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       This book is dedicated to my wife, Lonnie. 

 She has watched me work on it through seven editions for more than 

twenty years, and has encouraged me every step of the way.  
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PREFACE

xiii

 This is a handbook for those who, by intention or by accident, find themselves in 

the position of writing for public relations. In my years of experience, I have had 

as many questions concerning public relations writing from those not in public 

relations as from those in the field. Countless inquiries have come from those 

who, suddenly having been “appointed” publicity chair for a committee, find 

they don’t know the first thing about publicity; or the office manager who has 

been assigned, ad hoc, the job of putting out a newsletter; or the small-company 

president who wants to create her own brochures on the new desktop publish-

ing software, which she just acquired, but doesn’t have the faintest idea how to 

proceed. That’s why you’ll find this book begins with the basics and pretty much 

sticks with them. 

 It is designed to aid both the beginner and the advanced public relations writer. 

In it you will find most of the forms of public relations writing, including news 

releases, backgrounders, broadcast scripts, magazine and newsletter articles, bro-

chures, and Web and social media copy. 

 This latest edition has been updated to include, among other topics, an 

increased emphasis on writing for and using the new technologies. In the heav-

ily revised chapter on writing for Web 2.0 and social media, you will now find 

information on how to develop and write for blogs, how to get the best from 

press release. And, as with the previous edition, for much of the new informa-

tion, additional Web sites have been listed as online resources. 

 Other major changes to this edition include the dropping of some chapters 

and the combining and reorganization of most of the rest of the book, based on 

the excellent reviews provided by users, both instructors and students. Newslet-

ters, brochures and other printed in-house materials (posters, flyers) are now 

combined in a single chapter. The chapter on news releases has been expanded 

to include different types of releases, suggested guidelines on what information 

should be included in each type, how to write media advisories/media alerts, and 
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how to write media pitch letters. The chapter on legal and ethical issues has also 

been expanded to include relevant case studies, references to the PRSA Code of 

Ethics, and an in-depth discussion of ethical decision making. 

 Many of the recommendations contained in this book are based on years of 

experience as a writer, both in public relations and in general business practice. It 

is my belief that any public relations writer worthy of the name should become 

familiar with all forms of writing. After all, good writing is good writing, no mat-

ter what the form. The truly good writer can work in any medium, like the good 

artist. 

 This book is an attempt to put most of the reference material that you, as a 

public relations writer, would need to successfully complete the work which is so 

vital a part of your chosen profession—writing. 

  Acknowledgments 
  A number of people have helped make this new edition possible. John Mitchell, 

a longtime friend and faithful user of this book, was especially helpful with his 

many examples of fine work. Marilyn Milne, a professional and friend, provided 

examples of pitch letters and advisories. Seth Walker, formerly of Intel, provided 

me with numerous examples of that organization’s fine work. My brother, Chris, 

also provided me with a number of examples from his vast design repertoire 

for a varied clientele. I am also indebted to the educators who reviewed the last 

edition of the book and made incredibly constructive suggestions for this lat-

State University, MD; Eric Harlan, Mississippi University for Women; Stacey J. T. 

Hust, PhD, Washington State University; Donald Singletary, Baruch College, NY; 

Brigitta R. Brunner, Auburn University, AL; Tonya Hernandez, Western Michi-

gan University–Kalamazoo; Dennis John Gaschen, California State University–

Fullerton; Gee Ekachai, Marquette University; Garry Bolan, Towson University; 

and Lynda Hamilton, California State University–Fullerton. Every new item and 

nearly every change that appear here are based on their recommendations. 

 I am also grateful to Katie Stevens, Erika Lake, Meghan Campbell, and Liz 

Clayton at McGraw-Hill for their suggestions, foresight, and diligence in keep-

ing me on schedule. And, I can’t forget my excellent project manager, Michelle 

Gardner. She caught every detail. Finally, I am grateful to the many professionals 

around the country whose ideas and creativity inspired and contributed to much 

of this revision. They have been uniformly generous in their willingness to share 

their work with me. Nearly every time you see a footnote in this book, it is there 

to thank those generous individuals and organizations. This new edition is truly 

a result of their hard work as well as my own. My thanks go to them all. They 

share in whatever usefulness this book provides to you, the reader.   

  About the Author 
  Thomas H. Bivins is a professor and the John L. Hulteng Chair in Media Ethics 

in the School of Journalism and Communication at the University of Oregon, 
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where he teaches public relations and mass media ethics. He received his PhD 

in 1982 in telecommunication from the University of Oregon and taught for 3 

years at the University of Delaware before returning to the University of Oregon. 

Bivins received a BA in English and an MFA in creative writing from the Univer-

sity of Alaska, Anchorage, and has over 30 years of professional media experi-

ence, including work in radio, television, advertising, public relations, graphic 

design, and editorial cartooning.   

  Additional Resources 
  An Online Learning Center for this text is available at  www.mhhe.com/bivins7e.  

This website contains a workbook for students and a password-protected 

manual for instructors. Please ask your McGraw-Hill representative for access 

information. 

 This text is available as an eTextbook at 

 www.CourseSmart.com.  At CourseSmart 

your students can take advantage of signifi-

cant savings off the cost of a print textbook, 

reduce their impact on the environment, and 

gain access to powerful Web tools for learning. CourseSmart eTextbooks can be 

viewed online or downloaded to a computer. The eTextbooks allow students to 

do full text searches, add highlighting and notes, and share notes with class-

mates. CourseSmart has the largest selection of eTextbooks available anywhere. 

Visit  www.CourseSmart.com  to learn more and to try a sample chapter.               
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2  Chapter 1 Writing for Public Relations

   WHAT IS PUBLIC RELATIONS? 

  Before we begin to discuss writing for public relations, it’s probably a good idea 

to get a grip on exactly what public relations is. That’s not an easy question 

to answer. If you were to think that public relations is about putting a client’s 

best foot forward, you’d be right. If you proposed that public relations is about 

dealing with the media (either keeping your client’s name in the media or out 

of it), you’d be right as well. If you believe that public relations is helping cli-

ents and organizations get along with their constituencies, you’d be right again. 

In fact, public relations is all of these and more. Public relations is everything 

from planning entire communications campaigns to writing a letter to the edi-

tor. It involves any activity that enhances the reputation of your client, mediates 

disputes between various publics and your client, helps achieve mutual under-

standing among all parties involved in an issue, advocates on behalf of a client or 

cause, provides guidance and direction, and results in positive and mutual well-

being. A quick query on Google nets the following definitions for public relations 

found on the Web:

      The business of generating goodwill toward an individual, cause, company, 

or product ( .motto.com/glossary.html ).  

     The acts of communicating what you are to the public. This is not to be con-

fused with publicity, which is just one of the methods used in communicat-

ing the image ( www.nejaycees.org/about/jargon.asp ).  

     Activity, communications, or press coverage that is designed to enhance the 

prestige or goodwill of a company ( http://rdsweb2.rdsinc.com/help/bi_ct_ 

expdef.html ).  

      

company and its customers and prospects; activities used to influence the press 

to print stories that promote a favorable image of a company and its products 

or services ( www.garyeverhart.com/glossary_of_advertising_terms.htm ).  

     Communication with various sectors of the public to influence their attitudes 

and opinions in the interest of promoting a person, product, or idea ( http://

fourps.wharton.upenn.edu/advertising/dictionary/p.htm ).  

     An activity meant to improve the project organization’s environment in 

order to improve project performance and reception ( www.mccombs.utexas.

edu/faculty/Linda.Bailey/glossary.htm ).  

      Professional services in promoting products by arranging opportunities for 

exposure in the media ( http://freespace.virgin.net/brendan.richards/glossary/

glossary.htm ).  

     A deliberate, planned, and sustained effort to institute and maintain 

mutual understanding between an organization and its publics (Institute 

of Public Relations definition) ( http://wps.pearsoned.co.uk/wps/media/

objects/1452/1487687/glossary/glossary.html ).  

