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����� This information came from the online resource “Engage” by Greg Brooks, a marketing and PR professional. It was
published November 15, 2003.

Greg Brooks worked at a newspaper and said he had a chance to read, ridicule, and throw away thousands of press

releases. Here are a few of his thoughts on why press releases often get tossed, plus my suggestions for avoiding it.

� ��������������������������������������������Do you have any idea the amount of mail I get every day? And how much of

it is utterly irrelevant? I throw away fully half of my mail without opening it because the address isn’t local, and at a small
daily we’re allllll about local.

� �����������—You should make it a practice to hand deliver all your press releases to the newspaper, making an

appointment beforehand. This gives you an opportunity to sell your program/activity and answer questions about why it

is worthy of space in their newspaper. You should also take the opportunity to highlight any new features if the program

has been held before.

� ��������������������������������������������������������We laugh at lots of stuff: Poor use of AP style. Horrible
writing. “Local angles” that are as thin and weak as spider silk. Hint: If we’re laughing, it won’t get used.

� �����������—Invest in an AP Style Book. Becoming familiar with its guidelines will make your releases easier for

newspapers to use because there will be less rewriting. If you’re using a release for an event like National Library

Week or Library Card Sign-Up Month, make sure to localize it with quotes and program information. The paper won’t

be interested if there is a quote from the ALA president, but they will listen if the Mayor talks about the value of the

library to the community.

� �������������������������������������������������������I admit it — I’m petty, and even if you have a good story, I’m

apt to drop it to the bottom of the stack or to the round file if you didn’t have the good sense to know when I was on

deadline. Will I answer my phone on deadline? Yes — because there might be news happening somewhere. But news of
your new ABC WonderWidget is just going to tick me off.

� �����������—Know what the newspaper’s deadlines are and respect them. They’re sacred, so don’t ask the

newspaper to come out and take photos when you know they’re putting their newspaper to bed. Deadline doesn’t just

mean the actual time immediately before printing. Some days are busier than others, depending on the schedule of

local city council, school board, or county board meeting. If you want the newspaper’s participation in, or coverage of,

an event, don’t schedule it on the days they are apt to be busiest.

� �������������������������������������������������������Here’s the thing: We all have beats and we’re all working

those beats to develop original, interesting, above-the-fold stories faster than the competition. PR can do two things for

me: It can alert me to something genuinely newsworthy and unique (which happens rarely) or it can spoon-feed me a

story that, while not Pulitzer material, will be a slam-dunk to do because you’re providing so much information. If you send
me a release and it makes for an easy story, I’m in; if not, I’ve got better things to do.

� �����������—As you prepare your press release, think about the 5Ws (who, what, when, where and why), and if

appropriate also include the how. Newspapers have to write many original articles each week, so they’re unlikely to

spend a great deal of time drafting an article on a computer class or children’s performer for the library. Therefore, the

more questions you can answer in your press release, the more likely it is they’ll use your material.

� ���������������������������������������������������The flip side of the point above is that if you make me feel like a

tool, then I’m going to get all journalistically indignant on you, and that’s the surest way to not get covered. So don’t offer

to write the story for me (yes, that actually happens!), don’t send me endless streams of food, and don’t act like a friend
and confidante unless we’ve known each other for a decade or more.

� �����������—There was a saying on the typesetting machines (pre-desktop PCs) when I was working on the college

newspaper that said, “Writing is easy! All you have to do is stare at the keyboard until little drops of blood appear on

your forehead.” Newspaper editors and reporters work long hours for little pay. Be nice to them, respect their work, and

don’t be condescending. Treat them like the professionals they are and understand when they are unable to meet your

needs. Sometimes there just isn’t space for another article or photo, or there isn’t time for them to attend another

activity/event. The best thing you can do is make sure they can quickly and easily get all the information they need for

an article. Be responsive to their requests for information, and make yourself and other staff available for interviews.

Reasons Your Press Relese May Get Tossed
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As you work to promote programs and events at your library, here is a brief list of information you should have ready

before you talk to the media or begin writing press releases and other informational pieces.

� Remember the basic “5 Ws” (who, what, when, where, and why), and also plan for the how if appropriate.

It’s amazing how many times press releases are written that don’t include this basic information. Newspapers and

other media should never be required to call the library to ask the time an event starts, the room being used, must

you register ahead of time, who is the performer/teacher/lecturer, who should attend this particular event, or why it

should be of interest to the newspaper’s readers.

� Always include a contact person. Newspapers will sometimes see more of an article in your press release than

you do, so make sure you provide a name, phone number, and e-mail address. This person must be able to

answer questions for the media. Nothing kills a story faster than calling the contact person and learning that they

can’t answer your questions. You also need to make it clear that this contact person should return calls promptly.

Newspapers work on deadlines that are very firm. If you fail to call them back, you may miss a very good

opportunity.

� Have local resources available to provide quotes. Newspapers are always looking for the local angle, and they

like to quote local residents that their readers know. If you’re announcing an event or class, have a past

participant who can talk about the value of this sort of programming. This is also an ideal opportunity to have

others help tell your important story.

