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Pitching your story
To have a story run in the mainstream media – 
print, television or radio - you need to sell it to 
journalists.

This can be one of the hardest and most stressful 
parts of getting your story covered, but it is one of 
the most important. 

Journalists today are under increasing time 
pressure and consume a range of information 
sources all day, every day - media releases, 
twitter feeds, blog sites, emails, instagram, the 
list goes on. Your initial ‘pitch’ has to make a 
good first impression to avoid being consigned 
to the recycle bin like 90 per cent of those 
sources. It has to grab a journalist’s attention, 
be well communicated, short, sharp and easy to 
understand.

This obviously becomes easier if you already have 
a good relationship with a journalist. It means that 
your pitch, your email, your tweet, is higher on 
their radar than the pitch of the average person. 
So developing good relationships gets your foot 
in the door.

But no matter how good your relationship with a 
particular journalist, they will seldom run a story 
as a favour - and if they do, their news editors will 
most likely cut it. You will still have to convince 
them that the story is important and will interest 
their viewers, listeners or readers. So don’t just 
pick up the phone and start talking without having 
thought through the pitch.
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Pitching your story (cont...)

There are a number of secrets to 
pitching a good story:

▶   Pick the right journalist. Journalists often write 
within a specific round (eg education, health, 
environment) and often campaign on specific 
issues within these rounds. Pick the journalist 
with a specific interest in your issue of concern. 
With the increasing advent of opinion pieces 
and columns and blogs, it is easy to identify 
how journalists feel about certain issues – their 
judgment on the facts of a particular story. If you 
find a journalist who thinks that the Government is 
spending too much money on welfare payments, 
don’t pitch them a story about the need for higher 
unemployment benefits. You won’t get your pitch 
listened to and you won’t get the story written that 
you’re looking for.

▶   Pick the right outlet. Think about what impact you 
want your story to make. Do you want your story 
to be a feature piece for a weekend paper, do you 
want it to be on ABC AM at 7.10am to start off a 
weekday, do you want it to be a hard hitting story 
on 7.30 or a lighter piece on The Project? Think 
about your audience and what impact you want to 
make.

▶   Be concise. Tell the journalist quickly what the 
facts are, why they are important and why their 
audience will find the story interesting. Keep in 
mind the earlier point about the time pressure that 
journalists are under and how many information 
sources they consume – a two page email may 
include all the information you think relevant, but 
you’ll lose their interest if you don’t make your 
point in the first few lines.

▶   Have the key ‘angle’ worked out in advance. 
Reduce the point of the story to one sentence. 
And have a back-up angle available if the journalist 
starts ‘umming and ahhing’. Your angle should 
be what you think the first line of the news story 
should be. 

▶   Say something. Journalists are after news—
make sure your story is news worthy. Make it 
new – and different. The minute you say ‘your 
organisation ran something like this recently’ 
you’ve lost them. Journalists have to be able to 
pitch this as a ‘new’ story.

▶   Describe possible pictures. If relevant, tell them 
about the photo opportunities that go with the 
story. A good photo will get the story onto page 
five and a terrific photo could get it onto the front 
page, even for an event that is quite trivial. With 
journalists busier than ever, helping to offer them 
to find a picture (and saving them calling around 
trying to find one) is a big asset.

▶   Offer ‘an exclusive’. You can offer a journalist 
your story exclusively, giving them a story that 
others will not have. But think about this deal 
before you make it. If you have a big story that 
will make national news, it doesn’t always make 
sense to give it to just one journalist in one media 
market. Doing special deals can also damage 
your relationships with other media outlets. The 
golden rule of exclusives if that once you’ve 
offered it, you have to respect the deal you’ve 
made. You can’t offer an exclusive and then give 
it to others – your word is your credibility. 

▶   Provide research help. Offer to help the 
journalists with the story should they choose to 
run it – by giving them facts and putting them in 
touch with other people relevant to the story.

▶   Don’t get bitter. Remember, not every story will 
get up, so don’t give up on a particular journalist 
or outlet if a particular story does not run.
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Pitching your story (cont...)

Journalist friend or foe?

When you’re working with a journalist remember 
you are a professional and so are they. Even if you 
develop a close relationship remember at all times 
they are a journalist first and foremost.

Just because they run a positive story about your 
issue one week it doesn’t mean they’re on your side 
and will never write about the issue from another 
point of view.

If a journalist has written or produced a story that you 
feel is incorrect or contains wrong information, call 
them and discuss your concerns professionally and 
politely. Don’t just fire off an email. If you are unhappy 
with their response or if a journalist continues to use 
incorrect information, send a note to the chief of staff 
with the correct information attached.