     A promotion intended to create goodwill for a person or institution ( http://

wordnet.princeton.edu/perl/webwn ).  
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     Public relations deals with influencing public opinion, through the presenta-

tion of a client’s image, message, or product ( http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 

Public_relations ).    

 In fact, modern public relations is an eclectic package encompassing a great 

many job descriptions, titles, and functions. The federal government even forbids 

the use of the term  public relations  to refer to roles whose functions in the business 

world would be identical. The practice is rife with terms synonymous with yet 

subtly different from  public relations.   ,  for instance, is usually taken to 

mean the role of providing media exposure, whereas  promotion  combines media 

exposure with persuasion.  Public affairs  most often refers to those who deal with 

community or government relations; and the federal government’s decided-

upon replacement term is  public information.  

 Despite the myriad terms applied to the practice, there does appear to be a 

rather limited number of actual functions assigned to these roles. Over 20 years 

ago, James Grunig and Todd Hunt proposed a set of four models, and although 

these have undergone some changes over the years, they remain relatively accu-

rate today.  1   The models are press agentry/publicity, public information, two-way 

asymmetric, and two-way symmetric. In the press agentry/publicity model, the 

practitioner acts as a one-sided propaganda specialist. The public information 

model presents the practitioner as journalist, carefully disseminating balanced 

information to the public. Practitioners in a two-way asymmetric model are seen 

as “scientific persuaders,” using social science techniques to gather information 

on attitude and behavior characteristics of their publics and then adjusting their 

messages accordingly to influence those publics. Finally, the two-way symmetric 

model uses practitioners as mediators between organizations and their publics.

      A broader categorization views the roles of public relations divided neatly into 

communications manager and communications technician. Managers analyze, 

plan, carry out, and evaluate public relations campaigns. Technicians provide the 

support for the programs in the form of writing, design, layout, production, and 

publication within all of the possible delivery systems. Thus, the role of the pub-

lic relations writer is generally that of communications technician. However, that 

is not to say that there is always a clear divide between the two roles. No respect-

able communications manager would be incapable of writing a press release, 

and frequently communications technicians are involved in various stages of the 

planning process, as we will see. All public relations practitioners write at some 

time. Public relations is, after all, communication, and the basic form of commu-

nication is still the written word. 

 Regardless of the prevalence of television, radio, cable, satellite television, and 

increasingly the Internet, the written word is still powerful. Even the events we 

witness on television and hear on the radio were written down originally in the 

form of scripts. News anchors on television are not recounting the day’s events 

from memory; they are reading from a teleprompter. Nearly every entertainment 

 1 James E. Grunig and Todd Hunt,  Managing Public Relations  (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston, 1984), 21.
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program is precisely scripted—from your favorite sitcom to the  ideo Music 

Awards.  And although it may not seem so, most of what you see on the Internet 

has been carefully thought out and written prior to its placement on the Web. 

 It is no wonder today’s employers value employees who can communicate 

through the written word. Employers want people who can write and commu-

nicate ideas—who can pull complex or fragmented ideas together into coherent 

messages. This requires not only technical skill but also intelligence. It requires 

a love of writing as well. Be forewarned: The subjects of public relations writ-

ing can seem to many to be crashingly dull; however, for writers who love their 

craft, the duller the subject, the greater the challenge. Even the most mundane 

subject can shine with the right amount of polish. 

 So, the place of writers in public relations is ensured. From the president or 

vice president of public relations to the support staff, writing will be a daily part 

of life. From enormously complex projects involving dozens of people and whole 

teams of writers to the one-person office cranking out daily news releases, edit-

ing weekly newsletters, or updating Web pages, writing will continue to be the 

number-one concern of public relations. Through it, your publics will come to 

know you and, for better or worse, develop a permanent image of who you are. 

It is in your best interest and that of the people for whom you work to ensure 

that this image is the one you want to portray. 

 What is needed before you begin to write, however, is knowledge. Being able 

to spell and string words together effectively does not make a good writer. First 

and foremost, a good writer must be able to think. To be a good writer you must 

be aware of the world around you and understand how your writing is going to 

affect that world. 

 It is essential that you think before you write; otherwise, your writing will be 

only empty words, disconnected from reality, or, worse, unintentionally mislead-

ing or false.   

  WHAT IS PUBLIC RELATIONS WRITING? 

  All public relations writing attempts to establish positive relations between an 

organization and its various publics, usually through image-building techniques. 

Most writing in the realm of public relations falls into two rather broad catego-

ries: uncontrolled information and controlled information.  

   Uncontrolled Information 
 Information that, once it leaves your hands, is at the mercy of the media is    uncon-

trolled information.    In other words, the outlet in which you want the infor-

mation placed has total editorial control over the content, style, placement, and 

timing. Such items as news releases are totally uncontrolled. For example, you 

may write what you think is the most effective, well-thought-out news release 

ever presented to your local paper, but you never see it in print. Or maybe the 

paper does use it, but leaves out all of your skillfully crafted sentences about your 

employer. In these cases, the newspaper editors have exercised their prerogative 



Tools of the Public Relations Writer  5

to control your information. Once you put it in their hands, they get to decide 

what to do with it. 

 Then why, you’re probably asking yourself about now, even use uncontrolled 

information? For at least two reasons. First, it’s generally cheaper because you 

don’t have to pay for production or placement costs. Second, your message gains 

credibility if you can pass it through the media on its way to your target publics. 

I’ve sometimes referred to this technique as “information laundering” (humor-

ously, of course). The fact is that our messages are often viewed by our target 

publics as having a vested interest—which of course they do. However, when 

those same target publics see the same message served up by the media, it seems 

to gain credibility in their eyes. Obviously, this is also true for passing the infor-

mation through any credible second party such as magazines, opinion leaders, 

or role models. Thus, the loss in control is usually more than balanced by the 

overall gain in credibility.  

  Controlled Information 
 Information over which you have total control as to editorial content, style, 

placement, and timing is    controlled information.    Examples of controlled 

information are institutional (image) and advocacy advertising, house publica-

tions, brochures, and broadcast material (if it is paid placement). Public service 

announcements (PSAs) are controlled as far as message content is concerned but 

uncontrolled as to placement and timing. To get the most out of any message, 

you should send out both controlled and uncontrolled information. That way, 

you can reach the broadest possible target audience, some of whom will react 

more favorably to one type or the other of your approaches.    

  TOOLS OF THE PUBLIC RELATIONS WRITER 

  As with any trade, public relations writing uses certain tools through which mes-

sages are communicated. The most common are listed here. 

       News releases  are the most widely used of all public relations formats. News 

releases—both print and broadcast—are used most often to disseminate 

information for publicity purposes and are sent to every possible medium, 

from newspapers to radio stations to Internet sites.  

      Backgrounders  are basic information pieces providing background as an aid to 

reporters, editors, executives, employees, and spokespersons. This informa-

tion is used by other writers and reporters to “flesh out” their stories.  

       Public service announcements  are the broadcast outlet most available to non-

profit public relations. Although the PSA parameters are limited, additional 

leeway can be gained by paying for placement, which puts it in the category 

of advertising.  

      Advertising  is the controlled use of media ensuring that your message reaches 

your audience in exactly the form you intend and at the time you want. 

Advertising can be print, broadcast, or Web-based.  
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      Articles and editorials  are usually for newsletters, house publications, trade 

publications, or consumer publications. In the case of nonhouse publications, 

public relations articles are submitted in the same way as any other journal-

istic material. Editorials can be either paid for or submitted uncontrolled and 

vie for placement with comments from other parties.  

      Collateral publications  are usually autonomous publications, such as brochures, 

pamphlets, flyers, and other direct marketing pieces, that should be able to 

stand on their own merits but can be used as supporting information for other 

components in a package. They might, for instance, be part of a press packet.  

      Annual reports  are one of the most produced organizational publications. 

Annual reports not only provide information on the organization’s financial 

situation but also act as a vehicle for enhancing corporate image among its 

various internal publics.  

