
call-in show, particularly if it’s likely that the audience may be hostile, try to have two people being
interviewed so that you can support one another. Publicize the information in advance so that supporters
can phone in as well.

Letters to the editor and Op Eds are an important ways to publicize events, campaigns and share
opinions on public issues. They are more likely to be printed if they address a current issue or respond
to a story in that paper. Every outlet has their own guidelines in terms of length, but few regularly print
letters of more than 400 words unless you've made arrangements for an op ed or opinion piece.
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