Social media also allows for immediate corrections of 
incorrect stories. If The Daily Telegraph has written 
a story that is incorrect about you, the first response 
should be to contact the journalist concerned. If you 
are unhappy with their response and don’t feel a 
correction will be issued, you can have your response 
on your facebook or twitter page by the time most 
people read their morning paper. Use social media to 
your advantage to rapidly respond to incorrect stories. 
You can also use social media to promote positive 
stories.

Always try and work with professional journalists who 
are interested in getting the facts right.
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Preparing for a media interview
As a media spokesperson for your organisation, 
you will need to give media interviews to promote 
your organisation and to push their causes.

Everyone takes time to learn this skill but there 
are a few simple pointers below to help you adjust 
quickly.

One thing to always remember is that you should 
seek out interviews, and not hide from the media. 
Media spokespeople who are easily accessible at 
short notice for a quick grab are a great asset to a 
journalist. The more accessible you make yourself, 
the more likely you are to get a comment up in the 
news.

Almost everyone is terrible when they start out. 
You may not be a natural, but practice makes 
perfect. You will soon get the hang of conducting 
good media interviews. 

Regardless of the type of media interview, 
preparation and research are the keys to success. 
The more prepared you are, the more relaxed and 
in control you will feel.

Before the interview

▶   Always ask the interviewer why they want to 
interview you.

▶   Try to establish how much they know about the 
subject.

▶   Ask what else they want to find out and whether 
they need extra information

▶   Ask them how long they would like to talk to you 
and in what format – will it be a panel discussion 
for example or a one-on-one interview?

▶   Research the media outlet, its style and the types 
of angles it is interested in. For example, do they 
want more facts and figures or stories of people’s 
experiences?
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▶   Ask who else they are interviewing or speaking 
to. Sometimes when an interviewer is focusing 
on a particular topic they will interview both sides 
of the story one after the other. Make sure you 
are listening in before your interview to see if 
there are arguments you need to rebut.

▶   Don’t panic if a journalist phones for an 
immediate quote. Say you will call them back in 
a few minutes and take a few minutes to think 
about what you want to say.

▶   Make sure you can answer the what, when, who, 
how and why of the subject matter.

▶   Try to identify the issues and subjects, and think 
about the media outlet’s audience. What subject 
or issue will they identify with?

▶   You might wish to make several points but your 
audience will only remember two or three at the 
most. Write down your key messages and the 
points you want to make.

▶   Draft a short sharp phrase to sum up your 
argument—the ‘sound bite’. Television and radio 
are looking for lively summaries of issues. Have 
this sound bite in your head and make sure you 
deliver it in every media interview. Don’t get 
distracted by a line of questioning that goes off 
topic – make sure you bring the conversation 
back to the issue of the day and get your key 
messages up.

▶   Treat it like a job interview and think about likely 
questions.

▶   Practice delivering your sound bites and examples 
in a mock interview with a colleague or friend or 
in front of a mirror.

▶   If you want to let your colleagues and supporters 
know about the work you are doing to promote 
the organisation, draft a tweet or a facebook post 
letting them know what time you’ll be on air or 
linking to your interview.
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Preparing for a radio or TV interview
Preparing for a radio interview

▶   Arrive at least thirty minutes early for interviews 
held at a studio.

▶   Make sure you know where to park and how to 
find the studio.

▶   Have your points and examples on index cards and 
keep them close by during the interview. If you 
have a key point or a key grab, make sure you have 
it in front of you to remind you.

▶   If you are speaking into a microphone maintain a 
short distance.

▶   Be prepared. Remember your sound bite and make 
sure you get it out.

▶   Speak slowly. Many people gabble when they’re 
nervous, so make a conscious effort to slow down.

▶   Keep as still as you can. Shuffling papers, 
drumming fingers and tapping pens all distract the 
listener from your message.

▶   If you are doing the interview by phone make sure 
you find a quiet location and turn off any radios and 
your mobile phone!

▶   When in the studio don’t be overwhelmed by the 
equipment or worry if the interviewer does not 
make eye contact.

▶   Remember you are likely to be recorded in the 
studio for a period of time before and after the 
interview formally starts and begin, so maintain 
your decorum the whole time you are in the studio.

▶   If you make a mistake in a live interview don’t 
panic. Simply recover and move on to your next 
point.

▶   Avoid saying ‘um’ and ‘ah’ and leaving long pauses. 
Practice helps.
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▶   Try to use examples which give listeners a mental 
picture of the point you are making. Test these 
out before the interview.

▶   Try to end the interview with a short statement 
summarising your main points.

▶   If it is not a live interview you can always ask to 
answer the question again.

▶   In a panel discussion look at the person asking 
the question or the person making the point you 
are responding to as it will feel more natural, and 
use their name where you know it.

▶   The key to getting your message across on radio 
is to use brief, direct and colourful language. Your 
most important points should be the punchiest 
and most memorable. Otherwise they may be 
edited from the broadcast.