      Speeches and presentations  are the interpersonal method of imparting a position 

or an image. Good speeches can inform or persuade, and good presentations 

can win support where written methods may fail.  

      The Internet  has increasingly become one of the most important communica-

tions tools available in public relations. Writing for the Web is challenging and 

exciting and can garner results often more quickly than any other format.   

 Although these are not the only means for message dissemination at the 

disposal of the public relations writer, they are the methods used most often. 

Knowing which tool to use requires a combination of experience, research, and 

intuition. The following chapters do not purport to teach you these qualities. 

Rather, they attempt to provide you with a framework, or template, from which 

you will be able to perform basic tasks as a public relations writer. The rest is a 

matter of experience, and no book can give you that.   

  THE PROCESS OF PUBLIC RELATIONS WRITING 

  All forms of writing for public relations have one thing in common: They should 

be written well. Beyond that, they are different in many ways. These differences 

are related primarily to purpose, strategy, medium, and style and format. As you 

will see, these elements are interrelated; you can’t think about a single element 

without conceptualizing the others. For example, purpose and strategy are inti-

mately related, and choice of medium is inextricably bound to style and format. 

 As to purpose, a public relations piece generally is produced for one of two 

reasons: to inform or to persuade. Strategy depends almost completely on the 

purpose of a given piece. For instance, a writer might choose a persuasive strat-

egy such as argument to accomplish his or her purpose, which is to persuade a 

target audience to vote for a particular mayoral candidate. 

 The medium that you choose to deliver your message will also dictate its style 

and format. For example, corporate magazines and newsletters use standard 

magazine writing style (which is to say, a standard magazine style of journalism). 
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Newsletter writing, by contrast, is leaner and shorter and frequently uses a 

straight news reporting style. Folders (commonly referred to as brochures) are, 

by nature, short and to the point. Copy for posters and flyers is shorter still, 

whereas pamphlets and booklets vary in style and length according to purpose. 

Writing for the Internet may incorporate any or all of these styles in slightly to 

greatly abbreviated formats. 

 Beginning here and continuing throughout the book, we will deal with these 

elements of public relations writing: purpose, strategy, medium, and style and 

format. Before we begin, however, we need to address the issue of planning. 

That is the subject of the next chapter.    

   KEY TERMS 

   uncontrolled information  

  controlled information     
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  Public relations is fraught with ethical dilemmas. No one working in the field 

would deny this; however, for the writer these dilemmas take a slightly different 

of the ethical quandaries facing public relations people have to do with decisions 

on large issues—whether to handle a particular political candidate or ethically 

suspect client; how to deal with the media on a day-to-day basis without lying; 

what to keep confidential and what to disclose; and whether to do what the cli-

ent says, no matter what. 

 It’s not that such decisions are beyond the scope of the public relations writer. 

It’s that a writer spends much more time dealing with the technical aspects of his 

or her job than with the bigger picture. This tight focus, however, comes with its 

own set of ethical considerations, among which are such quandaries as how to 

persuade without violating the basic tenets of ethics and good taste and how to 

write words that will later be claimed by someone else as his or her own. 

  ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS OF PERSUASION 

  Some people consider persuasion unethical by nature. They believe in a very 

strict version of the “marketplace of ideas” theory that if you provide enough 

unbiased information for people, they will be able to make up their own minds 

about any issue. Of course, we all know that isn’t true. Although our political 

system is based on this theory, to some extent it is also based on the notion of 

reasoned argument—that is, persuasion. People who believe fervently enough in 

a particular point of view aren’t going to rely on any marketplace to decide their 

case. They’re going to get out there and argue, persuasively, for their side. 

 Since the time of Aristotle, we’ve had access to a number of persuasive tech-

niques—some already mentioned. We also are aware of how easily many of 

these techniques can be turned to unethical purposes. In fact, the most frequent 

complaint against any form of communication is that it is trying to persuade 

unethically. This complaint may seem to be leveled most often at advertising, but 

public relations hasn’t gotten off the hook entirely. 

 Discussed here are a number of techniques that, in varying degrees, can be 

used unethically. All of these techniques have been used in propaganda cam-

paigns, but you will recognize many of them as still being used in both public 

relations and advertising.  

   Logic Fallacies 
 By far the most unethical of the techniques are those codified by the Roman ora-

tors over a thousand years ago. These are commonly referred to as    logic fallacies    

because they are both illogical and deceptive by nature. Let’s look first at these:

       Cause and effect.  We see this in operation all the time. It means that because 

one thing follows another in time, the second was caused by the first. This 

tactic is most often used to infer that one thing is the result of the other. 

Politicians are particularly adept at using this argument. For example, an 
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incumbent may suggest that the national drop in the crime rate is the result 

of his policies when, in fact, it is the continuation of a drop that began before 

his administration. Or a television ad for the plastics industry may imply that 

we are a healthier society because meat is no longer sold in open-air mar-

kets, exposed to the elements. Although this may be partially true, the over-

all longevity of any society is the result of multiple factors, not just one.  

      Personal attack.  This is a technique used to discredit the source of the message 

regardless of the message itself. Again, we see this time and again in politics, 

where policies are left unconsidered while personality assassination runs 

rampant. Anytime that you see an argument turn from issues to personality, 

this unethical strategy is being used.  

      Bandwagon.  This is an appeal to popularity. In other words, if everyone else is 

doing it, why aren’t you? McDonald’s has been using this strategy for years 

in its “xxx billion sold” byline. Because human beings are, by nature, group 

oriented, they already tend to want to go with what’s popular. However, as 

Henry David Thoreau pointed out, the group isn’t always right.  

      Inference by association.  This is an argument based entirely on false logic, most 

often thought of as “guilt by association” or, in some cases, credit by associa-

tion. The argument usually takes the following form:

   Chemical weapons are evil.  

  X company makes chemical weapons.  

  X company is evil.    

    Of course, the argument is logically inconsistent. Although chemical weap-

ons may in themselves be evil, this does not automatically make the entire 

company evil. The same sort of argument can be made by associating a prod-

uct or idea with another, already accepted idea. For example, “From the peo-

ple who brought you. . . .” This statement assumes that because one product 

is successful or satisfying, all products from the same company will be. And, 

of course, this argument is used in all those celebrity endorsements: “Wheat-

ies, the breakfast of champions!”     

  Other Tactics 
 Several other tactics closely related to inference by association are not necessar-

ily unethical by nature but can be used unethically. Some of the most common 

tactics are as follows:

       Plain folks.  This tactic appeals to our need to deal with people who are like 

us. The technique proposes that the speaker is just like the listener and so 

“wouldn’t lie to you.” Again, politicians are adept at this approach but so are 

corporate executives who sell their own products.  

      Testimonials.  This tactic is directly related to inference by association; however, 

the technique actually implies that the celebrity spokesperson uses the prod-

uct or supports the cause. And, of course, this may or may not be true.  
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      Transfer.  This technique involves the deliberate use of positive symbols to 

transfer meaning to another message, not necessarily related. The use of 

religious or patriotic symbols such as a “heavenly choir” or an American flag 

during a commercial not directly related to such symbols is an example of 

transfer. Most recently, the ubiquitous use of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony 

(“Ode to Joy”) in everything from the Olympic Games to cable channel pro-

mos is a blatant attempt to bring a sense of high, nearly religious, meaning to 

the message being imparted.     

  Unethical Language Use 
 A final area of ethical consideration, as it relates to persuasion, has to do with the 

actual use of language. Often called    language fallacies,    these techniques are 

nearly always used intentionally. The most common are as follows:

       Equivocation.  Words can be and often are ambiguous. Many words have more 

than one meaning. Equivocation refers to using one or both meanings of a 

word and then deliberately confusing the two in the audience’s mind. For 

example, the word  free  is tossed about quite a bit by advertisers, but does it 

 

claims you are getting “12 more ounces free!” are you really getting it free? 

When a press release states that a senior executive has “resigned,” does it mean 

resign  has become some-

thing of a euphemism in business and government for being asked to leave.  