� Remember that less is more. Be selective and don’t overwhelm the newspaper with press releases. Newspaper

space is valuable, and if you request free space too often you will start to get turned down. Hopefully your

newspaper has a calendar or notice section that you can use regularly, but you should save press releases for

more important items. If the newspaper knows this, you’ll get more notice.

� Work ahead and plan with the newspaper. You should take the time to plan your programs for the year as

thoroughly as possible and do it in conjunction with the newspaper. If you know you’re going to need newspaper

coverage to promote an event, you don’t want to schedule it so that need falls the same week the newspaper is

doing it’s annual bridal or garden section. They’ll appreciate the advanced planning and will be more willing to

work with you.

� Try to avoid busy times. You can’t always know when the newspaper will be busiest, but you can bet that

budget times for the school district, city/village/town, or county will be busy times. So is back to school, end of

school year, and certain holidays. Make sure you know your newspaper’s deadlines and production schedule so

you can avoid making requests at the wrong times.

� Target feature articles. There are significant down times for newspapers—like the week between Christmas and

New Years—that are perfect opportunities for feature articles about the library (non-timely pieces). This and

others may be good times to plan feature stories. The newspaper will be thankful for the copy, and they can work

ahead and have articles ready. Planning ahead with the newspaper will let you identify these times so you can

prepare accordingly.

� Take the opportunity to have the subject of the feature tell your library’s story. It may be to talk about the
extraordinary value the library provides, it may be the depth of the library’s holdings, or it may be the
special programming that is offered. It’s what you decide, but prep people to tie this issue to the interview.

� Review Newspaper Archives. It’s important to take time each year to review what your local newspaper has

covered in regard to the library, how that coverage compared to the press releases you sent, and what sorts of

articles and photos the newspaper used. This should help you refine what events you choose to promote, and

how you promote the events. (See Activity Planning Checklist & Promotion Suggestions)

Press Release Content
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�� Determine the weekly production schedules of your local media and plan accordingly. Don't schedule

photographic events such as performers, games, or activities at times when newspapers or TV

stations won't have reporters/photographers available.

�� Determine if the local newspaper accepts photos taken by the library, and whether they prefer color

prints or digital photos. If they accept photos, see the document "Photographic Considerations When

Planning Activities" for suggestions for taking photographs the newspaper will use.

�� If you're planning an event with contests of any sort, be sure to invite the local newspaper

editor/reporter or radio/TV on-air personalities to be judges, then plan according to their schedules.

Their involvement will improve your chances of media coverage. Also work with local business and

civic leaders, coaches, teachers, and other well known local people to get their involvement.

�� As you plan the schedule of performers/presenters, consider the local TV/cable access channel

schedule. Many programs may lend themselves to broadcast in the community, so ask

performers/presenters if they will allow their programs to be videotaped for rebroadcast on the local

channel.

��� As you plan for newspaper photographers, and if you've received approval to videotape performers for

rebroadcast on cable access, work with representatives from both to ensure the performance space is

set up in a way that allows them to get good photos and footage. You want to ensure they can get

photos/video of both performers/presenters and patrons together in one shot (not the face of the

performer with the back of patrons' heads).

�� Plan out your yearly schedule as thoroughly as possible and get it posted in the library, schools,

churches, grocery and other stores, city hall, food pantry, day care centers, restaurants (especially fast

food establishments when the programs involve children), municipal swimming pool, and other places

patrons meet.

��� Work with the local newspaper, radio, and TV/cable access to get your weekly schedule publicized

�� As you plan your schedule, consider having your Friends group and other volunteers create a presence

for the library at parades, concerts in the park, festivals, etc. Hand out coupons from a local business

for a free something (ice-cream cone, bagel, 10% off a purchase, etc,). To collect, a patron has to

come to the library and check out a book or attend a program activity. These sorts of efforts are

particularly effective with children’s programming.

�� As you plan activities, give serious consideration to hosting some intergenerational events with a local

nursing home or senior adult day care/assisted living facility. These partnerships will provide great

opportunities for photos and are a potent outreach effort for the library.

�� As you plan your program activities, especially those for children, do so with an emphasis on activities

that lend themselves to photos or video. Suggestions are outside games that let kids be active, get

dirty or create things, or programs that take the library to the community.

�� Work with the local municipal swimming pool or other recreational programs to tie in with some of their

promotional events. If they have special evening programs for families, make sure you have a library

presence. Agree to help promote their activity through your program.

Activity Planning Checklist & promotion Suggestions
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Photographic Considerations When Planning Activities
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�� If you're using a film camera, it's best to use one with an external flash. Most built-in flashes are not powerful enough

to light larger spaces. If you get more than eight feet away it's likely your photos will be dark. If all you have is a small

auto-focus camera with a built in flash, concentrate on taking close-up photos. Remember that using a zoom lens

increases the light requirements of the camera. The tighter you zoon, the more light you need. Therefore, it's often best

to leave the camera set on a wider setting and just move closer to your subject(s).