▶   Avoid ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers and take the 
opportunity to expand on your answers.
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Preparing for a radio or TV interview (cont...)

Preparing for a television interview

Many of the rules for television are the same as 
for radio. 

Here are some television-specific rules:

▶   If a crew is coming to interview you at work, select 
a spot where they can interview you. Avoid traffic 
noise, busy crowds and display your logo in the 
background.

▶   Don’t let the bright lights and crew put you off!

▶   Try to relax and concentrate on the journalist, not 
the camera.

▶   Remember, you may be interviewed for half an 
hour, but your words will likely be edited down to 
less than thirty seconds. This requires message 
discipline for the full half hour.

▶   If it is not a live interview you can always ask to 
answer the question again.

▶   Appearance is very important if you want to be 
taken seriously.

▶   Try to avoid talking with your hands. If sitting, sit 
still.

▶   Act as if the camera is always on you until the end 
of the interview. You never know when they could 
be filming.

▶   The most important thing is to act naturally and 
show your enthusiasm for your subject.
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How to conduct yourself during a 
media interview
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Media interviews can seem daunting but 
remember you are the expert that they are here to 
listen to.

Be confident, clear and concise when delivering 
your message. Consider the audience and act 
accordingly. Think about your tone. For example, 
make sure you conduct yourself professionally 
and take the interview seriously for a current 
affairs type show, and make sure you keep 
things light and humorous if you can for an 
entertainment show. 

When it’s time for the interview, remember that 
the journalist is a person just like you. If you’re 
nervous, say so before you begin. Chances are 
they will try to put you at your ease. After all, a 
good interview benefits the reporter as much as 
you.

▶   Always keep in mind the five Cs to success: speak 
with conviction in a conversational manner while 
retaining your composure. Be confident (you are 
the expert) and be colourful (use anecdotes and 
examples to illustrate your point).

▶   Give a short opening statement to make sure that 
your key messages are delivered on camera. Even 
if you get 10 questions on a different topic, at least 
you have delivered the key messages.

▶   Avoid jargon, waffling and wordy answers. Be 
succinct and to the point. Don’t feel worried if you 
get a little nervous as this will keep you on your 
toes! 

▶   Try not to get into an argument. Accept there may 
be a different viewpoint.

▶   Speak clearly and stick to your message.

▶   If you don’t wish to make a comment or wish to 
remain anonymous make this very clear. You may 
even like to put it in writing to the journalist.

▶   If you are getting sustained questioning on a 
difficult topic, don’t get flustered. Keep your cool, 
provide the response you want to give and then 
refer the journalist to that response when they 
continue to ask you the same question. If you 
lose your cool or snap or look agitated, that could 
very well be on the one grab that gets up on the 
television news or in the papers. So make sure 
you keep your composure throughout the whole 
interview. 

▶   If you know you only have limited time or have 
an engagement to get to, make sure you make 
that clear to the journalists before so that they are 
not surprised when you pull the pin on the media 
interview after a certain period of time. This is 
most easily done by saying you only have time 
for a couple of questions. Lay the ground rules 
clearly before you start. 

▶   Don’t be rude or patronising if you are asked 
a silly question or a question that shows little 
understanding of the issue. Be polite to the 
journalist and answer to the best of your ability.

▶   Make sure you have your exit route planned. If 
you need to quit the interview at any stage, make 
sure you have a door to walk through or a car 
to get into – otherwise you’ll be filmed waiting 
around.
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Dressing for a media interview
Dressing for a television interview is as 
important as crafting your message. Looking 
smart and professional will give you confidence 
and add credibility to your argument. A good 
spokesperson should know how to dress and have 
an outfit set aside and on hand for when they 
need it. 

General tips for TV interviews

▶   To get some ideas of what clothes work on 
television, study what news presenters wear.

▶   Speak to the TV producer before your interview – 
they will know what colours will work best in their 
set.

▶   If you are wearing casual clothes and a journalist 
tries to encourage you to give a quick grab, tell 
them you’d prefer to get changed before you 
speak to them. How you present reflects on 
your organisation. A perfect example is a press 
conference Barnaby Joyce once gave at Parliament 
House after going for a run – red-faced, sweaty and 
in gym gear is not the look you want to project!

▶   Avoid blocked dark colours which can look too 
harsh. A dark suit can be broken with a shirt or 
scarf.

▶   Don’t wear white as it can glow on television.

▶   Avoid bright colours such as red.

▶   Block colours work well, especially pastels and 
blues.

▶   Do not wear patterns such as stripes, herringbone 
or checks as they are hard for the camera to focus 
on.

