
Good public relations 
like lire prevention' 
by Greg Petty 
and Renae Waier 

• Effective media relations involves consistent communication with 
the media that provides accurate information on your agency or pro-
grams, presented in a straightforward, professional and timely manner. 
Public relations is different than general journalism. You're practic-
ing "fire prevention" rather than "fire fighting." Your concerns and 
the issues on which you focus should contribute to the overall goals 
and objectives of the organization. You should try to be proactive, 
generating information on the organization's health, rather than 
only reactive, responding to unfavorable reports—in effect applying 
a bandage to the wounds. 

Your job, as a media contact for your organization, is to get 
information reported factually. You may be the initial contact who 
directs media personnel to the proper, pre-designated spokesper-
son for a specific story, or you may be that source. The spokesper-
son must be well versed on all aspects of the issue, the event, the 
organization—or have access to that information. Remember, 
reporters prefer to speak to the people in charge. 

You and the news media form a team. You need them as a con-

duit to deliver information to those you wish to receive it. They 
need you as a source of supply for the information they wish (or 
need) to deliver. Properly handled, it's a win/win situation. 

In general, media personnel do their best to get across the 
most factual information they have. It's a difficult job, and those 
who pursue it honestly and faithfully deserve our respect. If you 
provide these individuals with factual information they will 
report it the way they hear it. 

News media outlets are business entities; they must make 
money to survive. They must supply what people want to read 
or what people want to see and hear in order to generate the 
income to stay in business. Within that framework, they pro-

—J. C. vide the service of delivering inforrmation to their audiences. 
Know what is news, what is "unpaid" advertising and what 

is "fluff." News merits attention. "Unpaid" advertising and fluff 
generally will receive the lowest priority. News items will have 

two or more of the following attributes: be of interest, be important, 
be timely, have the potential of making an impact on the audience. 

News reports need to deliver essential information: who, what, 
when, where, why and how. Address these issues quickly, in the 
first two paragraphs of printed stories or in the first minutes of 
delivery of verbal information. 

There are a few basics to grab the attention of most people: 
themselves, their safety, their money, their children, their fun, 
their daily routine, their beliefs, and other people. 

For the media, determining what makes news is a balancing act 
that takes into account the interests of the audience and the inter-
ests of the businesss. The stories delivered in print or on the air are 
those which address the concerns of the largest portion of the audi-
ence it is hoped will consume it. If the "product" addresses audience 
concerns, they won't change the channel or put down the paper. 

Get to know your media contacts: the reporters assigned to cover 
your "beat," or general area of news; the editors who work with those 
stories; and the on-air news anchors who present broadcast news to the 
audience. Meet these people. Let them know who you are and what you 
do for your organization. Leave your business card for their files. Then 
stay in frequent contact to keep the lines of communication open. 

It's up to you to find out how these individuals think, what their 
attitude is about your general area of expertise (such as parks, recre-
ation, athletic facilities, or turf and lawn care services). The media out-
let may have an "official" position, which may or may not agree with 
the attitude of those you will directly deal with. Theoretically, this atti-
tude should not matter; news should be delivered in a straightforward, 
factual manner. But people are human; organizational and personal 
attitudes do "slip into" news reporting. If you know the attitudes of the 
media outlet and what type of information they feel impacts the 
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concerns of their target audience, you can do a better job of delivering 
factual information in a form likely to attract attention and be used. 

Find out the deadlines of each media outlet for the different 
types of information you may be providing. For example, coming 
events may need to be submitted one or two weeks prior to their 
occurrence; appointments or awards immediately following their 
presentation, or perhaps up to a week prior to the event so that on-
site coverage can be arranged. 

Then find out what format each media outlet prefers for receiv-
ing information. Written press releases may be issued by mail or by 
fax. Verbal information may be relayed by phone, in a personal visit 
or by pre-arranged interview. Black-and-white or color photos may 
be preferred to color slides or transparencies. 

Be realistic in your expectations when presenting information 
to the media. Though an event may be a major part of your agenda, 
it may merit only a brief mention in the overall news of the day. 

Ask for coverage; ask nicely; ask often. But don't be a pest, a 
complainer or one who cries wolf. Most media are flooded with 
information daily. Your item must not only stand out to grab the 
attention of media personnel, but must be ranked by them for its 
importance within the deluge of information received. 