�� Film selection is critical. Today's higher speed color films are very good, so always select a 200 or 400 ASA/ISO film.

The higher the number the more light sensitive it is, so if you have to shoot in a darker room select a 400 speed film.

Remember, you still should use a flash.

�� If you're using a digital camera (or getting ready to purchase one), it should be a model with at least 3 megapixels of

resolution, but 4 or more is best. This will ensure there is enough detail to print quality photos. If you have the option,

you should also use an external flash with a digital camera, but many do not offer this feature. Therefore, remember

what was said about using the zoom lens found on most digital cameras today. The closer you zoom, the more light

you need. Therefore, in lower light situations get as close as possible. Digital cameras will shoot in very low light

without a flash, but that doesn't mean the photos will be usable. Depending upon the light, the shutter just stays open

longer and longer, and with anything slower that 1/30th of a second you will get motion blur because you just can't

hold the camera still. Practice taking digital photos in the rooms where you will hold events so you know what you can

and can't do with your digital camera. This way you'll be more likely to get usable photos.

�� Shoot both horizontal and vertical photos. Papers need both to do their page layout, and having both formats will give

them more flexibility. Shoot your vertical photos so the camera flash is always on the top.

�� Concentrate your efforts on one or two people, using close-ups instead of overall shots. You get fewer people in the

photos, but again its an issue of where and how big the photo gets used. Try to capture photos with action and

expression. Accomplishing this goes back to activity planning. If you've planned an event with this need in mind, it will

be easier to capture the photo.

�� Don't try to run the activity or event and also take photos. Get someone to take photos (perhaps a volunteer) who can

become familiar with the camera. If you're always using a first-time photographer, your photo quality will suffer. This

might be a good job for a high school student who is in the photo club or works on the school newspaper or

yearbook.

�� When photographing an event with a digital camera, take a lot of photos. People–especially children–tend to notice

when their photos are being taken so they're always looking at the camera. You're more likely to get good photos

when the subjects get used to your presence and start ignoring you. With a film camera, take photos for a few minutes

with no film in the camera, then put film in. You're photos will be more natural and of better composition.

�� Never, ever, have your subjects in front of a window (night time is OK if the shades are drawn). You won't be happy

with the results, so it's just better to avoid this situation. This is an important issue when you set up your room for an

activity or performer. If you want the newspaper photographer to get good photos, don't make him/her shoot toward a

bright window.

Tips for Taking Good Photographs
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����� The language on this page should be used in fliers, brochures, posters, and other materials produced by your

library to ensure parents and guardians are notified that photographs of their children may be taken by newspaper

reporters, library staff members, or others for use in various print, web, or electronic media.

Children and adults participating in <LIBRARY NAME> Public Library’s <PROGRAM NAME>

Program may be photographed by newspaper or television reporters/photographers, library staff

members, or others involved with the program. These photographs may appear without

compensation in newspapers or in productions, publications, on the Web, or other printed or

electronic materials related to the role and function of the <LIBRARY NAME> Public Library. Parents

who do not want their children photographed should notify <STAFF PERSON NAME>, <TITLE>.

Sample Media Permission Language
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This is a list of resources you can use to help manage your library’s communication efforts. I’ve included

advocacy materials because there is a great deal of good information in these documents about different

types of information that should be shared whenever you communicate with the media.

It’s important that you take every opportunity with the media to tell some facet of your library’s story. You

need to keep it fresh and ensure it is relevant, but don’t miss the chance to sell your programs, staff

members, volunteers, facility, or impact within the community.

ALA

� Public Information Office

� www.ala.org/ala/pio/publicinformation.htm

� A Library Advocate’s Guide to Building Information Literate Communities

� www.ala.org/ala/advocacybucket/informationliteracy.pdf

� Library Advocates Handbook

� www.ala.org/ala/advocacybucket/libraryadvocateshandbook.pdf

� Communications Handbook for Libraries

� www.ala.org/ala/pio/availablepiomat/online_comm_handbook.pdf

� Online Member Media Relations Tools

� www.ala.org/ala/pio/mediarelationsa/mediarelations.cfm

Association of Research Libraries—Charting A Media Relations Strategy

� www.arl.org/sparc/bm~doc/MediaMap.pdf

OCLC—Marketing the Library

� http://www.olc.org/marketing/4intro.htm

The Advocacy Institute—Telling Your Story: A Guide to Preparing Advocacy Case Studies

� www.advocacy.org/publications/tellingyourstory.htm

or

� www.advocacy.org/publications/pdf/tellingyourstory.pdf

LibTalk Blog—Inspiration for library communicators: thoughts on public relations, communications, and

marketing.

� http://libtalk.blogspot.com/

Note: All documents from this presentation can be accessed electronically at www.scls.info/pr/wapl/.

The South Central Library System also has an online PR Toolkit available at

www.scls.info/pr/toolkit/.
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