▶   Wear makeup to eliminate shine, especially on your 
nose, forehead and face. Powder makeup is best 
and should always match your skin tone, not be 
lighter or darker. 
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▶   When your makeup is professionally done, it can 
sometimes feel like it is caked on. Keep in mind 
the makeup artists know the impact of harsh 
lighting so they are trying to help!

▶   All people sweat under the lights on set and 
makeup will help mask this.

▶   Make sure your hair is neat and brushed out of 
your eyes.

▶   Don’t wear tinted glasses.

▶   If you wear glasses most of the time, then wear 
your glasses on television.

Tips for women

▶   Don’t wear lip-gloss or lipstick or any makeup that 
is too shiny.

▶   Aim for a natural look with a matte finish.

▶   Avoid wearing dangly earrings or bold jewellery 
which can be distracting.

▶   If you must wear a necklace, keep it short so it 
does not rub against the lapel microphone.

▶   Tie your hair back especially if it is a windy day. 

▶   Try to stick to softer pastel colours if you are 
wearing a blouse or shirt without a jacket.

Tips for men

▶   Avoid growing a moustache if you are going to do 
a lot of media work. David Boon looks good with 
one but you aren’t David Boon.

▶   Keep facial hair neat.

▶   Makeup may not feel natural – but a quick dab of 
powder on the face can make all the difference 
when you are sitting in a studio in harsh lighting. 
If the TV producers or presenters recommend it, 
trust their judgment!
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Dressing for a media interview (cont...)

▶   Men should have about an inch of their shirt cuff 
showing when sitting.

▶   If you are balding or bald then use powder on your 
head to reduce shine.

▶   For slim men wear a perfectly tailored suit and 
well-tied neck tie. Leave your jacket unbuttoned.

▶   For larger-framed men or if your suit is not a 
perfect fit, keep your jacket buttoned to keep you 
looking more in proportion.

▶   Don’t sit on the back of your suit jacket. Make sure 
it is comfortable, sits well and is not riding up.

▶   Don’t wear bright, overpowering ties. Keep it 
simple and stylish.

▶   Don’t wear t-shirts without a collar.

▶   Think about your whole outfit – not just your suit, 
but your socks/shoes/belt. Bart Simpson socks 
may entertain your children but not viewers!
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Working with celebrities
Celebrity endorsement is a great way to 
add credibility and attract attention for an 
organisation or event. However, you need to 
think carefully about who to approach and the 
potential advantages and pitfalls of any celebrity 
involvement. Working with a celebrity can be 
a very rewarding and worthwhile partnership 
but it takes proper planning, research and time 
to choose the right person and manage the 
relationship effectively.

Some great examples of celebrity endorsement 
include Sarah Murdoch for the National Breast 
Cancer Foundation and Tony Abbott for the Carers 
Australia Pollie Pedal - even George Clooney 
for Nespresso! When done right it can be very 
effective.  

Which celebrity?

▶   Who would appeal to your target audience? For 
example, would a 20-year-old soap star appeal to a 
50-year-old CEO or would it be better to approach a 
50-year-old legend?

▶   Will the celebrity have the ability to talk to people 
they have never met before?

▶   Does the celebrity have a personal experience that 
makes them relevant to your organisation? 

▶   Do they have an array of experiences on which to 
draw for your intended audience?

▶   Are they available for bookings or is the celebrity 
overseas regularly? Would their professional 
commitments prohibit regular travel?

▶   Are you going to be competing with other 
organisations for the celebrity’s time?

▶   Are you prepared to pay for their involvement?

▶   Are they locally based and accessible or will you 
have to fly them across Australia every time you 
want to use them?
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▶   Which celebrities are likely to be sympathetic to 
your cause? Your charity is more likely to develop 
long-term relationships with celebrities if they 
have a genuine interest or personal experience in 
your field? 

▶   Is the celebrity over exposed?

▶   Can the celebrity converse about subjects 
other than their own areas of interest? Is this a 
problem?

▶   Can the celebrity deliver something unique?

▶   What sort of activities will your celebrity be 
willing to take part in? For example, ‘A- list’ 
celebrities are unlikely to attend morning teas 
whereas those who are lesser known may be 
more than willing to oblige.

▶   Do your research and ensure your celebrity’s 
history is not going to generate negative publicity. 
Make sure they are reliable, and are not going to 
do more harm than good to your organisation.

▶   If you want your celebrity to act as an 
ambassador or spokesperson consider their 
suitability and abilities for the task. Do you 
have confidence that they can deliver your 
organisation’s message?

▶   Do you have the resources to foster the 
relationship? Celebrities and their agents can 
be demanding even if they are providing their 
services pro bono. Make sure you have the time 
and resources to meet their needs.
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Working with celebrities (cont...)

Recruiting a celebrity

Celebrities and their agents receive many requests 
to endorse charities and appear in advertising 
campaigns. Your charity’s approach needs to 
stand out and to let the celebrity know what’s in it 
for them.

