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Engaging the media  
 

The media can be a powerful tool to highlight 

issues in your community, rally support for your 

cause, or simply to share your story to inspire 

others to take action. But, how exactly do you 

engage the media – especially if you have never 

worked with them before. 

 
 

Step 1: Work out your message and audience 
 
Decide what you want to say (message), and be clear about what you want to achieve by 

saying it. For example, do you want to raise awareness about an issue, such as the lack of 

childcare in your community? Do you want to gather support for a local project or activity, 

such as building and running a local playground? Or do you want to let people know about 

an upcoming event, such as book collection drive?  

 
Now that you know WHAT you want to say, you need to decide WHO you are saying it to 

(audience). Your audience will also help identify how to frame your message (which angle 

and tone to use), and which media outlets to target. For example, if you want to get your 

message across to community members, you may choose the local newspaper; if you want 

to reach churchgoers, you may use the church newsletter. 

 

 

 
Step 2: If you are approaching a newspaper, determine the type 
of content that you want to submit and start crafting! 

 

 
Option 1: A press release 
 
A press release outlines a new project, initiative or event for the media. 

It should be less than a page long, and contain: details about the event 

or project; background on the issue; quotes from key people (with their 

permission to use the quotes); and your contact details. Your press release should answer 

the five “W” questions: Who, What, Where, When and Why; and the one “H” question: 

REMEMBER: Keep your goals in mind as you put together your message or tell your 
story, remembering to ask yourself: What is the key issue or challenge? What am I (or my 
organisation) doing to address the issue or challenge? What is the local angle? Who am I 
speaking to? And finally, what is your call to action if you want people to be involved in 
some way? 
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How. A good press release can be used by a reporter without even having to call you as they 

have all the information at their fingertips to turn the release into an article ready for print. 

Remember to keep your sentences short and your language clear and simple – avoid jargon 

and abbreviations. 

 
See an example 

 
 

Option 2: An op-ed 
 
An op-ed is a column published in the opinion section of the newspaper. It 

is typically between 500 and 750 words long. A good op-ed usually 

addresses a single point well rather than many points not so well; and offers some form of 

recommendation or personal experience of the issue, rather than simply describing the 

problem at hand, like a news story. Remember to put yourself in the shoes of a busy reader 

and editor – tell them why they should care! At the end of each paragraph, your op-ed 

should be answering the questions, “So what” and “Who cares”. Remember to put your 

main point on top and not to worry too much about the headline as most newspaper will 

write their own. 

 

See an example 
 

 

Option 3: A letter to the editor 
 
Many newspapers have a section where they publish letters to the editor. 

These letters are usually rebuttals to articles recently published in the 

paper or commentary adding missing perspectives to key issues/news stories of the day. 

Provided the issues are linked to your cause or story in some way, this can be a quick and 

effective way to get yourself heard. Keep your letters short, no more than 250 words long, 

and send them off as quickly as you can – preferably within a day of reading the original 

article or news story you are commenting on. 

 
 
 
 
  

TIP: If you are not that confident about your writing skills, have a look at this 
wikihow page.  It provides excellent advice to improve your writings skills and 
includes writing exercises. 

RESOURCES: For facts about babies’ and children’s development to include in 
your press release, op-ed or letter to the editor, find some facts here and here.  
For facts about reading-for-enjoyment click here.  

http://www.wikihow.com/Improve-Your-Writing-Skills
http://www.wikihow.com/Improve-Your-Writing-Skills
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Step 3: Become familiar with your local media options 

 
The media respond best to customised emails, so spend some time researching the name 

and contact details of the editors, reporters or radio producers of the media outlets you 

wish to target. Address them directly when sending your pitch. Watch TV, listen to the radio 

and read as many papers as you can! Being a consumer of media yourself will help you 

discover ‘news holes’ you can use to your advantage i.e. programmes or sections of the 

paper where your story might be a good fit. For example, your local paper or radio station 

may feature a charity or cause each month; or they may have a calendar section that 

showcases local activities and events.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Step 4: Make your pitch! 

 
Generally, the best way to communicate with the media in the first instance is 

by email. Use a catchy subject line that will be interesting to the readers, 

listeners or viewers of the media outlet you are pitching to, for example: “How ‘play’ can 

save our community” OR “A book drive with a difference”.  

