HOW TO APPROACH THE PRESS SUCCESSFULLY
TO PROMOTE YOUR BUSINESS OR YOURSELF
by Gini Graham Scott

Depending on what you are promoting and your budget, you might use either a personal and local approach, a large scale media approach, or a combination of both.  The local approach is especially appropriate if you are promoting a local business or service; the large scale approach makes more sense if you have a product or service that has national appeal.  

How do you decide who will contact the media and how?  Here are some suggestions. 
Deciding on Who Will Contact the Media

There are several ways to use a personal and local approach and keep your costs down, including hiring a new publicist or a student intern, or acting as your own publicist.  Here are the main considerations to think about.

Hiring a publicist who is just starting can be a good idea, since a new publicist may work for a fairly low hourly rate to build a track record.  Such a person may be especially eager and do a good job, because they are looking for references.

Another good way to keep your costs down on a local campaign is to hire a student assistant from a local college or high school who is learning to do marketing and PR, and sometimes you can get them to work as unpaid interns on these projects.  Sometimes you can find these students through a local jobs for students program in your city.  

For instance, in Oakland, there is a Mayor’s Summer Jobs program which helps high school seniors find work in local businesses, and I hired several interns through these programs, some of whom still work for me now that they are in college.  Usually you can start with $7-8 an hour for students who are looking for their first job. 
While students may not have the skills of a trained professional PR person, they can really do a good job if you have routine type of work, such as creating databases, finding information on the Internet, or making informational phone calls.  If you have very detailed administrative type work, somebody who’s quiet and shy might be a perfect person for that.  If you have a lot of phoning and public contact work and the detail is less important, look for somebody who’s outgoing.  Though sometimes, one person can do both types of tasks.

Posing as your own publicist is another way to keep costs down, if you have an outgoing persuasive personality.  In this case, instead of calling up and saying: “I’ve got this great product and service,” you act as your publicist and say “I’m calling on behalf of this company or organization.”  Then, you can talk about how it’s a really great company or organization or has this great new product or service.  If you strike a chord, you might add: “So if you’re interested, I can send you information.”  

The advantage of calling for yourself, rather than as you, is this puts a remove between you and the pitch for your company, product, or service, and it gives you more credibility.  It sounds like you have somebody working for you or speaking for you, which makes whatever you are promoting sound more important and impressive, than if it’s just you promoting you.

Building from Local to National PR

This local approach can help you build your campaign, so after you get a local story, it can help you get a larger story.  The way this works is that sometimes this local story will get picked up by the other media, which has someone watching for local stories with broad national appeal.  

So something can start out as a small story somewhere, and then it gets blown up into something big because of its broader appeal. Or sometimes you can leverage this story yourself by adding it to your press portfolio or sending a copy of the local article to other media.

Getting this local coverage can be an easy way to get started.  Just contact an editor or reporter at your local daily or weekly paper by phone, fax, or e-mail or a combination of these approaches.  Some editors and reporters will be receptive to a quick call where you give a one or two sentence pitch to get them intrigued.  Then, you say more if they are interested or follow-up with an e-mail or fax with more information.  Or you may find the e-mail of the editor or reporter you want to contact on the paper’s masthead and send an e-mail.  Then, if you get no response within a day or two, follow up with a phone call. 
Typically, the editor assigns the piece, but if you get interest from a reporter, the reporter can suggest it to the editor and then get the assignment. 
When you make the local call or send your initial e-mail, this is when you might have your assistant – or you posing as your assistant - make the initial call or sign the fax or e-mail to open the door to getting media interest.  Then, if a reporter or editor wants to talk to you, go ahead and do so; just sound like you’re somebody else if you previously posed as your assistant in making the initial contact.

A good way to use your initial call is as a door opener, where you take about 30-45 seconds to quickly pitch your story.  Later, as you have other stories to pitch (which might be a new approach to your product or service or tie-in with another news event), you can build a relationship based on mutual benefits.  

If the media contact expresses interest after your initial phone call, follow up with a press release, query letter, press kits, or whatever they would like to see.  You should have these press materials ready to send or be able to get these materials together within a day or two of your call.  

Initially don’t send out a full press kit to everyone in the media group you are contacting.  It can be very expensive.  Also, it’s best to first see if the contact wants the press kit and what he or she wants to see, because there are different components of a press kit and you can choose to use some components and not others.  This way you can customize the press kit depending on who you’re sending it to.
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