▶   Reach celebrities through their websites, agents 
(see organisations like Saxton Speakers Bureau, 
Speakers Network International, Celebrity Speakers 
and Markson Sparks) and your own personal 
contacts.

▶   Once you make contact, explain what your 
charity does and what is involved in your celebrity 
proposal.

▶   Tell celebrities what your organisation can offer 
them. Highlight the potential publicity benefits of 
their involvement with your charity’s campaign.

▶   Be specific about what you want celebrities to do 
for your charity. Will they simply be involved in one 
campaign or would you like to foster a relationship 
which sees them emerge as the face of your 
charity?

▶   Don’t make promises you can’t keep. This is 
the fastest way to end a relationship with a 
celebrity. Always be honest and upfront about your 
expectations.

Working with the celebrity

▶   Ensure you make them feel that their contribution 
matters. Keep them informed about the campaigns 
in which they are involved.

▶   Always follow up any involvement with an 
appropriate acknowledgement and thank you.

▶   Have a single point of contact for the celebrity.

▶   Instigate a policy on payment. In general, charities 
do not pay celebrities. You should, however, 
aim to cover expenses, including travel and 
accommodation.
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▶   Use the media well to ensure that the celebrities, 
and in turn your organisation, gain maximum 
publicity.

▶   When using celebrities for events always cater 
for their every need. Make a list of everything 
they will be required to do from arrival to 
departure.

▶   Always provide a written briefing on what is 
required of them and background material for any 
event they are involved in. Don’t expect them to 
bluff their way through it.

▶   Always remember their time is precious and 
respect this. Don’t call unnecessary briefings or 
meetings. Conduct discussions via email, fax or 
phone and keep any briefings short, ideally less 
than an hour.

▶   Be wary of over-dependence on celebrity 
backers and ensure that fame and publicity do 
not overshadow your charity’s central campaign 
message.

▶   Devise a contingency plan for those times when 
celebrities might attract unwanted and potentially 
damaging media attention. Be prepared to 
respond to the media and decide under which 
circumstances to support celebrities and when 
to distance your organisation from them. Keep in 
mind if you link your organisation with a celebrity, 
your connection with them continues beyond the 
first event. What that celebrity does will reflect 
on you into the future, so choose carefully.

▶   Prepare your approach for dealing with 
demanding celebrities. For high-profile and costly 
campaigns consider asking the celebrity to sign 
a contract with the charity which sets out the 
terms and conditions of their work.
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Working with MPs
Ministers and MPs can add profile to your event, 
and help to gain media coverage that your 
organisation may not normally receive. They can 
be strong advocates for your organisation and 
causes, helping to endorse the work you are doing 
in the community. With those benefits however 
come a few risks, For example, politician-filled 
events can become a media circus depending 
on what stories are in the morning papers, so 
it is important that these events are managed 
effectively.

Ministerial announcements

There will be occasions when a Minister might want 
to use your service or organisation to announce new 
funding or to launch a new service or publication. 
Alternatively, you may have written to them to ask if 
they will attend an event. This can be a great media 
opportunity for your organisation so take advantage of 
it, but always be mindful of the protocols you need to 
follow.

Always work in partnership with a Minister’s staff or 
department to coordinate the event. The Minister’s 
media adviser is often the best contact for you to 
ask for information but always ask who the most 
appropriate person is to speak with.

Make sure you run your media strategy past the 
Minister’s staff and get approval about when to 
release the information and to whom. Make sure 
you don’t alert a media event or invite media along 
without checking this is ok with the Minister’s staff. 
Also let the Minister’s staff know as a courtesy if 
members of other political parties will be attending.

You will also need to ensure they clear any photo 
opportunities and agree on who will handle media 
enquiries prior to and at the event. For example, don’t 
tell the media the Minister will be kicking a football 
at the event or undergoing a skin cancer check if you 
haven’t cleared this with them or their office. 

If the Minister is doing a doorstop after the event, 
make sure there is a lectern, a backdrop and a quiet, 
suitable space available.
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Always have the name and mobile number of the 
person who will be attending and travelling with the 
Minister on the day.

Make sure that person and the Minister are fully 
briefed about the event and what is required 
of them. Provide briefing notes that include 
background to the event, any important facts and 
figures, names of key people attending and any 
VIPs they need to acknowledge in their speech. 
This briefing pack should include any difficult 
issues or likely tricky questions, so the Minister 
is not blindsided. Also let the staff member know 
roughly what the speakers before their Minister will 
be saying, so there isn’t too much overlap in the 
speeches.

Always prepare a running sheet and make sure the 
Minister and their staff have an up-to-date copy of it 
so they know what is happening and when.

