HOW TO CREATE AN EFFECTIVE PRESS RELEASE OR QUERY LETTER TO THE MEDIA
by Gini Graham Scott

When you first contact the media by e-mail or fax, initially send out a press release or query letter.  Or if you first call, be ready to follow up with a release or a letter.   Also, you will often want to have a press kit with more detailed information, such as questions an interviewer might ask you, bio information, a photo, catalog sheet, CD, or product sample.

Sending Out a Press Release or Query Letter

Sometimes you will send out the press releases or query letters first and then make a follow up call.  In other cases, you will make the initial call and follow-up with a press release or query letter.  

In either case, don’t send your release or letter as an attachment.  You might include a link to a website if you have one, but don’t send an attachment with text, graphics, or photos.  The reason to avoid doing this is that an attachment not only slows the e-mail down, but people are suspicious of getting viruses, trojans, spyware, and malware from unknown senders.  In fact, some people will tell you “Don’t send me anything unless you have my permission,” and when they grant it, they will also tell you what format they want the material in (ie: Word, PDF, or other formatting).  

Once people do ask for material from you, it’s fine to send an attachment if they ask for the information this way.  But it is still more impressive if you put the print-outs together into a binder, and some people prefer to receive any samples of your product, service, or writing that way.  If you do put your material into a physical binding, you can mail or personally deliver it – and that personal touch can help increate interest in your project.
What to Include in a Press Release
A press release is normally 1 or at most 2 pages.  Write it like a news article, featuring the who, what, where, when, and how elements in the first paragraph, so recipients can quickly know what the release is about.
A press release commonly includes these elements:


- headline and sometimes a subhead


- “for immediate release” line


- body copy


- contact information (put on the top in a regular mailed or faxed release; at the end in an e-mail release)

Writing Your Headline or Subject Line

Your headline or subject line is critical.  It entices recipients to want to read the rest of your release.  Keep it short and catchy.  

In a regular printed release, you might have a short ALL CAPS headline, followed by a longer Title Case subhead.  But if you are sending an e-mail, unless you have a very long headline, put both in the subject line, which should be a maximum of 20-25 words, and ideally 10-15.  

Make your headline very specific to what you’re doing.  Don’t be vague or write a headline that reads like promotional or sales copy, such as “Exciting new event that will change America.”  Instead, write it like a headline for a news story, and if there’s a tie-in to something in the news include that, such as: “New identity theft service helps police track down identity thieves; helped NYPD capture a killer.”

If there is a dated event, include the date when that is happening on the headline, so you make it compelling for the recipient to open their e-mail right away.

You need to make your headline very clear, specific, and compelling, because many of the people in the media get hundreds and thousands of e-mails a day, and your headline or subject line can determine whether they open your e-mail or not.
If you’re sending out a press release by e-mail, put the headline both in the subject line and in the body copy, because once the press release is printed out, it may not have the subject line on it.

Using a subhead is optional if your headline contains all the information you want to convey.  Or use a subhead to clarify or explain your subject. 
In an e-mail release, start off with a “For Immediate Release” line at the beginning of your press release before you repeat the headline and subhead in the body of your copy.  In a printed release, it goes first before the headline and subhead 

If the announcement is very time sensitive, such as for an event occurring in a day or two, include a date in the headline or subhead.  But more typically, start with “for immediate release.” 
Writing Your Release Like a News Story

After your headline and any subhead, write your press release like a news story, where you begin with the what, when, where, why, and how in the first few sentences.  The reason for doing this is you present the essence of the story first, which helps readers decide if they want to know more.  Also, this approach enables any publication or media outlet picking up your story to cut from the bottom up if necessary, leaving the most important points of your story in the remaining text.

Using this news story approach also makes it possible for some publications, especially the smaller ones, can pick up your story as is, because they don’t have the time and the staff to write their own articles, apart from a few assignments.   In other cases, your release may inspire other editors and writers to write their own story, usually by contacting you for more information.

Where to Put Your Contact Information

In a traditional release sent by regular mail or fax, the contact information should go in the top left or right hand corner.  On e-mails, it is better to put this contact information in the end at the bottom left, because that way you get people right into the story when they look at it online. 
Putting Your Information in a Query Letter or Social Media Posting

An alternate to writing a press release is to write up your information as a query letter.  The main difference between the release and the letter is that a query letter is more personalized, though you can include the same information in both.  Think of it this way.  The press release goes out to many different people in the media, while a query letter is directed towards a particular person.  

Sometimes, whether you are sending a release or a letter, you may have the name of the contact, sometimes you will only have the person’s position or e-mail.  Whatever the situation, write the letter as if it is going to a particular person, even though you don’t address that person by name.

By contrast, when you send a press release, it is clear by the “for immediate release” that this release is not only going to that recipient, whether you include that person’s name or not.  Rather, it is being sent out to the media for publication or dissemination by whoever receives it.  

You can also post much of the same information in a press release or query letter in an announcement posted in the social media, like LinkedIn or Facebook. In fact, some people even post press releases as is.

If you are charging for an event, it may not work well to send out a press release, because the media people will think of this as a commercial event, which you should advertise or list in an events calendar, rather than trying to get an article about it.  The major exception is when an event features a big star, someone in the news, or is a benefit for a charity or high-profile victim.  But for the run of the mill of event, there are so many events going on that a press release will generally be ignored.
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