      Amphiboly.  This approach uses ambiguous sentence structure or grammar to 

mislead. For example, “new and improved” products imply that a logical com-

parison is to be made. However, what are the newness and state of improve-

ment being compared to? How about “X cereal: part of a nutritious breakfast”? 

What part? Is it nutritious without the other parts? What are the other parts? 

  

      Emotive language.  This technique uses emotionally charged words to shift 

response from the argument itself to the images invoked by these words. This 

is a bit like transfer except that it uses words instead of images. Think of the 

ads that use words such as  freedom, miracle, powerful,  or  younger looking.  Or the 

news release that refers to a product as revolutionary or a person as dynamic. 

When we use these words, we’ve strayed from fact to opinion.    

 Ultimately, whether or not what you have written is ethical will depend on 

your ability to be as objective as possible about your own motives. If you wish to 

deceive, you will. A technically good writer has access to all the tools needed to 

write unethically. The decision is yours. Remember, persuasion is ethical; manip-

ulation is not.  

  Ethics and Ghostwriting 
    Ghostwriting    refers to writing something for someone else that will be repre-

sented as that person’s own point of view. Public relations writers ghostwrite 
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speeches, letters to the editor, annual report letters from the president, and even 

quotes. Ghostwriting is ubiquitous, to say the least. Rhetoricians point out that no 

president since Abraham Lincoln has written his own speeches in their entirety. 

Recall that Lincoln wrote the Gettysburg Address on a train ride between Wash-

ington and Gettysburg—and, by most accounts, did a fairly nice job. 

 The days have long since vanished when the busy corporate executive or poli-

tician had the time (or the skill) to write his or her own speeches. In fact, we can 

no longer take it as a given that most of what passes for their words—either in 

print or spoken forms—are really  their  words. When Ronald Reagan’s press sec-

retary, Larry Speakes, indicated in his book that he had made up quotes (even 

“borrowed” quotes from others and attributed them to Reagan), many seemingly 

incredulous journalists cried foul. Surely they, as most of us, realized that the 

president simply doesn’t have the luxury to write his own speeches anymore. 

Even John Kennedy, famous for his speeches, didn’t write his own. Speakes 

himself dismissed the accusations as “taking a bit of liberty with my P.R. man’s 

license” to “spruce up the President’s image.”  1  

      However—and this is a big “however”—something still bothers all of us about 

a writer we don’t even know putting words into the mouth of someone we do 

know or thought we knew. So, the question is, If ghostwriting is to be taken as 

having been produced by or at least prompted by the person under whose name 

it will appear, is it unethical? Well, yes and no. Some of the best guidelines that I 

know of have been set down by Richard Johannesen in his book  Ethics in Human 

Communication, 2 in which he analyzes the ethics of ghostwriting by posing a series 

of important questions:

       s intent, and what is the audience’s degree of awareness?  In 

other words, does the communicator pretend to be the author of the words 

that he speaks or over which his signature appears? And how aware is the 

audience that ghostwriting is commonplace under certain circumstances? If we 

assume, as most do, that presidential speeches are ghostwritten, then the only 

  

      

ities that she does not have?  In other words, does the writer impart such qualities 

as eloquence, wit, coherence, and incisive ideas to a communicator who might 

not possess these qualities otherwise? The degree to which the writing distorts 

a communicator’s character has a great deal to do with ethicality.  

      s job that make ghost-

  The pressures of a job often dictate that a ghostwriter be 

used. Busy executives, like busy politicians, may not have the time to write all 

the messages that they must deliver on a daily basis. However, we don’t expect 

the average office manager or university professor to hire a ghostwriter. Part of 

 1  Larry Speakes, with Robert Pack,    

(New York: Harcourt, 1989), 169–170.

 2  Richard L. Johannesen, Ethics in Human Communication, 4th ed. (Prospect Heights: Waveland 

Press, 1996), 138–139.
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the answer to this question lies in the pressures of the job itself, and the other 

  

      To what extent does the communicator actively participate in the writing of his own 

messages?  Obviously, the more input that a communicator has in his own 

writing, the more ethical will be the resultant image. We really don’t expect 

the president to write his own speeches, but we do expect that the senti-

ments expressed in them will be his own.  

        Most 

communicators simply assume that whatever they say or whatever they 

sign their names to is theirs, whether written by someone else or not. This is 

obviously the most ethical position to take.    

 Remember, if you ghostwrite, you are as responsible for the ethicality of your 

work as the person for whom it is written. Be sure that you have asked yourself 

these questions before you give authorship of your work to someone else.  

  What the Public Relations Society of America Has to Say 
 The Public Relations Society of America’s (PRSA) Member Code of Ethics isn’t 

designed specifically for writers; however, it does provide the following relevant 

guidance:

      Be honest and accurate in all communications.  

     Act promptly to correct erroneous communications for which the practitioner 

is responsible.  

     Preserve intellectual property rights in the marketplace (this has much to do 

with plagiarism and copyright, covered below).  

     Investigate the truthfulness and accuracy of information released on behalf 

of those represented.    

 An example of a possible code violation includes lying by omission, in which 

a practitioner for a corporation knowingly fails to release financial information, 

giving a misleading impression of the corporation’s performance. Another breach 

of the code would involve a member discovering inaccurate information dissemi-

nated via a Web site or media kit and not correcting the information. 

 In addition, educator and ethicist Kathy Fitzpatrick, a member of PRSA’s 

Board of Ethics and Professional Standards, suggests the following approach 

to ethical decision making that provides a useful method of analyzing ethical 

behavior overall.

    1. Define the specific ethical issue/conflict. Not everything you do involves an 

ethical issue; however, being “morally sensitive” is a good character trait to 

acquire. Paying attention to some of the pitfalls mentioned earlier in this 

chapter will help sensitize you to potential problems.  

   2. Identify internal/external factors (e.g., legal, political, social, economic) that 

may influence the decision. Many of these are outside factors and often 

beyond the control of a writer; nonetheless, awareness of the pressures that 
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may be leading toward an ethical infringement will give you a deeper under-

standing of what’s happening and why—which will provide you with a stron-

ger ethical platform from which to object.  

   3. Identify key values. These values are pretty obviously laid out in PRSA’s code. 

They include the following:

       —We serve the public interest by acting as responsible advocates for 

those we represent. We provide a voice in the marketplace of ideas, facts, and 

viewpoints to aid informed public debate.  

      —We adhere to the highest standards of accuracy and truth in advanc-

ing the interests of those we represent and in communicating with the 

public.  

     Expertise —We acquire and responsibly use specialized knowledge and expe-

rience. We advance the profession through continued professional develop-

ment, research, and education. We build mutual understanding, credibility, 

and relationships among a wide array of institutions and audiences.  

     Independence —We provide objective counsel to those we represent. We are 

accountable for our actions.  

      —We are faithful to those we represent, while honoring our obligation 

to serve the public interest.  

     Fairness —We deal fairly with clients, employers, competitors, peers, vendors, 

the media, and the general public. We respect all opinions and support the 

right of free expression.   

  Note, however, that not every value will come into play for every situation 

that arises. Recognizing the relevant value or values will increase as your skill 

level as an ethical decision maker grows.  

   4. Identify the parties who will be affected by the decision and define the public 

relations professional’s obligation to each. Use the following set of common 

obligations to help you decide who you owe and why.

       —Have you made a promise that you must keep? Will you be breaking 

any contract you have made, either explicit or implicit?  

     Justice —Will anyone be treated unfairly by your actions?  

     Harm —Will anyone be harmed by your actions? If so, how can you best elimi-

nate or mitigate that harm?     

   5. Select ethical principles to guide the decision-making process. These could 

be based on the PRSA code itself, which is ultimately pretty good at laying 

out the relevant principles for public relations professionals. Of course, one 

should never ignore personal principles when it comes to making an ethical 

decision. If they conflict with professional principles for any reason, it’s time 

to stop and ask why.  

   6. Make a decision and justify it. Imagine the person most harmed by your 

actions. What would you say to that person to assure them that you had care-

fully weighed the consequences of your action?       