Ensure someone is there to meet the Minister and 
their staff and to introduce them to key members of 
your organisation. Make sure the Minister’s staff are 
made to feel welcome—ignore them at your peril!

Always have a contingency plan as well – Minister’s 
diaries can change at short notice, so make sure 
you know what you will do in the event they are late 
or cancel on the day.
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Working with MPs (cont...)

Working with local MPs

It’s a great idea to involve your local Member of 
Parliament (MP) in any event you have planned. It’s 
important to have a good relationship with them and 
involving them in your organisation is an ideal way to 
do this.

MPs are very busy people. If you want them to attend 
a media event or launch then always give them as 
much notice as possible.

Put any requests in writing and clearly outline what 
you wish the MP to do. For example, you may wish 
them to make a speech, to open a new service or 
present an award. Be clear about how much of their 
time this will require.

Always provide a running sheet for the MP and a 
short briefing paper about the key facts and figures 
and the people who are attending. Even if the MP is 
not expected to speak it is important they know why 
they are there and some background about the event.

Speak to the MP’s media adviser about any photo 
opportunities and ensure they are comfortable with 
what you have planned, and which media you will 
invite. The MP’s media adviser may also be able to 
help you to attract media to the event by sending out 
their own media alert. 

At the event ensure someone is there to meet and 
greet the MP and their staff. It is vital that they are 
looked after and know what that are doing and when. 
Introduce them to key people at your organisation 
and any other VIPs. Always ensure the MP is 
acknowledged by the MC or main speaker.

Make sure the key people within your organisation 
are briefed in preparation for the visit and know about 
the MP’s interests.

Remember the MP’s staff are important too and 
should be included. They will be your main point of 
contact with the MP in the future.

MEDIA 
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Follow up any event with a note to the MP thanking 
them for their involvement. Also include any photos 
you took of the MP at the event. MPs love to show 
how they are involved in their local community. 
Photos can be featured in their newsletters and 
on their website. This is a great way to obtain free 
publicity for your organisation.
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Planning media events
Getting major media events right is incredibly important. While allowances will be made for the fact 
that you are a small organisation and not BHP or Microsoft, nothing will turn off a journalist quicker 
than ‘amateur hour’. To be taken seriously, major media events must be handled professionally, run 
on time and deliver what (and who) they say they will.

Here’s a good event checklist for you to print and fill in before your major 
media events.

MEDIA 
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Before the event  (at least three months before)

Discuss and write down the event’s objective

Identify your target audience

Identify the actual journalists you want to target

Check calendars for date and time conflicts – are there any other major events planned in your 
capital city for that date that could distract media?

Choose your date and time

Location selected (is it suitable for media – is it large enough to accommodate media and as close as 
possible to the city?)

     Lighting – for speeches, press conference

      Sound - do you need a splitter box for radio journalists?

     Mobility and accessibility for journalists, TV crews

Send invitations to VIPs, sponsors, speakers.

One or two weeks before the event 

Write and send media alerts

Produce deliverables (press kit, reports, video)

Write and test the running sheet for the event

Write running sheet for the media

Produce decorations + signage  (banners, charts, logos, working microphone)
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Two days before the event 

Make follow-up call to journalists to ensure they have received the media alert

Write and send media release or have ready for press kit

Conduct dress rehearsals for speakers

Secure and test AV equipment, and test again!

Identify area for photo opportunities. Have a wet weather plan.

 Confirm refreshments

Brief all staff

Write a props and decorations list to be used on the day

At the event  

Make sure props and decorations are in place

Place someone on the door – either security or a staff member with a guest list – if you are concerned 
about gatecrashers

Check refreshments have arrived and are  in place

Meet and greet person for media representatives

Have a media area  with a suitable environment for shots and sound

Minder for first speaker to be in place at right time

       Ensure speaker starts on time (within five minutes of scheduled time)

Ensure other speakers have arrived and are prepared

        Do they have their speaking notes, hand-outs, PowerPoint display?

Q and A session

       Someone to adjudicate, to sum up and thank people for attending.

       Roaming mike for participants or media.

After the event 

Contact no-shows that day if possible and offer to send them a press kit and photos

Write thank you notes for sponsors and VIPs

Keep a video and cuttings diary of media coverage

MEDIA 
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Smart media tactics
Professional communications advisers often 
employ smart tactics to help them make a media 
splash.

By attending MTA’s workshops you can learn more 
about putting these into action.

Here are ten of the best:

Viral marketing

These days almost everyone has access to an iPhone 
camera and Wi-Fi. For next to no cost you can make 
a short movie or advertisement and get hundreds 
of thousands of people to see it by asking everyone 
in your contacts book to forward a copy or YouTube 
link to everyone in their contacts book. The smarter, 
more entertaining and hard-hitting the content is, 
the more people will send it around. Viral marketing 
is fast becoming the community substitute for TV 
advertising.

