Media Relations Guide

 Media Potential
To gain a realistic sense of your media possibilities, get to know the media you are seeking to reach.  Check your newspapers for health and medical stories to see the type of stories they cover.  Watch local news to see how high-tech medicine is covered.  Familiarity with your local media is essential to crafting appropriate story angles and pitches.  

While it may be challenging to obtain media coverage of news from your facility, remember that one of the reasons to send regular news to media outlets in your area is to keep your facility top-of-mind with reporters, editors, and segment producers.
Developing a Targeted Media List
An accurate, up-to-date media list is critical to the success of a media relations program.  Your list should include contacts at daily and weekly newspapers, magazines (as appropriate), television and radio stations, and online publications.  

The best resource to prepare a basic media list is a media directory or database. Subscriptions to these services are expensive to purchase, but most are available online and have extensive resources including media contact information, background data on media outlets, analytics tools, and more. No matter which directory you use, be sure to contact the most appropriate editor when reaching out to the media (i.e. health, medicine, science, etc.).

At television stations, it is generally best to send news to the news director, unless they have a reporter or segment producer covering health and medicine.  Radio stations should be carefully screened to include only those that cover local news.  At radio stations, the news director is the appropriate contact, except when you are seeking coverage of a health-related community event.  In that case, materials should be directed to the public service director.  

Media Materials

Press Kit:

A press kit contains basic information on your facility, enabling a reporter to prepare accurate coverage.  While press kits vary, a basic package should include:  

· Recent news releases with accurate datelines.

· A one-page fact sheet that presents your facility "at a glance."

· A backgrounder on your facility that outlines its history, its areas of specialization, and any important achievements or milestones, such as the acquisition of medical equipment that significantly enhances the facility's diagnostic capabilities. 

· Biographies of key staff members.

· Facility photos, including physicians and medical staffers at work using state-of-the-art equipment. These can also be sent electronically to the reporter.

· Brochures or informational pieces on your facility.

· Copies of recent media articles on your facility, if available and if accurate.

Copies of the news/media kit always should be kept on hand and electronically, so that inquiries from the media can be responded to promptly. 

News Releases: 

A news release follows a standard format and should read like a well-written news article.  A release begins with the most newsworthy and intriguing information ("the lead") and continues to add other elements of the story in order of importance.  News releases should be written in a concise, factual style that avoids hyperbole and excessive verbiage.  A brief, tightly written news release has more impact than a rambling four-page one. [Please see “Sample News Releases” in this toolkit for further guidance.]

Broadcast Announcements or Public Service Announcements (PSA): 

In smaller markets like rural communities, television and radio stations often feature brief announcements of business developments, events, and other news items that are of particular local interest.  The best way to get your news across to these stations is to provide a written script to the station broadcasters.  This is called a broadcast announcement. 

When composing a broadcast announcement, focus on a health benefit to the community.  Keep the message short and concise, under 60 seconds when read aloud (the equivalent of about 125 words). Be sure that it features a contact name and telephone number.  

Follow-up Calls
Personal follow-up calls are extremely important to an effective media relations program.  Reporters, editors, and broadcast news directors receive hundreds of news releases per week.  A cordial follow-up call can help flag your material for the reporter and lets you initiate a dialogue that might lead to future coverage.  

When calling a reporter or news director, keep the following in mind:
Always ask if the reporter is on deadline or has a few minutes to talk.  If he or she is unable to talk, ask when would be a convenient time to call back, and then call back at that time.  Don't be discouraged if it takes numerous attempts to schedule a conversation; persistence usually pays off.  

Media Interview Survival Guide

In general, reporters at major media outlets work under pressure.  They are deluged with emails and phone calls and have little patience with pitches that don't relate to what they are working on at that moment or are outside of their area of expertise.  

In order to deal successfully with the media, you have to play by their rules.  They decide what is newsworthy and what isn't.  They also decide when they want to do a particular story.  But news releases and interviews are a valuable source of information for the media.  What you can do is present complete, accurate information in a way that showcases its news value. You should also follow up individually with reporters to discuss the issue in more depth.  

