
How-to Guide: Media Relations and News Releases
Now that you have created a professional news release and backgrounder, how do you get your story picked up by the news? This tool will give you a guide to getting your story picked up by local media: 

Before Writing the News Release 

Before writing your news release, develop a set of key messages for the event, initiative, or story you would like to communicate (see How to Create Effective Key Messages). Use these key messages as the building blocks of your news release. Ensure that your key messages can be supported by facts, statistics, and external opinions. 

It can be best to title the news release before writing it, as this will help the release stay focused on the main point. Titles should be catchy and concise – they should state the point your news release will make. Try to use action words in the title and always use present tense (ex/ don’t say “will carry out this initiative” say “have begun work on…”). Generally, titles are kept under 64 characters – keeping them short enough to roll off the tongue easily. 

News release title analysis: 
Firefighters night raises $2,200 for Canadian Paraplegic Association (Edmonton Journal, March 7, 2010) 

· Active language:  “raises” is used instead of “raised”

· Content:  The title tells the reader the “who” and “what” but not “why” – compelling the reader to read the article for more information

· Length:  61 characters

· Language:  Written in plain language – “Canadian Paraplegic Association” is spelt out, instead of abbreviated as CPA. Avoiding abbreviations (until you have time to explain them – i.e. in the article) gives enough information to capture the readers’ interest. Try it on yourself – would the title “Firefighters night raises $2,200 for CPA” capture your attention? Is it possible you would mistake CPA for Chartered Professional Accountant, or another acronym? An exception to this rule is when the acronym or abbreviation is commonly used, such as “gov’t” (government) or “MST” (Mountain Standard Time).

· Ensure you have the facts, statistics, and external opinions readily available to you before you write the news release – this speeds up the process considerably. Contact any community leaders or experts that you may want to either quote in your news release or do joint interviews with ahead of time. 

Writing the News Release 

When writing your news release, keep in mind the “human” aspect of the story and relate your key messages to the human impact they have. The human impact should bridge the space between key messages and any facts or statistics you include. 

When possible, tie your news release to larger provincial, national, or international happenings – show the media the local angle or effects. A variation of this is offering commentary on another story which is linked to the local fire department (this does not have to be done through a news release, as Letters to the Editor or opinion editorial articles are other vehicles this can happen through). 

See the accompanying sample news release for a template and guide of what to include in a news release. 

From a branding perspective, it is important to tie the local event, initiative, or story to the Alberta Fire Chiefs’ Association’s provincial volunteer firefighting brand. This is important because if your news is picked up by the media, the recipients of the message will also be exposed to the centralized branding initiatives. If the angle you write with does not connect to – or worse, uses a radically different theme than the centralized brand – it will create a dissonance in the minds of news consumers. 

True to its name, a backgrounder provides historical information about the topic of the news release. See the sample backgrounder for a template and a guide of what could be included. Backgrounders a succinct – they state factual information in a forthright way without any “filler” information. The length of the backgrounder should be limited to one page, and include the background of the event, initiative, or story (where possible) and the local fire department. Including background information about the Alberta Fire Chiefs’ Association is optional, though it may help “complete the picture”. 

In both the backgrounder and news release, ensure that good grammar and spelling is used (and don’t trust the automatic grammar/spelling check – always proofread the release either personally or with the assistance of someone else). 

Submitting the News Release 

If you have a contact at the local media – a reporter you’ve been interviewed by before or personal contact, submit the release directly to him or her. If you do not have a contact, e-mail the news release to the media’s “general” e-mail. 

No matter which method is used, put the news release in the body of the e-mail, and use formatting (colours, fonts, etc.) sparingly. When available use the provincial volunteer firefighting-branded template, and include the local department’s logo. Use the title of the news release as the subject line of the e-mail. 

Follow up your news release with a phone call to ask if it was received, ask if there is interest in the story, and offer more details or arrange interviews. When following up with a phone call, ensure that you have the key messages handy. 

Interviews 

If you plan on suggesting that a third party (a volunteer firefighter, community group partner, etc.) conduct a media interview with you, it may be helpful to: 

· Active language:  “raises” is used instead of “raised”
· Create a list of questions and answers and distribute this to the third party 
· Distribute the list of key messages to the third party 
· Privately converse with the third party prior to the interview (or prior to submitting the news release) to discuss any questions they may have from the question and answer sheet and key messages
· Inform the third party of the news release submission date and to expect a phone call in the next several days 

When you suggest a third party interviewee to the media, be prepared to be the go-between liaison with the third party and the media. This involves connecting the two parties, arranging an interview time, and perhaps sitting in on the interview (if it is not a joint interview). 

General Tips for Media Relations 

· Get to know local reporters – if they have a good relationship, and regular contact, with you, they will be more likely to pre-emptively contact you when a story may concern or affect the fire department. When a journalist joins the local newspaper or radio station, make a special effort to introduce yourself (take the journalist to lunch or coffee, or give him or her a tour of the fire department). 
· Take newspaper editors or television or radio producers to lunch a couple times per year to keep them up-to-date on the happenings of the volunteer fire department. 

Tips for Pitching to Television 
· Give them ideas about what can be filmed to “show” the story
· Offer a “behind the scenes” story of people in action
· Emphasize the local angle, and offer a third party interviewee to comment on the story 
· If possible, do not contact television media later than 2:00 pm. Between 9:30 am and 10:00 am is usually a good time to try to contact these individuals 
·  Pitch for breakfast or noon shows, as this is generally a “slower” time, and your story will be more likely to be picked up 

Tips for Pitching to Radio 
· Pitch for morning and drive shows, or for special programs 
· Sell the department’s spokesperson as a local expert on volunteer firefighting, volunteering in general, and community engagement 
· Emphasize the local angle, and remember that broadcast media generally puts emphasis on entertainment (this is a great media to use to cover your events) 
· Try to avoid calling radio media “on the hour” as this is a busy time 

Tips for Pitching to Newspaper 
· Ask if you can write opinion editorial articles for the newspaper 
· Offer photo opportunities, or provide a collection of photo’s about volunteer firefighting (perhaps those collected during the provincial-brand photo contest, detailed in the Centralized Initiatives section of the Recruitment and Retention Strategy) 
· Know the submission deadlines and respect them – for example, if the deadline is 2:00 pm, avoid submitting at 1:45 pm. 

Advertising Your Event in Coffee News 

Coffee News is a one-page community paper which is distributed in restaurants, coffee shops, waiting rooms, and reception areas. The Coffee News “What’s Happening” section advertises non-profit organization’s community events for free. Events can be submitted online at www.coffee-news.ca. The online form allows a choice of which communities should be targeted with the event listing. Coffee News allows events to be advertised for up to 6 weeks, so be sure to submit your event well in advance (a minimum of two weeks is required). 
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