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Best Media Practices 

Cathy M. Rosenthal 
Animal Welfare Writer & Communications Consultant 

www.WritingforaCause.com 

How to Get the Media Interested 
in Your Cause  

What is public relations? 

Working with media for the purpose of 
informing the public of an organization’s 

mission, policies and practices in a 
positive, consistent and 

credible manner. 

Good media practices involves knowing 
how and what to deliver to the media 
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Poll on most stressful jobs 

5. Newscaster 
4. Photojournalist 
3. Corporate Executive 
2. Public Relations Official 
1. Airline Pilot 

     
 
           Source: CNN, April 28, 2011 

Steps to delivering your “news” 

 
p How do people get their news today 
p What does the media want from you 
p How can you give it to them 
p How to write a winning press release 
p Ways to reach the media 
p Building rapport with the media 
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How do people get their news? 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Urban Suburban Small City Rural

Digital
Traditional

Only 1/3 of young people watch TV news 

Watched news on  
television yesterday 

TOTAL 

18-29 

30-49 

50-64 

65+ 

 

2006 

% 

57 

49 

53 

63 

69 

2012 

% 

55 

34 

52 

65 

73 

CHANGE 

 

-2 

-15 

-1 

+2 

+4 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER, 2012 News Consumption Survey. 



Best Practices for Sharing Your Stories with the Media 
– Cathy Rosenthal 

No More Homeless Pets National Conference 
October 10-13, 2013 4 

 How many young 
Americans find 

their news through  
The Daily Show 

with Jon Stewart?  
- 12, 22%, 37%.  

12% 

End of an Era? 

p  Newspaper readership 
down 20% from 2000 
(55.4 to 44.4 million) 

p  Online newspaper 
readership up 7%, from 
103 million to 110 
million in one year 

p  Half of people today get 
their news today from 
mobile access and not 
PC 
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New challenges for all media 

Got online/ 
mobile news 
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How many young 
Americans found 
out about news 

through Facebook?  
- 27%, 48%, 67%.  

48% 

Do You Remember This? 

y=mx+b 
a2+b2=c2 

((x1+x2)/2)-((y1+y2)/2) 
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Once Upon A Time 

p  I’ll huff and I’ll puff 
and I’ll blow your 
house down. 

p  I’ll be back. 
p  Use the force Luke. 
p  I have a dream. 
p  There’s no place like 

home. 

What does the media want? 

STORIES   
STORIES   
STORIES   
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Stories need to do one of the following: 

p Help people / 
solve a problem 

p Shine light on a 
problem or 
situation 

p  Educate/inform 
p  Entertain 

Stories need to be: 

n  Local  
n  National with community 

connection 
n  Timely (seasonal, holidays) 
n  Unusual, outside the norm 
n  Conflict/controversy (take a 

stand on something) 
n  Human/animal interest 
n  Weather-related info 
n  Trends 
n  Prominent person or  
   celebrity 
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•  Hoarders 
•  Abusers 
•  Dramatic rescues 
•  Community problems 
•  Human interest stories 
•  Great adoption stories 
•  Unique volunteer stories 
•  Special events 

What kinds of stories  
can you deliver? 

What do these stories need to succeed? 

WHO IS THIS ABOUT? 
WHY DO I CARE? 
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Basic story ideas 
p  January – Cold weather pet tips, Recap of previous year, weight 

loss for pets 
p  February – Valentine’s day (adoptions, heartworm), Spay Day, Beat 

the Heat, Tag Day 
p  March – Disaster Preparedness (ARC month), Spring cleaning 

stories  
p  April – Volunteer Appreciation Month,  
p  May – Be Kind to Animals Week (promote in late April); big 

investigations, controversial stories, Mother’s Day 
p  June – Adopt a Cat Month, summer safety with pets, driving on 

vacations with pets 
p  July – Pets and the 4th of July, swimming safety with pets 
p  August – Hot weather tips 
p  September – Back to school: training for pets; pets home alone 
p  October – National Feral Cat Day, National Adopt a Dog Day, 

Halloween 
p  November – Thanksgiving, Black Friday, Winter Prep 
p  December – Holidays (gifts and adoptions); technology for pets 

 
Need more ideas? 

p  Take a shower  
p  Set up “Google alerts” for stories 
p  Look at magazines/media trends throughout the 

year 
p  Create a calendar of events throughout the year 
p  Host contests, polls, surveys  
p  Develop partnerships 
p  Use more technology. Identify how technology 

helps with your agency – adoption page, lost and 
found page. 
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What’s the story here? 