The Legal Aspects of Public Relations Writing  15

  THE LEGAL ASPECTS OF PUBLIC RELATIONS WRITING 

  All those who deal in public communications are bound by certain laws. For the 

most part, these laws protect others. We are all familiar with the First Amend-

ment rights allowed the press in this country. To a certain degree, some of those 

rights transfer to public relations. For example, corporations now enjoy a limited 

First Amendment protection under what is known as commercial speech.    Com-

mercial speech,    as defined by the U.S. Supreme Court, allows a corporation to 

state publicly its position on controversial issues. The Court’s interpretation of 

this concept also allows for political activity through lobbying and political action 

committees. 

 But, as with most rights, there are concomitant obligations—chief among them 

is the obligation not to harm others through your communication. The most 

important don’ts for public relations writers concern slander or libel (defama-

tion), invasion of privacy, and infringement of copyrights or trademarks.  

   Defamation 
 Defamation is the area of infringement with which writers are most familiar. 

Although it is variously defined (each case seems to bring a new definition), 

   defamation    can be said to be any communication that holds a person up to 

contempt, hatred, ridicule, or scorn. One problem in defending against accusa-

tions of defamation is that different rules exist for different people. It is gener-

ally easier for private individuals to prove defamation than it is for those in the 

public eye. 

 Celebrities and politicians, for example, open themselves to a certain amount 

of publicity and therefore criticism; whereas a private individual suing for libel 

must prove only negligence, a public figure must prove malice. For defamation 

to be actionable, five elements must be present:

     1.  There must be communication of a statement that harms a person’s reputa-

tion in some way, even if it only lowers that person’s esteem in another’s 

eyes.  

    2.  The communication must have been published or communicated to a third 

party. The difference here is that between slander and libel. Slander is oral 

defamation and might arise, for example, in a public speech. Libel is written 

defamation, though it also includes broadcast communication.  

    3.  The person defamed must have been identified in the communication, either 

by name or by direct inference. This is the toughest to prove if the person’s 

name hasn’t been used directly.  

    4.  The person defamed must be able to prove that the communication caused 

damage to his or her reputation.  

    5.  Negligence must also be shown. In other words, the source of the commu-

nication must be proved to have been negligent during research or writing. 

Negligence can be the fault of poor information gathering. Public figures must 

prove malice—that is, the communication was made with knowing falsehood 

or reckless disregard for the truth.    
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 There are defenses against defamation. The most obvious is that the commu-

nication is the  truth,  regardless of whether the information harmed someone’s 

reputation. 

 The second defense is privilege.  Privilege  applies to statements made during 

public, official, or judicial proceedings. For example, if something normally libel-

ous is reported accurately on the basis of a public meeting, the reporter cannot be 

held responsible. Privilege is a tricky concept, however; privileged information 

should be given only to those who have a right to it. Public meetings are public 

information. Only concerned individuals have a right to privileged information 

released at private meetings. 

 The third most common defense is  fair comment.  This concept applies primarily 

to the right to criticize, as in theater or book critiques, and must be restricted to 

the public interest aspects of that which is under discussion. However, it also can 

be construed to apply to such communications as comparative advertising.  

  Privacy 
 Most of us are familiar with the phrase “invasion of    privacy.   ” For public relations 

writers, infringing on privacy is a serious concern. It can happen very easily. For 

example, your position as editor of the house magazine doesn’t automatically 

give you the right to use any employee picture that you might have on file or to 

divulge personal information about an employee without his or her prior written 

permission. Invasion of privacy falls roughly into the following categories. 

  Appropriation  is the commercial use of a person’s name or picture without per-

mission. For instance, you can’t say that one of your employees supports the 

company’s position on nuclear energy if that employee hasn’t given you permis-

sion to do so, even if the employee supports that position and has said so to you. 

 Private facts about individuals are also protected. Information about a per-

son’s lifestyle, family situation, personal health, and the like is considered to be 

strictly private and may not be disclosed without permission. 

  Intrusion  involves literally spying on another. Obtaining information by bug-

ging, filming, or recording another’s private affairs is cause for a lawsuit.  

  Copyright 
 Most of us understand that we can’t quote freely from a book without giving 

credit, photocopy entire publications to avoid buying copies, or reprint a cartoon 

strip in our corporate magazine without permission. Increasingly, however, the 

temptation to cut and paste from Internet sources overrides our best intentions. 

Most forms of published communication, including what appears on the Inter-

net, are protected by    copyright    laws. 

 The reasons for copyright protection are fairly clear. Those who create original 

work, such as novels, songs, articles, and advertisements, lose the very means 

to their livelihood each time that novel, song, or advertisement is used without 

payment. Writers need to be aware that copyrighted information is not theirs to 

use free of charge, without permission. 
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 Always check for copyright ownership on anything that you plan to use in 

any way. You may want to rewrite information, or paraphrase it, and think that 

as long as you don’t use the original wording you are exempt from copyright 

violation. Not so. There are prescribed guidelines for use of copyrighted infor-

mation without permission. For example, you may use a portion of copyrighted 

information if

      It is not taken out of context.  

     Credit is given to the source.  

     Your usage doesn’t affect the market for the material.  

     You use the information for scholastic or research purposes.  

     The material used doesn’t exceed a certain percentage of the total work.    

 Copyright expert and legal scholar Thomas G. Field, Jr., provides some excel-

lent background and guidelines for those trying to unravel copyright laws. Most 

of the following is from his pages on the Franklin Pierce Law School Web site.  3   

According to Field, copyright arises automatically once some aspect of a proj-

ect has been fixed in a tangible medium (including digital media). Notice is not 

required. Registration is required only if legal action is warranted. However, 

notice and prompt registration provide important remedial advantages in the 

United States.

   Copyright Ownership and Duration 

  Employees.   Absent contrary agreement, employers own all rights in works cre-

ated by their employees within the scope of their employment. These are called 

“works for hire.” Copyright in such works (as well as those created anony-

mously or under pseudonyms) lasts for 120 years from creation or 95 years from 

publication.  

  Commissioned Works.   Under limited circumstances, commissioned work may be 

“for hire.” When freelance authors agree in advance and in writing, their work 

may be so regarded if, for example, it introduces or illustrates a larger work.  

  Freelance Works.   Some commissioned work aside, freelance authors own copy-

right in their work unless they later transfer rights to others. Freelance newspa-

per work, for example, cannot be included in electronic databases such as Nexus 

without explicit permission. Many writers complain, but now that implicit per-

mission does not exist, informed publishers are likely to insist. 

 Copyright in not-for-hire works extend 70 years beyond the lifetimes of iden-

tified (or identifiable) authors. Also, assigned rights may be recaptured after 

approximately 35 years. This provision will begin to have an effect in 2013. That 

may discourage publishers’ use of freelance work with a possible shelf life beyond 

   3  I am extremely indebted to Professor Thomas G. Field, Jr., of the Franklin Pierce Law Center, 

Concord, New Hampshire, for his permission to use his excellent guidelines to copyright law and 

copyright on the Internet, at  .piercelaw.edu/tfield/copyWrite.htm and www.fplc.edu/tfield/

copynet.htm .  
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35 years, but it shouldn’t. Publishers may continue to use freelance work in ways 

that predate exercise of a termination interest.  

  Joint Works.   Absent agreement, all coauthors are free to use joint work, but any 

who receives income must share it equally. For such works, the 70-year com-

ponent of the copyright term does not begin to run until the death of the last 

surviving coauthor.   

  When Should Freelance Authors Register?  

As noted, the best possible remedies are available if registration predates infringe-

ment of unpublished work. It should, however, also be noted that the need to sue 

is lessened by carefully selecting people with whom to do business. The results 

are likely to be more satisfying than being tied up in copyright litigation.  

  Infringement and Limits to Copyright 

  Substantial Similarity.   The legal test for copyright infringement is “substantial sim-

ilarity.” This translates (roughly) into whether ordinary observers would regard a 

work as copied in whole or in part from an earlier one. But more is involved.  

