Make the Call!

By Tony Arnold

One Campus Crusade ministry used a national PR agency to distribute press releases to dozens of targeted media regarding the ministry’s premier event in a top ten city in the Bible belt.  This effort led to coverage in one small niche media outlet.

At the same time, I pitched a smaller event in a top ten city outside the Bible belt.  Media from every network TV affiliate and both major daily newspapers covered the event.

PR experts suggest that you can expect 25-30% of the stories that you pitch to the media will result in news coverage.  I’ve seen over 95% of my media pitches lead to positive coverage.  

Why is my success rate so high?  

Two techniques:  The first technique is described in the article Grab that Glance!  This article, Make the Call, explains the priority of the second technique.

Disclaimer:  you can do everything right and still be overwhelmed by breaking news.  

Winter Conferences are made to order media magnets.  Yet I was unable to get any media to cover the recent Boston Winter Conference.  The Iowa Caucus and New Hampshire Primary with Massachusetts’ favorite son Mitt Romney in the running soaked up all the local media’s attention.  Two TV stations called to apologize because their remote trucks were all running back and forth to New Hampshire and they couldn’t get over to the conference.

What’s the second technique?  Phone calls!  

(Talk to a live person, don’t leave voicemail and have immediate internet access when you call.)

Before I send a news release to a TV assignment desk or newspaper city desk or newsroom, I phone them.  I make sure I’ve got the best email address to use and the direct line to the desk.

After 30 to 60 minutes, I call them back and make sure they got the release I just emailed them.

If I haven’t heard from the newspaper in a few days, I may call the city desk back and ask if they can let me know to which reporter they forwarded the story.  I call the reporter.

I call the TV assignment desk the day before the event and make sure they have the release in the next day’s Day File.  I ask what time they have their morning or afternoon assignment meeting.

The day of the event, I call 15-30 minutes before their assignment meeting.  I confirm again they have the release.  I make sure they have my name and number (on the release) and know that I’m ready to help them get the compelling, visual stories that will interest their viewers.

If I don’t hear from them within an hour after the meeting concludes, I’ll call back and ask if we made it on the rundown.

That may seem like a lot of phone calls, but each call takes only 30-60 seconds!

Those phone calls may make the difference both for the immediate event and in the long term. 

Your friendly, smiling voice can help an assignment editor decide that your story will be easier to cover.  That’s because you will have students ready to be interviewed and help his crew know when and where to point the cameras to get the best shots so they can go on to their next shoot. 

Those phone calls are also valuable for the long-term.  Media Relations is ultimately about relationships.  Every phone call gives you a direct human connection with someone in the media.  Sure you’re pitching a story, but you are helping them do their job – cover the news.

I write down the name of everyone I speak with at an outlet.  I check to see if I have their name on my media contact list.  When the same person answers the next time I call, I can say, “Hey Jason.  This is Tony with the Jesus debate at State.”  “Hi Tony, what’s happening?”

Final Perspectives

Gary Anderson, former Arizona Campus Director, woke up the morning of a Porn Nation event remembering hear me say, “The media is hungry for our news.”  Gary started calling the local TV stations and newspapers.  That night, two stations and two newspapers covered the event.  Those early morning phone calls were his first contact with the media.

If you really want news coverage, make the calls!
Remember that the best way to do your job as a media liaison is to help the media do their job.  

You can find out more about how phone calls fit into the schedule of a media campaign by reading the CampusPRHelp resource “Techniques to Use When Contacting the Media”. 
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Tony Arnold has served with Campus Crusade for Christ for 34 years.  He’s passionate about helping more people meet Jesus and making staff life easier.  That’s why he directs Campus Media Relations.  

More than 81 million Americans, including 700 thousand students, have heard the name of Jesus through the news media as a result of Campus Crusade for Christ staff using CampusPRHelp tips.

Tony likes to collect azaleas, nativities, ties and quotes.

If you’re slammed for time, check out the Quick & Dirty PR tab on www.CampusPRHelp.com.

It breaks the process down into 6 steps.  (Step 6 says email Tony your results and observations.)
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