Be prepared for attention from the news media when problems 
occur; you are the established information source. Unfortunately, "if 
it bleeds, it leads," is a concept often followed by both print and 

broadcast media. Don't try to avoid media contact at these times. 
Supply pertinent, factual, accurate information, including any posi-
tive aspects of your organization's role in the problem. Anticipate 
questions and be prepared with well thought-out answers. Monitor 
the situation and the media's reaction to it. Expect fair and factual 
reporting. Seek corrections of any inaccurate reporting. 

Take advantage of slow news times. Become a source of information 
to fill in the blank spaces during weekends, post-holiday days, summer 
months, winter months, school vacation breaks or whenever local 
media are actively seeking stories. This may be your best opportunity to 
get across positive "feel-good" information, as long as it is newsworthy. 

Keep track of news that is used. Clip newspaper articles. Record 
radio and television news broadcasts. Compare this coverage to the 
information you submitted. Note which information is, and is not, 
used in these media reports; which information isn't covered at all. 

Follow up with your media contacts. Was the information in the 
right form? Was it on time? Do they need more details, or fewer? 
Refine your own information-gathering and dispersal process to give 
them what they want and need. 

You and the media can make a winning team. But, as with all team 
efforts, it does take work. 

—Greg Petry is superintendent of parks for the Waukegan (III) Park 
District and president of the national Sports Turf Managers 

Association. Renae Waier is marketing and community relations 
coordinator for the Waukegan Park District. 

S Ü A Í G T H DRUM S LO WL IT 
• W h e n a n in te rv iew w i t h a journal is t s tar ts , y o u s h o u l d first r e m e m b e r t o s p e a k s l o - o - o - o w l y , a c c o r d i n g t o K a r e n C r o n i n a n d 
P a u l L a n c a s t e r of Virginia T e c h . " T h e print m e d i a r e p o r t e r will b e wr i t ing fur iously a s y o u s p e a k a n d will p r o b a b l y not k n o w 
s h o r t h a n d , " t h e y say . " Y o u w a n t t o m a k e s u r e y o u a r e q u o t e d a c c u r a t e l y , a n d s p e a k i n g s lowly m a y a lso h e l p y o u s tay c a l m . " 

If y o u a r e b e i n g i n t e r v i e w e d b y a te lev is ion or rad io repor te r , y o u s h o u l d a l s o r e m e m b e r t o s p e a k v e r y s lowly , bu t s o m e w h a t 
energe t ica l ly . You ' l l b e s u r p r i s e d h o w natura l it s o u n d s w h e n y o u h e a r it. 

T h e pa i r a l s o s u g g e s t s " n o h o s t i l e a n s w e r s for h o s t i l e q u o t e s " a n d t h e s e t i p s a b o u t y o u r g e s t u r e s , f a c i a l e x p r e s s i o n s 
a n d p o s t u r e w h e n a p p e a r i n g o n t e l e v i s i o n : 

• Si t s t ra ight , l e a n sl ight ly t o w a r d y o u r host . 

• M a i n t a i n e y e c o n t a c t w i t h t h e i n t e r v i e w e r , not t h e 

c a m e r a . 

• D o n ' t shift e y e s f r o m point to point . 

• S m i l e , u n l e s s y o u ' r e d i s c u s s i n g a v e r y s e r i o u s top ic . 

• G e s t u r e f r e q u e n t l y , u s i n g n a t u r a l h a n d m o v e m e n t s , 

but a v o i d hit t ing t h e m i c r o p h o n e . 

• R e m o v e e v e r y t h i n g f r o m y o u r p o c k e t s , just in c a s e . 

• D o n ' t s w i v e l , rock or shift pos i t ion in y o u r c h a i r , if sit-

t ing. If s t a n d i n g , d o n ' t shift w e i g h t f r o m foot to foot or 

rock f o r w a r d a n d b a c k . 

• B e c a u t i o u s a b o u t n o d d i n g to i n d i c a t e u n d e r s t a n d -

ing of t h e q u e s t i o n ; it m a y s i g n a l a g r e e m e n t w i th a 

po int y o u d o n ' t ho ld . 

• Le t y o u r e n t h u s i a s m a b o u t y o u r top ic s h o w o n your 

f a c e . 

• K e e p y o u r h e a d up , b r e a t h e d e e p l y a n d d e m o n s t r a t e 

c o n t r o l l e d e n e r g y in y o u r d e m e a n o r . 