  Works in the Public Domain.   When copyrights expire, anyone is free to use a work. 

Yet, duration is substantial and varies according to several factors. See, for exam-

ple, Professor Laura Gasaway’s chart, “When Copyrights Expire” ( www.unc.edu/

~unclng/public-d.htm ).  

  Expressions, Not Facts or Ideas, Are Protected.   Reporters (or their employers) have 

rights in stories describing events; they have no rights in underlying facts (even 

if they turn out to have been fabricated). This explains, in part, stories in which 

one news source credits another but goes on to restate the facts. Giving credit 

may not be legally required, but it can be useful if the original contains errors or 

omissions (not to mention fabrications). A short story using only the basic plot 

from an earlier story does not infringe.  

  Independent Creation Is Permitted.   A short story, identical to an earlier one, for 

example, would not infringe if it were independently created. In such circum-

stance, infringement is certain if access can be proven—a given if the author is 

the same. When access is doubtful, the better known the original and the more 

similar the alleged copy, the more likely that infringement will be found.  

  Fair Use.   Partial or limited reproduction of others’ work is sometimes permitted 

if it fosters public interests such as criticism, education, or scholarship. Uses that, 

for example, cut into others’ income or potential income, however, are unlikely 

to be fair.  

  Bottom Line.   People often wonder whether some particular use of a preexist-

ing work is legally acceptable, but that is the wrong question. The vastly more 

important question is whether their use of the work is likely to generate a suit. 

Anyone who appreciates the significance of that proposition will either get per-

mission or be sure that none is needed—most likely because the material to be 

used is in the public domain!    
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  Copyright and the Internet 
 The Internet has raised new questions regarding copyright—questions that are, 

in some ways, similar to the ones stated above, and in others, quite different. For 

example, as with traditional copyright law, fair use is still ambiguous ground. 

However, Internet copyright issues also include such things as e-mail lists, blogs, 

the entire content of Web pages, and even links to other sites from your own. 

 Following is a discussion of some of the ins and outs of copyright on the Inter-

net. It specifically addresses U.S. copyright issues of concern to those who post to 

or own e-mail lists or host Web pages. It also deals with situations where some-

one might want to forward or archive another’s e-mail posting or to copy mate-

rial from another’s Web page. 

  Basic Limits to Copyright  

Although e-mail messages and Web pages may enjoy copyright protection, rights 

are subject to several fundamental limits. For example, only expression is pro-

tected, not facts or ideas. Also, later works that merely happen to be very similar 

(or even identical) to earlier works do not infringe if they were, in fact, indepen-

dently created. Sources of general information on those topics are listed below. 

  Fair Use.   Fair use, as covered above, is also relevant to Internet copyright. It 

permits some use of others’ works even without approval. Uses that generate 

income or interfere with a copyright owner’s income are not favored. Fairness 

also means crediting original artists or authors. Commercial uses of others’ work 

are also disfavored. For example, anyone who uses, without explicit permission, 

others’ work to suggest that they endorse some commercial product is asking for 

trouble! Yet, not all commercial uses are forbidden. Most magazines and newspa-

pers are operated for profit; that they are not automatically precluded from fair 

use has been made clear by the U.S. Supreme Court.  

  Licenses Implied in Fact.   Fair use allows limited uses of others’ work without 

approval, but other uses may be approved by implication. For example, when 

a message is posted to a public e-mail list, both forwarding and archiving seem 

to be impliedly allowed. It is reasonable to assume that such liberties are OK if 

not explicitly forbidden. It seems logical that few who post to public lists would 

object if their messages are forwarded to others apt to be interested. In the same 

vein, it seems that few authors would object to having messages archived. That 

serves the interests of list members who may want to revisit topics addressed 

earlier. Indeed, most would prefer archives to seeing old topics rehashed—which 

is why one often sees lists of frequently asked questions (FAQs), with answers. 

However, when forwarding, archiving, or using part of a prior message to respond 

to an earlier message, be careful not to change the original meaning.  

  Express Licenses.   Many e-mail copyright problems could be avoided if list owners 

would broadcast, at least on initial subscription, a notice such as the following: 

  Members who post to this list retain their copyright but give a nonexclusive license 

to others to forward any message they post. They also give the list owner the right 

to archive or approve the archiving of list messages. **All other uses of messages 

posted to this list require permission of their authors.**  
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 Remember, however, that this is not a foolproof way to avoid copyright or 

other problems.  

  Private Lists.   “Private” lists are possible. All who sign up might expressly agree, 

say, not to forward list messages. Also, list messages could be archived anon-

ymously, if at all, or access could be limited by use of passwords. Private lists 

should have few “fair use” problems; permission to use others’ posts should be 

limited mostly by what they agreed to when joining, not by copyright law.   

  Authors’ Rights 

  Registration: Web Pages.   The entire contents of a Web site no more require mul-

tiple registrations than a book with many chapters and numerous illustrations—

or a CD with text and music, still and animated graphics, and software. Copyright 

Office Circular 66 ( http://lcweb.loc.gov/copyright/circs/circ66.pdf ) contains a 

brief discussion. However, the following could mislead those unfamiliar with 

copyright: 

  “Revisions and Updates 

 Many works transmitted online are revised or updated frequently. For individual 

works, however, there is no blanket registration available to cover revisions pub-

lished on multiple dates. A revised version for each daily revision may be registered 

separately. . . . A separate application and $45 filing fee would be required for each.”  

 While  new  text isn’t covered by prior registrations, it is difficult to see why a 

court would allow someone to get away with copying a page of mostly registered 

content merely because it contains a few new sentences or other changes.  

  Registration: E-Mail.   If a list owner wants to register threaded list contents, that 

should be possible—particularly if copyright has been assigned by members. The 

main thing that seems unclear is how much time could be spanned by a single 

registration. Given that “prompt” registration means within three months of 

“publication,” that period makes sense. 

 The situation for e-mail authors is much more ambiguous. First, group reg-

istration of several periodical contributions by a single author is possible, but 

combining e-mail posts would require liberal interpretation of the term  periodical.  

Alternatively, e-mail authors might register their “unpublished” collections, but 

that presents a different problem: Are messages to “public” lists “published” for 

all purposes, or might they be regarded as “unpublished” for registration pur-

poses? Perhaps because no one has tried to register, the Copyright Office has so 

far posted no information.  

  Notice: Web Pages.   For several years, copyright notice has not been required in 

the United States. Until then, however, that was not true; notice may be needed 

to rebut lingering notions that works published without notice can be used by 

others without restriction. Again, Web pages are simpler. Although a formal 

notice is not required, it is best to provide a simple notice of copyright.  

  Notice: E-Mail.   Notice on individual e-mail messages (if blanket notice is 

not provided, say, in a welcome message) may also be useful. Something as 
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straightforward as “Please do not forward this message without permission” 

should be legally adequate as well as honored by most recipients. It is hard to see 

any advantage to traditional notices. 

 Finally, copyright is  not  the sole legal basis for objection. Anyone who makes 

derogatory references to others (or their sites, products, or services), however it 

is done, invites trouble.    

  Users’ Risks—The Bottom Line 
 Those who copy others’ text are ever more easily found on the Internet with 

search engines. Titles, markers, and the like may also enable owners to locate 

improper copies of sounds or images. 

 Copyright law precludes most uses of others’ works without explicit or implied 

permission. Because  some  uses are OK, people often ask  which  uses are acceptable. 

Such questions often miss the point. The most important risk is not of  ,  it 

is of  suit.  

 Consider graphics, for example. Those who use a relatively small amount of 

another’s work—if not copied in detail—may face small risk. Still, it is much bet-

ter to work from scratch. Things represented to be in the public domain may not 

be. People looking for graphics have an alternative—commercial clip art sold for 

such uses. Unlike freeware picked up on the Web, it should also have warranties 

against infringement. 

 Litigation is expensive. People concerned about, say, the nuances of fair use 

must not become so entangled in legal details that they forget that anything 

generating income or interfering with another’s potential income dramatically 

increases the chance of suit. 