The most important media rule is to respect a reporter's deadline.  Your staff should be briefed that any calls from reporters require special handling.  Reporters who call should always be asked if they are on deadline, and if so, what is their deadline.  Your staff should also know who at your facility is approved to talk to the media.   

The Interview
For the person being interviewed, preparation is key to success.  It is important to identify and organize the points you want to make so that you can discuss them during the interview.  

Before any interview, write out a brief summary of the main messages -- no more than three or four -- that you want to convey.  This will help you remain focused.  Keep the length of the interview in mind.  If the interviewer doesn't introduce your topic within a reasonable time, you can do so by asking a question that moves the interviewer to that topic, or say, "One important topic/issue we haven't discussed is ..."  

Keep your answers succinct, putting the most important idea at the beginning of the answer.  Begin with your strongest point, then provide support.  Don't generalize; be specific, but not overly detailed or technical.  Define any terms that the general public may not be familiar with, especially if you are discussing complex medical topics.  

Remember the importance of the "sound bite" -- a brief, catchy quote.  Take time before the interview to think about intriguing, provocative ways to make your point.  Successful spokespeople memorize a few well-worded statements that drive home their most important messages.  When you supply a reporter with a good quote, it increases the chances that your statement will appear in the article or on the air.  

Don't allow a belligerent or cynical interviewer to gain control of the interview.  Don't be flustered by questions or be put on the defensive.  Politely correct misinformation and try to turn negatives into positives.  If an interviewer phrases a question negatively, do not repeat the negative phrasing in your answer.

Specifics for Television Interviews

The Pre-Interview
Prior to the pre-interview, be sure to provide the interviewer with background materials on yourself and your facility.  Usually the producer, host, or another staff member will conduct a pre-interview before the actual interview.  This is important because it establishes what is expected of you on the air and indicates the direction the interviewer plans to take.  It is also an opportunity for you to tell the interviewer what topics you feel are important.  Feel free to ask the interviewer what he or she is interested in and even what the first question is going to be.  Be sure you know if the interview is taped or live, and how long the interview will last.
The Interview
During a television interview, look directly at the person conducting the interview.  Act as though you're on camera every minute.  Sit still in a natural and relaxed manner.  Avoid excessive gestures and fidgety movements.  Remember to speak clearly and slowly.  

Plan your attire: conservative, plain clothing works best on television.  Avoid white, which becomes very bright and reflective of light.  Both men and women should avoid large, distracting-looking jewelry.  Avoid busy prints, stripes or flashy patterns (in small doses, such as in a tie or scarf, prints are fine).  If you usually wear glasses, feel free to wear them on television, but avoid light-sensitive glasses or sunglasses.  

Specifics for Radio Interviews

Follow the pre-interview suggestions outlined under television interviews, paying special attention to interview length and format.  

The Interview
Remember that radio relies on voices to convey information.  Try to avoid visual references.  If it is a call-in show, write down the first name of each caller and use their name in your response.  

Specifics for Print Interviews
Print interviews are fundamentally different from broadcast interviews.  Both you and the interviewer have more time and flexibility to cover a range of topics and delve more deeply into issues than on television or radio.  

Before the interview, learn as much as you can about the reporter's interests and approach to the story.  Provide the reporter with adequate background materials on you and your facility in advance of your meeting or phone interview.  

During the interview, feel free to rephrase, correct, or clarify your earlier statements if you feel it is needed.  

After responding to a tricky question, don't feel it is necessary to keep talking just to fill the time until the next question.  Many reporters delay asking questions to encourage interviewees to get into areas they hadn't planned on talking about.  

If you get a surprise call from a reporter calling for a quick quote, remember that you are under no obligation to answer immediately.  If you feel you need a moment to compose your answer, or to verify facts or statistics, ask the reporter for his/her deadline, get an idea of the questions, and promise to call back.  Then, return the call only when you feel confident of your position and your answers.  Be sure to respect the reporter's deadline.  

Reporters will not call you to read the story before it is printed.  You should not ask to have the story read to you or to see the story before it is printed.  However, it is acceptable to ask the reporter to read back any quotes from you that are to be used.  Be sure to ask the reporter to call you if he or she needs any clarification or additional information.  