Kenneth L. Peters, the principal of 
Beverly Hills High school, announced 

today that the entire high school faculty 
will travel to Sacramento next Thursday 
for a seminar in new teaching methods. 
Amongst the speakers will be Margaret 

Mead, college president, Dr. Robert 
Maynard Hutchins, and California 

former governor Pat Brown. 

Stories are not just a regurgitation of  
facts; they are about figuring  

out what’s the point. 
 
 

There will be no school 
next Thursday 
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Hi Cathy, 
I took over as Director of Animal Services here at the ……. 
Animal Care Services Shelter in June 2011. Prior to my 
starting, the kill rate was at about 96%, the food was infested 
with bugs, the vaccines were 6 months expired, there was not 
a grain of cat litter, a piece of cat food, a blanket for the 
animals, no basic medications or supplies (other than fatal 
plus and really long needles for doing heart shots –yeah, it 
was bad). There was no adoption program, no transfer 
program, no outreach programs in the community…In a 
word, it was the most deplorable shelter I had ever stepped 
foot in. I have done animal control for 11 years, and I took 
this shelter on as a project / challenge and have been here 
for just over one year…I have taken in over 1000 animals 
since starting last June, and have not had to euthanize one 
animal due to lack of space… 

What’s the story here? 

…In a word, it was the most deplorable 
shelter I had ever stepped foot in. I have 

done animal control  
for 11 years… 

I have taken in over 1000 animals since 
starting last June, and have not had to 

euthanize one animal due to lack of space… 
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What’s the trick? 

   Produce news tailored to  
different news media.  

New 
executive 
director 

Special 
adoption 

day 
Hoarding 
or abuse 

case 

New  
Manager 

Hired 

Gala dinner/ 
fundraiser 

Resident 
accused of 

animal 
abuse 

Senior adoption day (seniors); kids camps (moms); events (donors/
volunteers); themed adoption days (Cat’s pajama party) 

Poor press releases 

How to write a winning press release 
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 ALL CAPS. 
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Note the date of 
the email  

Note the date 
 of the event 
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Note the date of 
the email  

Note the date 
 of the event 

Shouldn’t use “rescue”  
from animal control 

Media alert 
for ADL 

t for ADL 

t for ADL 

t for ADL 
t for ADL 

1 

1 

1 
1 

1

Great press releases 

How to write a winning press release 
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SpayClinic to sterilize 50 pit bull terrier type dogs on Saturday, April 2 
Free spay/neuter surgeries, free rabies vaccinations 

 for first 50 dogs scheduled for surgery 
 

•  Call 210-490-7700 for appointments   
•  Chance to photograph 50 pit bull terrier-type dogs between 
   7:00 and 8:00 as they are checked into the clinic 
•  $5,000 grant from PetSmart Charities® to fund surgeries 

 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
CONTACT: Cathy M. Rosenthal, 000-000-0000 
March 15, 2014 
 
Request for Coverage 
 
WHAT:  Free spay/neuter surgeries, free rabies 
                vaccinations for first 50 dogs scheduled  
                for surgery 
 
WHO:  SpayClinic, a nonprofit providing free to  
                low cost sterilizations for pets in  
                San Antonio 
 
WHEN:  Saturday, April 2, 2011 from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
 
WHERE:  1555 Lake Rd, just one block north of Route 410 and I-10  
 
WHY:  To help pet owners sterilize their pets;  
                To reduce the overpopulation and eventually euthanasia of pit  
                bull terrier-type dogs in the city shelter  
 
MORE:   
•  Pit bull terrier type owners should call 000-000-0000 for appointment. 
•  Photo opp between 7 and 8 a.m. of 50 pit bull terriers checking into the clinic for 
surgery (that will be something to see!) 
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Use 
numbers in 
release in 

headlines to 
make things 

easier for 
editors 

•  Very personable and 
sincere 

•  E mail not press release 

•  Offers to send higher 
resolution photos  

•  Gets to the point 

•  Indicates he read the 
newspaper by sending to 
specific editor 
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Press release formats 
p  Standard title: FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE. 