 The most compelling questions are (1) is a proposed use of another’s work 

likely to offend, and (2) are expected benefits worth the bother and possible cost 

to resolve a dispute? 

 Why not ask? Only if the owner says no does the second question need to be 

addressed. 

  Misunderstandings Concerning Copyright  

Finally, copyright expert Brad Templeton summarizes the most common misun-

derstandings about copyright law this way:

      These days, almost all things are copyrighted the moment they are written, 

and no copyright notice is required.  

     Copyright is still violated whether you charged money or not; only damages 

are affected by that.  

     Postings to the Internet are not granted to the public domain and don’t grant 

you any permission to do further copying except  perhaps  the sort of copying 

that the poster might have expected in the ordinary flow of the net.  

     Fair use is a complex doctrine meant to allow certain valuable social pur-

poses. Ask yourself why you are republishing what you are posting and why 

you couldn’t have just rewritten it in your own words.  
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     Copyright is not lost because you don’t defend it; that’s a concept from trade-

mark law. The ownership of names is also from trademark law, so don’t say 

somebody has a name copyrighted.  

     Fan fiction and other work derived from copyrighted works is a copyright 

violation.  

     Copyright law is mostly civil law in which the special rights of criminal 

defendants that you hear so much about don’t apply. Watch out, however, 

because new laws are moving copyright violation into the criminal realm.  

     Don’t rationalize that you are helping the copyright holder; often it’s not that 

hard to ask permission.  

     Posting e-mail is technically a violation, but revealing facts from e-mail you 

received isn’t, and for almost all typical e-mail, nobody could wring any 

damages from you for posting it. The law doesn’t do much to protect works 

with no commercial value.  4  

       Additional Resources  

In addition to the wealth of information on the Franklin Pierce Law School site, 

“Copyright Issues: Multimedia and Internet Resources” from the University of 

Texas Web site is an excellent resource, especially regarding digital multimedia 

(available at  www.utsystem.edu/ogc/intellectualproperty/mmfruse.htm ).   

  Trademarks 
       are typically given for the protection of product names or, in cer-

tain instances, images, phrases, or slogans (see  Exhibit 2.1 ). For example, several 

years ago Anheuser-Busch sued a florist for calling a flower shop This Bud’s For 

You. The reason, of course, is that the slogan was commonly recognized as refer-

ring to Budweiser beer. The Disney studios have jealously guarded their trade-

marked cartoon characters since the early 1930s, and their trademark appears on 

thousands of items. Charles Schultz’s  Peanuts  characters are also used for hun-

dreds of purposes, all with permission. Even advertisements that mention other 

product names are careful to footnote trademark information. 

 One of the main reasons for trademark protection is to prevent someone 

not associated with the trademarked product, image, or slogan from using it 

for monetary gain without a portion of that gain (or at least recognition) going 

to the originator. Another important concern is that the trademarked product, 

image, or slogan be used correctly and under the direction of the originator. Cer-

tain trademarked names, such as Xerox, Kleenex, and Band-Aid, have for years 

been in danger of passing into common usage as synonyms for the generic prod-

uct lines of which they are part. The companies that manufacture these brand 

names are zealous in their efforts to ensure that others don’t refer, for example, 

   4 Brad Templeton, “10 Big Myths about Copyright Explained,” available at  www.templetons.com/

brad/copymyths.html .  
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to photocopying as Xeroxing or to facial tissue as Kleenex. In fact, one of the 

legal tests for determining whether a brand name has become a synonym for a 

generic product line is whether it is now included in dictionaries as a synonym 

for that product. 

 As harmless as it may seem, using the term  Xeroxing  in a written piece to refer 

to photocopying or the simple use of a cartoon character on a poster announc-

ing a holiday party may be a trademark violation. The easiest thing to do is to 

check with the originator before using any trademarked element. Often, the only 

requirement will be either to use the true generic word (in the case of a brand 

name) or to mention that the image, slogan, or name is a trademarked element 

and give the source’s name.     

  Exhib i t  2 .1 

  

    

    

   

 

   KEY TERMS 

   logic fallacy  

  language fallacy  

  ghostwriting  

  commercial speech  

  defamation  

  privacy  

  copyright  

  trademark     
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  Almost all writing goes through, or should go through, several stages—the first, 

and some say the most important, is planning. Planning incorporates practically 

everything you need to know, about both your subject and your audience, to 

produce a successful written piece; that is, a piece that accomplishes what you 

need it to do. The planning process includes developing an issue statement (the 

purpose), selecting the proper strategies for accomplishing that purpose, choos-

ing the most effective media to deliver the message, and adhering to the correct 

style and format as dictated by the media choices. Inherent in all of these steps is 

research—research into whom to communicate with, how to best communicate 

your message, and then research into how well you communicated. We’ll talk 

about the planning stage of writing in this chapter and the next. The discussion 

includes all the elements just mentioned, with the exception of style and format. 

They are the focus of the remainder of the book. 

  DEVELOPING AN ISSUE STATEMENT 

  All communication in public relations has some purpose. It may be to encourage 

people to vote, to join your organization, or to not litter, or it may be simply to 

raise their level of knowledge about your issue. Thus, the first step in any plan 

whose purpose is to reach a specified audience with a specified purpose in mind 

is to define the issue or problem being addressed by the communication.  1   Work-

ing without a precise definition of the issue is analogous to writing a college term 

paper without a thesis statement—you have no clear direction to show where 

you are going, thus no way to determine whether you have gotten anywhere 

when you’ve finished.

      The first step in defining the issue is to develop an issue statement. An    issue 

statement    is a precise definition of the situation including answers to the fol-

lowing questions:

     1.  What is the problem or opportunity to be addressed?  

    2.  Who are the affected parties? At this point, it is necessary to list only the con-

cerned parties. A precise definition of  publics  is the next step in the planning 

process.  

    3.  What is the timing of this issue? Is it an issue of immediate concern (one 

needing to be addressed right now), impending concern (one that will need 

to be addressed very soon), or potential concern (one that may need to be 

addressed in the near future)?  

    4.  What are your (or your organization’s) strengths and weaknesses regarding 

this issue?    

 1 The terms  issue  and  problem  are relatively interchangeable depending on how you view the 

situation.  Issue  is a more generic term and covers both problems and opportunities; however, 

many people in public relations persist in viewing most responses in terms of problems. For our 

purposes, we will use the term  issue  as being more inclusive.
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 In answering these questions, be as precise as you can. Succinctness is impor-

tant to clarity, and clarity is of primary importance in the planning process. It is 

often wise to answer these questions in outline form and then, working from the 

outline, to develop an issue statement. Consider the following example. It is nec-

essarily simplistic for demonstration purposes. Most issue analysis at this stage is 

far more complex; however, the approach is the same and the need for precision 

and succinctness is no less important. 

     1.   Issue.  Your company has recently developed a new line of educational software 

targeted to school-aged children from first grade through high school. Develop-

ment was time consuming and expensive and was based on previous research 

showing a marked trend in education toward computers in the classroom. Mar-

keting and advertising of the new software will be handled by your company’s 

marketing department and its outside advertising agency. From a public rela-

tions perspective, however, you see an opportunity to capitalize on the growth 

in educational computing by raising the awareness of key publics as to the 

importance of this trend and by tying your company’s name to that growth.  

    2.   Affected publics.  Your publics have already been determined in part by the mar-

kets who will be using your new line of software. They are educators, admin-

istrators, parents, and students.  

    3.   Timing.  Because this is an opportunity and not a problem, timing is essential. 

Most opportunities require that you act quickly to capitalize on them. Your 

software is already developed, as is a marketing program. You need to move 

in advance of or, at the very least, simultaneously with the marketing effort.  

    4.   Strengths and weaknesses.  Your strengths include the availability of existing 

marketing research that has already determined your target publics, advance 

knowledge of how the new software will enhance the educational process so 

that you can focus on those elements, and a wide-open opportunity to set the 

scene for your product through some public relations advance work.   