Media Team runs workshops on new media and 
viral marketing. This is a new and exciting area for 
community organisations—and one that can be done 
at a very low cost. See the Media Team’s website for 
our training program.

Piggy-backing

When a big event is happening, the media will be 
looking for multiple angles, which gives you the 
opportunity to raise the profile of your organisation 
or cause. If you are an organisation that promotes 
community sport, you may, for instance, be able to 
get media coverage during the annual test match in 
your home city by getting past or present test stars to 
support your campaign for ‘grass-roots’ development.

Gate-crashing

If you know that the media is going to be covering 
a big event, give them an extra story by turning up 
to get your point across, using good pictures as well 
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as words. If it is an education event and you are 
a supportive stakeholder, being at the same spot 
makes it easier for the media to record your grabs in 
a quick doorstop. If you’re unhappy with the issue 
being promoted at the event, you can go along 
and peacefully protest or hold up placards to get 
your point across – and get media coverage in the 
package on the day’s event.

Briefing columnists

It’s difficult trying to keep a regular newspaper 
column fresh and interesting. Regular columnists 
are always looking for good ideas and research 
to cite, so when you’ve got some new evidence 
to sell your message, call them. Make sure you 
don’t waste their time by giving them second-rate 
material or material that has already been covered in 
the media.

Get the same story up every year

Many organisations do this successfully by staging 
an annual event that the cameras just love - like the 
RSPCA’s million paws walk every May, CanTeen’s 
annual Bandanna Day or the World Vision 40-hour 
Famine. But remember to have a fresh angle each 
year – such as individuals to tell their stories, new 
figures on participation or a new way of doing things 
this year. 

Sunday for Monday (and public 
holidays)

Little usually happens on Sundays, which can make 
for empty news pages on Monday. So why not 
help news editors fill their pages by giving them 
good copy through a snappy photo opportunity 
to back up your story. The same goes for public 
holidays. Journalists, like us, don’t like working on 
Sundays, so if you can give them a good Sunday for 
Monday story early in the week that they can file on 
Thursday or Friday they’ll be very appreciative.
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Smart media tactics (cont...)

Irresistible pictures

One strong, well-staged photograph can take an 
average story from page five and make it front page 
news. Try to be creative with how you represent your 
story. Instead of presenting people in suits behind 
a podium, think of an interesting way of telling your 
story. Visualise how everything will come together 
and look on tonight’s news or tomorrow’s front 
page. How will the viewer get the one key message 
that drives home your point? Find the one visual 
metaphor that communicates the message. If you 
can’t visualise how it will look then no one else will 
be able to understand it either. It can be as simple as 
finding a person who can tell the story through their 
own experiences. A press conference on new figures 
showing the high cost of buying a home could benefit 
from having a young couple there who can talk about 
their personal experience trying to enter the housing 
market.

Selective leaking

To build up public interest in your forthcoming 
report, you can selectively leak bits of it to the press. 
Readers or listeners will then be aware of the report 
before it is fully launched. Only one section or one 
recommendation of the report has to be leaked to 
provide a teaser in the media, you should save the 
bulk of your report or findings for the full press pack 
on the day of the launch.

Big-time blogging

Getting relevant blog sites to discuss your findings 
can help generate a buzz around your issue. For 
example, there are a high profile group of mummy 
bloggers – including Mamamia - who attract a lot 
of readers. Also media outlets increasingly want to 
channel readers onto their websites, so encourage 
them to post your story on their website with a link to 
your organisation. Use the comments page on news 
stories on blogs to argue your case if a relevant story 
is being debated. Getting your volunteers to blog is a 
good way to lift your organisation’s profile.

MEDIA 
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Staging a press conference or  
media event

You should only host a press conference if your 
news or issue is particularly serious and requires 
a formal setting to enable you to speak with the 
media. This would include situations such as dealing 
with crises, research findings about sensitive 
issues (eg sexual assault) and personal disclosures, 
where you don’t want outside images or messages 
to detract from the sincerity of what you have to 
say. Media events should be visually creative and 
enable you to explore different ways to convey your 
message. For example, you might host a morning 
tea at an unusual location, film a celebrity helping at 
a youth centre, get people to dress up in appropriate 
costumes, etc. The possibilities are endless and 
if you use strong visual images to convey your 
message then the media will be much more 
interested in covering the story.
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Dealing with a crisis
Things go wrong. It’s the first law of media. 
Everyone from the Prime Minister’s media 
secretary to the local shire council president has 
made major gaffes and will continue to make 
them. There are also often events outside of your 
control that you will need to respond to and try 
to contain. The way in which an organisation is 
seen to deal with an issue or crisis will often be 
remembered long after the issue or crisis itself. 