You may also use: REQUEST FOR COVERAGE. 
 

p  Contact information:  Julie C. Advocate,  Executive Director, Humane Society of 
Animals, 000-0000, 495 Parsley Road, Brussels, Texas 78444, 
Julie@humanesocietyofanimals.org. 
 

p  Release title should be short and informative, conveying the topic matter while 
capturing the attention of the reader. 
 

p  Subheads: Allow you to sum up press release 
 

p  Bullet point summary: Allows you to sum up press release 
 

p  Body of release: 
n  Always ask WHO this story is about and WHY should the media care. 
n  Present the most important information, including who, what, where, when and 

why, in the first sentences of the releases body, emphasizing why the event is 
newsworthy. 

n  Follow up with supporting background information and details, as needed. 
n  Consider a quote to add depth to the release in the second or third paragraph.  

 
p  End the release with a ### sign to indicate the end of the document. 

p  Boilerplate should provide information about your organization and include a mission 
statement. 
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Sending information 

p  Put news releases in email and as attachment.  
    No PDF’s!  

 
p  Sum up release in email or at top of release. 

 
p  Ask for what you want. Coverage, interview, mention 

on-air. 
 

p  No large photos. Send low-res version; say high-res 
versions of photos are available.  
 

p  Avoid confusion.  
n  Use day, date, & year, i.e., Friday, March 14, 2014.  
n  Use addresses for locations.  
n  Specify day and time (a.m. or p.m.)  

Making their jobs easier 

p  Deliver Short, easy-to-read press releases. 
p  Be the producer. Visualize the story in your head, 

so you can communicate that to the assignment 
editor or reporter. 

p  Coordinate interviews with staff, volunteers, 
adopters, etc. 

p  Consider humorous, quirky stories or feel good 
stories for the end of a newscast. (11-year old 
has sextuplets) 

p  Ask again, who is this about and why should I 
care and tailor story that reflects this. 
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Why don’t they cover my story? 
p  NATIONAL AND WORLD 

n  Government shut downs 
n  Political shenanigans 
n  Terrorist attack or major shooting 
n  Weather 

 
p  LOCAL 

n  City council 
n  Major accidents 
n  Crime/shootings 
n  Amber alerts 
n  Weather 

Why don’t they cover my story? 

p  Poorly written press releases 
p  Pushing too often with the same story 
p No variety in stories 
p Sent an e-newsletter, website 

or Facebook link for them to read  
p Don’t send pictures 
p Don’t provide human interest stories 
p  You have not developed good media 

relations  
p  You have an on-going or past problem 

that has been in the media 
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Contacting the Media 

p Television 
p Print 
p Radio 
p Twitter 
p Email 
p Phone 

Making of a newscast:  
How an idea becomes a story 

http://www.katu.com/news/specialreports/18822479.html 
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How a story makes TV news 

1.   Assignment editor gathers information from 
emails, press releases, news tips, and police 
scanners. 

2.   Assignment editor shares information with 
producers and news directors in preparation for 
morning meeting. 

3.   Morning meeting – Everyone meets and 
information gathered is shared. Reporters, 
anchors, and photojournalists share more story 
ideas and perspectives. 

 

4. News director moves group from ideas  
 to story assignment. They discuss other  
 perspectives, etc. 

5. Reporters head out to investigate their  
 stories. 

6. Producers check Associated Press,   
 CNN, and other national news agencies  
 for other stories of local interest. 

How a story makes TV news 
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How a story makes TV news 

7.  As day progresses, story may change   
 depending on whether they can reach people, etc.  

8.  Close attention is paid to breaking news,   
  which could change or bump a story. 

9.  Reporter writes up story; photojournalist edits   
  story. Work together to create package for news. 

10. Producers/writers write copy for the    
  teleprompter and time stories together  
  for newscast. 

Reporters… 

p  Look at the big picture 
p Want to make a difference 
p Affect someone’s life 
p Uncover relevant stories people didn’t 

know about  

Some great stories are put  
on hold for another day. 
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Television 
 

 
•  Visually appealing 
•  Short stories  
•  Very dramatic stories 
 

15 tips for getting on and  
preparing for morning shows 

1. Watch shows and get a feel   
for their program segments. 

2. Think about how your segment 
will be useful to their viewers. 

3. Before calling, create a short 
pitch script you can follow.  

4. Unsure who to reach out to? Call 
the news desk and ask. 
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5. If sharing an event or 
news announcement, 
have a press release 
ready to send. 

