THE BASICS OF PRESS-RELEASE-WRITINGPRIVATE 
National Federation of the Blind

Public Relations Committee


The press release is a convenient way to provide the media with information about activities or people of interest to the public.  There are several conventions which you should respect if you want your material to be considered:  


1. Supply contact information.  A reporter must know whom to reach for more information.


2. Use correct spelling.  Be especially careful to spell names consistently.  If a reporter can detect variation in your spelling, he or she will be more likely to suspect the accuracy of other information as well.  


3. Make an effort to present your information objectively.  Be sure that the more recognizably controversial elements of your release are attributed to someone.  This may be by direct quote or by the use of phrases like "according to Federation officials."  It isn't necessary to put the case for the other side in a dispute, but it is helpful if you summarize in neutral terms the arguments that you wish to refute:  "Area businessmen often fear that blind workers can't work as efficiently as sighted ones."  


4. If you are faxing, mailing, or hand-delivering a release, it should be double-spaced with wide margins for making editing notes.  When you use a service like PR Newswire, which drops your text directly into the computers of news organizations for a fee, or when you e-mail your release directly to a reporter, it should be single-spaced because the reporter can edit it directly. Today email is the generally preferred method of sending press releases.


5. Paragraphs should be kept short.  Never mind keeping to the principle of developing a full thought in each paragraph.  In press releases each one should be about four lines long.  You can't always do that, but don't resist dividing your carefully constructed arguments in the middle.  Reporters like lots of white space in which to scribble.  


You should always try to keep your release as short as you can in order to get the job done.  The material should be organized in an inverted pyramid, with the most important information at the top and the least vital at the bottom.  The principle is that the editor will cut from the end.  This means that your lead (the first sentence) is most important.  The idea is both to provide the essential information immediately and to persuade the reporter to keep reading.  Include who, what, where, and when.  Why will probably take a little longer and is likely to be more complex and controversial, so following the lead with a quote from a distinguished person (President Maurer, Mr. Gashel, or the state president, for example) expressing the reason for the action or the nature of the injustice being addressed is usually the job of the second paragraph.  Leads are hard to write because there is so much to cram in that it is difficult to provide zip as well.  A lead that is not too lengthy followed by a crisp or startling second paragraph will usually do the trick.  Another solution to the keep-reading requirement is to provide the punch in the slug (proposed headline) at the top: "Blind Activists Declare Hunger Strike."  Then follow that with a lead that provides the 4-W details.  


When you have covered the details of your story briefly, clearly, and simply, end your press release with general information about the National Federation of the Blind.  This is likely to be cut from the printed story, but it will give the reporter helpful background information.


Try hard to write the press release clearly.  You understand the complexities of the issues about which you are writing, but you will be safer if you presume that the reporter knows nothing about the problem or conflict.  Resist the temptation to include all the nuances.  You can get into those if you get an interview.  For purposes of the release, simplicity is the byword.  


One final word about quotes.  You don't have to wait around for a Federation leader to say something quotable.  As long as the quote is something that the person to which it is attributed would agree with, you can make up the precise words.  Most of us sound pretty stupid when we are actually quoted.  If you are quoting the opposition, however, be absolutely certain to get exact quotes or stay away from quotation marks and use the "according to" formula instead.  If you are uneasy about making up quotes for the organizers of the project or the elected leaders of the chapter or state, call and read them the proposed quotes and ask if they are happy to have those words attributed to them.  In short, the purpose of quotes from your own side is to tell the more biased parts of the story.  If you are using quotes from opponents, choose ones that are accurate and of a character that will give you something to respond to.


Since many people are not aware of the services of PR Newswire, let me mention that any state affiliate can become a member of PR Newswire for a fairly nominal annual cost. After that, for an additional fee of a few dollars to several thousand, any release can be generated and circulated to a group or groups of news outlets from one small city to entire continents.   The New York headquarters' toll-free number is 1-800-832-5522, and they will refer you to one of the other offices depending on your location.  The glorious technology of fax machine and Internet makes all this possible.


In the summer of 2005 we can say that the plans for the redesigned NFB Web site include a pressroom, where reporters can find current releases and members can find material to download and customize for local or state use. Those with press responsibilities should make a point of keeping abreast of what is available in the pressroom.