Next, keep your message compelling and concise – no more than 2-3 paragraphs long, 

highlighting the story opportunity and WHY the media practitioner should care about 

sharing the story. You can do this by highlighting the local angle and/or the story’s 

connection to broader issues or news stories of the day. For example: “Local resident’s 

reading club turns out top Matriculants year after year as country’s pass rate continues to 

plummet.”  Pull out key facts or talking points using bullet points so the reporter or producer 

can refer to those quickly and easily. 

 

See an example 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HOW TO LOCATE MEDIA CONTACTS:  Start by visiting a media outlet’s 
website. Typically, the ‘Contact Us’ or ‘About Us’ sections of newspaper sites 
will provide editor and/or reporter details; if not, they will provide a general 
phone number you can call to request the editor, news editor or opinion 
editor’s email address.  
 
TV and radio stations’ websites often contain information about specific 
programmes, like whether the show has a guest segment, target audience or 
focus area, such as youth, business or health. Once you have located the best fit 
for your cause or story, contact the presenter or producer of the show.  
 

REMEMBER: Emphasise the human interest element of your story! Statistics and 
facts can be powerful, but showing how real people are directly affected by and/or 
impacted can help secure you a space in the papers or on air. 
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Step 4: Following up on your story 
 
After you have sent your pitch email or op-ed, be sure to make the all-

important follow-up call. Media professionals frequently change jobs or 

receive multiple emails every day, so it’s up to you to make sure your story gets into the 

right hands:  

 

Here are 5 tips for making successful follow-up calls:  

 

1. Make your calls in the morning before everyone gets too busy. If you are trying to reach 

a radio presenter or producer, call just after their show has ended, as they are more 

likely to be in the studio then. 
 

2. Accept that you are competing with other people and organisations also calling with 

their own story ideas. So, be friendly but get to the point quickly. You have about 10 

seconds to grab their attention, so prepare what you want to say in advance, with some 

talking points written down about why your story is interesting and/or important. For 

example: 

 

“Hi, this is [name] calling from [suburb]. Myself and other youth from the area will be 

rallying outside [shopping centre] this Saturday to raise awareness about poor water 

and sanitation in developing countries, which causes life-threatening diseases. Local 

MP [name] will be there to receive signed letters from local residents calling for urgent 

action on this issue. We will also be giving out bottles of dirty water to show people 

what children in the world’s poorest countries drink every day. Would you be 

interested in speaking to one of us about this story?” (‘How to engage your local 

media’, World Vision Action) 

 

 

IMPORTANT: Keep in mind that the media may not always open your 
attachments, so ALWAYS include the key information in the body of your email.   

Paste your press release, op-ed or letter to the editor into the body of your pitch 
email following a brief introduction – to avoid using attachments. If you are 
sending a press release, you can send the same pitch email to more than one 
reporter, editor or media outlet, but remember to update the name and title of 
the paper each time your send – the receiver of your email will appreciate you 
took the time to find out their details! 
 
If you want to attach images, make sure the file sizes are small, letting print 
media know you have higher-resolution versions available should they wish to 
print the pictures – big files or attachments could prevent your email from going 
through.  
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3. Do not call repeatedly or you’ll simply end-up annoying the editor or reporter. If your 

call goes unanswered, try again after a few days. And if they still do not respond or 

reject your story, say thank you and try again at a later time. You now have their contact 

details for your media directory – and they have yours if they ever need a source or 

spokesperson related to your field or cause. 
 

4. Pay attention to current news stories and events, and try to relate your initiative or 

story to what is already being discussed in the media. International days or weeks such 

as Youth Day, Pregnancy Awareness Week, and Literacy Day can serve as great hooks 

onto which you can anchor your story. 
 

5. Don’t give up! If your story is not printed or promoted this time round, keep trying. The 

more press releases, op-eds or letters to the editor you send out – to not just one but a 

variety of media outlets – the more likely your story will get shared. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Sources:  
 

 State Farm Youth Advisory Board: 
http://www.statefarmyab.com/ 

 World Vision: http://campaign.worldvision.com.au/ 

 Duke University: Office of News & Communications: 
http://newsoffice.duke.edu/duke_resources/oped 

 Communications Consortium Media Center: Op-eds & 
Letters to the Editor – Tips: 
http://www.ccmc.org/node/16090 

http://campaign.worldvision.com.au/
http://newsoffice.duke.edu/duke_resources/oped
http://www.ccmc.org/node/16090