6. Pitch something that 
is relevant to the 
news or trends of the 
day. 

7. Use holidays to create 
special stories.  

8. Think visually. Pets 
are a natural visual. 

15 tips for getting on and 
preparing for morning shows 

9.  Know your talking points   
  before you go on the air. 

10. If you are using props,  
  practice with them.   

11. When on the air, look at  
  the reporter and speak  
  clearly.  

12. Talk in sound bites.  

15 tips for getting on and  
preparing for morning shows 
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15 tips for getting on and  
preparing for morning shows 

13. Know website and  
  phone numbers and be  
  ready to weave them  
  into the interview –  
  unless they are  
  providing that  
  information at the close  
  of the interview. Ask. 

14. Use social media to  
  share the appearance  
  with donors. 

15. Thank the producers or  
  hosts via email after  
  the show. 

 

Newspapers 

p  Paid and unpaid 
space 

p  Stories that impact 
community 

p  Often relies on 
multiple sources 

p  In-depth telling 
p  Front page – 
“Shines a light” 
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Newspapers: Key people to know 

p  City editor 
p  Features editor 
p  Beat reporters 
p  Editors of community calendars 
p  Editors of the op/ed (opposing editorial) page 
p  Appropriate columnists/bloggers  

 

Working with Newspapers 

p  Check and double-check releases.  
 

p  Let the departments do the walking; stop blind copying 
everyone. 

p  Be an early bird. Know deadlines.  
 

p  Target specific section editors/reporters when 
appropriate. 
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Talk Radio 

 
p  Stories that stimulate discussion/controversy 
p  Easily talked about stories 
p  Two sides to story 
p  Strong listener opinions 
 

Music Radio 

p  Light, fun 
interviews 

p  Willingness to 
laugh at yourself 

p  Let them shine 
p  Allow them their 

format 
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Television & Radio: Key people to know 

p  Public service/community relations 
director (radio) 

p  Promotion director (sometimes community 
relations or public affairs director (radio) 

p News director (TV & radio) 
p Assignment editor (TV) 
p Reporters, beat reporters (TV & radio) 
p  Program director (radio) 
p Radio personality (radio) 
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Under-utilized sources 

p Columnists 
p Bloggers 
p Beat reporters 
p  Features editors 
p Op-ed pieces 
p  Letters to the Editor 
p Online news sources 
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News online 

Social Media 

Today, people co-write and  
direct the stories we tell. 
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Social media 

THINK VISUALLY! 

Develop your own YouTube channel 

p  More than 1 billion unique 
users visit each month  

p  Over 6 billion hours of video 
are watched each month on 
YouTube—that's almost an 
hour for every person on 
Earth, and 50% more than last 
year  

p  100 hours of video are 
uploaded to YouTube every 
minute  

p  According to Nielsen, 
YouTube reaches more US 
adults ages 18-34 than any 
cable network  
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Building rapport with media 
begins by assuming you already 
have it.  
 
Use body language, your voice  
tone, pace, and volume, and 
active listening skills during an 
interview to communicate your 
interest in the conversation. 
 
 

Building rapport 

Using email to meet the press 
PROS 
p  Great way to reach media 
p  Short notes about events 
p  Short press releases 
 
CONS 
p  Huge in-boxes/email can 

get lost 
p  Only a few seconds to 

make a good first 
impression 
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Don’t have time to write a press release or send 
an e-mail? What’s your option? 

Use the phone.  

What to wear during interviews 
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Henry Kissinger once said: 

Has anyone got 
questions for my 
answers? 

 
“I know you believe you understand 
what you think I said, but I am not 

sure you realize that what you heard 
is not what I meant.”  

-Attributed to Alan Greenspan, Robert McCloskey 
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When media gets it wrong 

•  When to issue a “correction” press 
release 
 
•  When everyone gets it wrong 
 
•  When to make a phone call 
 
•  When only one reporter or media outlet 
gets it wrong 

•  When to use social media to correct 

•  Never repeat negative statements 
•  Don’t defend when nothing to defend 
•  Don’t combine “Pit Bull Terrier” with 

negative descriptors.  
   - i.e. Never say, “Pit bull terriers are not 

vicious,” say, “We need to address the 
issue of aggressive dogs.”  

•  When you don’t know the answer, it’s 
okay to say you don’t know something 

•  Know your talking points before the 
interview so you can stay on message 

Negative questions 
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How to speak so the media will listen 

•  Develop a basic  
  calendar of stories 

•  Look for more good  
   stories in your shelter 

•  Send pictures 

•  Know deadlines 

•  Write great releases 

•  Look for the big  
  picture – the who and     
  why of the story 

•  Don’t be mediocre 

 
 

Cathy M. Rosenthal 
cathy@writingforacause.com 
www.WritingforaCause.com 
 

QUESTIONS? 