Effective issues management can prevent 
mistakes becoming overwhelming crises.

Perceptions rule - and they are driven by the 
media. Negative stories can impact on an 
organisation’s reputation and the goodwill of 
stakeholders very quickly and recovery can take 
much longer if the issue isn’t dealt with effectively. 
Obviously, being heard and clearly understood 
by stakeholders is essential - this is why it 
is important to have coordinated, consistent 
messages.

If you have a crisis, you must respond quickly, 
authoritatively and appropriately.

You have to get on the front foot and take charge, 
not be defensive.

Refusing to answer your phone is not a response! 
Even if you don’t know how you will respond, 
make sure you have someone answering the 
phones and letting media know that you will get 
back to them as soon as you have a response. If 
media know they are on a list and will get emailed 
or phoned when you are ready to talk, it prevents 
them from calling you repeatedly – a good 
thing for you and your staff! You have to fill the 
vacuum – even if you don’t have a lot to say. A full 
response should in almost all cases be made on 
the same day, and usually within 1-2 hours of the 
crisis. 
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Here are the rules the experts 
employ:

▶   Get the facts

▶   Keep your cool. Make sure you don’t sound or 
appear hysterical or flustered when speaking to 
media or to your staff – they will be looking to 
you for guidance in a crisis.

▶   Make media attention an opportunity not a threat.

▶   Media will not simply go away. If you seek to 
downplay a genuine issue it will exacerbate the 
situation.

▶   Expect the unexpected such as cameras in the 
foyer, immediate criticism on your organisation’s 
twitter feed and online stories filed immediately 
on the issue. Don’t let these factors force you to 
respond before you are ready.

▶   Address the crisis with a sense of urgency - be 
mindful of government and media deadlines. A 
faster response minimises the risk of uninformed 
statements by MPs/sponsors/business partners 
who are caught off-guard and not fully briefed on 
the issue.

▶   Develop basic key messages and stick to them. 
Show concern, action and perspective.

▶   Be seen to put the interests of your staff and 
stakeholders before everything else.

▶   Be honest. Media can smell a rat.

▶   Don’t speculate, don’t apportion blame, don’t 
admit liability, don’t guess, don’t comment on 
legal matters, don’t lie, don’t speak off the record 
and don’t lose your cool.

▶   Counter inaccuracies, speculation and 
misunderstandings as quickly as possible. Media 
monitoring is crucial. With online stories getting 
filed almost instantaneously, the quicker you can 
correct a factual inaccuracy – the fewer people 
will read it.
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Dealing with a crisis (cont...)

▶   Bring in extra resources and logistical support as 
required. For example, you need to log all media 
queries and requests.

▶   Remember who your real audience is - the people 
watching and listening at home, not the journalists 
- so use everyday language, not management 
jargon.

▶   Don’t rely on media to communicate with key 
stakeholders. Contact them directly and provide 
an avenue for them to ask questions and gain any 
information they need. 

▶   Remember who your real audience is - the people 
watching and listening at home, not the journalists 
- so use everyday language, not management 
jargon.

▶   Preparation is vital. Have a communications plan, 
media protocols and template materials in a bottom 
drawer. For example, have a holding statement, a 
checklist of actions, a list of stakeholder contacts, 
a set of generic key messages and background 
information.

▶   Materials must be updated regularly. Put your 
statement on your website or social media, and 
provide any updates there.

▶   Ensure all media contact is channelled through 
public affairs, so everyone is receiving the same 
information.

▶   A core senior management team (with board input) 
should be identified in advance as responsible for 
managing a significant issue or crisis. Make sure 
you know what the chain is for ticking off a media 
statement – is it in the hands of the CEO and a 
media adviser, or does the full board need to be 
consulted?

▶   Legal advice is important but so is media advice - 
you’re facing the court of public opinion.

▶   The most senior executive available should front 
the media and be seen to be taking responsibility, 
in charge, in control.
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▶   If possible, consider doing one-on-one interviews 
to avoid the pack mentality of an all-in press 
conference.

▶   Whenever possible, communicate with your own 
staff before the media.

▶   Accompany media conferences with short 
written statements to ensure messages are 
delivered. This will also be a useful way of 
getting your messages out to your own staff and 
stakeholders.

▶   De-brief - examine what worked and what didn’t.

It is important to develop and cultivate strategic 
relationships with stakeholders (including senior 
media) during the good times. You never know 
when you might need to call on these, and it is 
difficult to establish trust and understanding in 
the midst of a crisis.

There are continuing benefits of good news 
stories and relationship building: develop a 
buffer so that negative issues - when they come 
along - will not impact as dramatically.

The good news stories and relationship-building 
you do will help develop a buffer for you in the 
hard times of a major crisis.
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