 Weaknesses might include competition, potential perception of vested interest 

in any philanthropic effort you might suggest, and the necessity to move almost 

immediately because of the availability of the product. 

 An issue statement based on this information might look like the following: 

  The recent development of our new line of educational software and the coincidence 

of current trends in educational computing present an opportunity for our company 

to align itself as a leader in modern education. To do this, we will need to raise the 

attention level of key publics concerning the importance of computers in the class-

room so that we become closely associated with the trend. We are in a unique posi-

tion to alert educators, administrators, and parents to the multiple uses of classroom 

computers and the availability of educational software as an answer to many current 

classroom problems. A well-placed publicity effort outside of and separate from our 

marketing plan could help pave the way for eventual increased sales of our software. 

This publicity effort should not seem to be connected to our product; however, we 

should not appear to hide our interests in increased sales either. A joint effort with 

an educational nonprofit organization might be the best approach to take.  
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 This issue statement covers all of the questions posed earlier. The only qualita-

tive difference between the original answers provided to the questions and this 

statement is the narrative format of the statement. Stating the issue in this form 

helps others conceptualize what you already understand and sets the ground-

work for further analysis of the issue.  Exhibit 3.1  describes how to use a direction 

sheet to plan your written piece. 

Exhibi t  3 .1
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        RESEARCHING THE TOPIC 

  As is the case in all forms of writing, you must know your topic before you can 

write about it. Research techniques for this purpose can run the gamut from con-

ducting formal research, such as surveys and questionnaires, to simply checking 

the library or online services. Increasingly, for instance, information on thou-

sands of subjects can be found free of charge on the Internet. 

 Regardless of whether it is online or in a file cabinet, organizational research 

material is generally readily available to most public relations writers. You can 

check with various departments within your organization for information on 

your topic and obtain previously published material from in-house and other 

edly have a well-stocked “swipe file” in which you have collected everything you 

or anyone else has ever written about your subject area. In essence, you become 

a standard journalist gathering background information for a story. You should 

never start writing until you have sufficient background on your subject. 

 For many articles, human interest is important. This is where interviews 

come in. Firsthand information is always best when you can get it. Interview 

those intimately involved with your topic and use their information when you 

write. Interviewing is a special skill, and it takes a lot of practice. The people you 

interview will determine how informative or interesting your interview will be. 

Although you can’t always control whom you interview, you can prepare so that 

you can make the most out of your meeting.  Exhibit 3.2  gives some tips for a 

successful interview. 

  

 

 

    

   

   

Exhibi t  3 .2
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          Evaluating Internet Resources 
 The Web is quickly becoming one of the most-used information sources in the 

United States and perhaps even the world. However, the safeguards that more 

traditional information sources have developed over the years to ensure accuracy 

of information don’t exist for the most part on the Internet. Following, then, are 

some guidelines for evaluating Internet resources. 

  Purpose 

  Audience 
     Consider the intended audience of the page, based on its content, tone, 

and style.  

     Does this mesh with your needs?   

  Consider the Source 
     Web search engines often amass vast results, from memos to scholarly 

documents.  

     Many of the resulting items will be peripheral or useless for your research.    

  Source 
      Author/producer is identifiable.  

     Author/producer has expertise on the subject as indicated on a credentials 

page. You may need to trace back in the URL (Internet address) to view a 

page in a higher directory with background information.  
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     Sponsor/location of the site is appropriate to the material as shown in the 

URL. Some examples are

      .edu for educational or research material.  

     .gov for government resources.  

     .com for commercial products or commercially sponsored sites.     

     ~NAME in a URL may mean a personal home page with no official sanction.  

      Mail-to  link is offered for submission of questions or comments.    

  Content 

  Accuracy 
     Don’t take the information presented at face value.  

     Web sites are rarely refereed or reviewed, as are scholarly journals and 

books.  

     Look for points of view and evidence of bias.  

     Source of the information should be clearly stated, whether original or bor-

rowed from elsewhere.   

  Comprehensiveness 
     Determine if the content covers a specific time period or an aspect of the 

topic or strives to be comprehensive.  

     Use additional print and electronic sources to complement the information 

provided.   

  Currency 
     Look to see if

      Site has been updated recently, as reflected in the date on the page.  

     Material contained on the page is current.      

  Links 
     Links are relevant and appropriate.  

     Don’t assume that the linked sites are the best available. Be sure to investi-

gate additional sites on the topic.    

  Style and Functionality 
      Site is laid out clearly and logically with well-organized subsections.  

     Writing style is appropriate for the intended audience.  

     Site is easy to navigate, including

      Clearly labeled  Back, Home, Go to Top  icons/links.  

     Internal indexing links on lengthy pages.     

     All links to remote sites work.  

     Search capability is offered if the site is extensive.       
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  ANALYZING THE TARGET AUDIENCE 

  Imagine holding a complex conversation with someone you don’t know. If you 

are trying to persuade that person of your point of view, you will have a better 

chance if you know his or her predispositions in advance. The same holds true 

for written communication. To write for an audience, you have to know that 

audience intimately. 

 A    target audience    is typically defined as the end users of your information—

the people you most want to be affected by your writing. What you need to know 

about your target audience depends to a great extent on your objectives. As dis-

cussed previously  

 

on how you will use your piece. If you are writing a persuasive publication, for 

example, you need to know not only who your prospective readers are but also 

 

they can or want to do anything about it. With this information in hand, you can 

inform them, address their concerns, and, it is hoped, move them to action. By 

contrast, think of all those publications you’ve seen at government agencies or 

received through the mail as a result of having requested information. Writers of 

 

 Knowing the audience for whom you’re writing is probably the most impor-

tant factor in planning your message. The success of your writing will be deter-

mined to a great extent by how well you’ve aimed your message. The best way to 

write is for an imagined reader, an individual to whom you are speaking directly. 

To understand this individual, you need to know him or her personally. You will 

, citing both demographic charac-

teristics (for example, age, sex, and income) and psychographic information (for 

example, behavior patterns, likes and dislikes, and attitudes). 

 Another important factor to consider at this point is how your target audience 

feels about your subject. In most persuasive endeavors, there are three types of 

audiences: those already on your side, those opposed to your point of view, and 

the undecided. As most experienced persuaders know, convincing the hard-core 

opposition is not a reasonable objective. Persuading those already on your side 

is like preaching to the choir: Unless you want to stir them to some action, it is 

a waste of time. Thus, most persuasion is aimed at the undecided. Remember, 

however, that even the undecided have opinions. Those opinions may not be 

fully crystallized, which leaves this group particularly open to persuasion.  

   Conducting Target Audience Research 
 Methods for collecting information on your target audiences range from infor-

mal methods such as simply asking the client who the audience is, through sec-

ondary research gathered from such sources as the library, the Internet, or your 

own organization, to fairly expensive formal research. Many writers are put off 

by having to gather hard-core information about their readers. Unfortunately, 

many a message has missed its audience completely because it was not built 

around this information. 
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 Although an in-depth discussion of formal research techniques is beyond the 

scope of this book, you need to understand the importance of such techniques 

and a bit about how they work. At the very least, you should know enough 

to ask the right questions of the people you hire to do the survey for you and 

enough to translate their findings into plain English. Briefly, then, here are some 

of the things to look for. 

 There are essentially two types of formal research: primary research and sec-

ondary research.    Primary research    is data collected for the first time and spe-

cifically for the project at hand. This type of research is generally more expensive 

than secondary research because you will have to do everything from scratch, 

including developing the questions, printing up the survey, collecting the data, 

and analyzing them. Whether you hire a research firm or do it yourself, it will 

be costly and take more time. The upside is that it is completely relevant to your 

current issue (ideally, at least). 

    Secondary research    includes data previously collected, often by third par-

ties, for other purposes and adapted to the current needs. Such data can include 

demographic information already gathered by another department in your orga-

nization or information gained from research done by other parties outside your 

company. Secondary research is generally less expensive and quicker to obtain, 

compared with primary research. However, it does have to be adapted to your 

uses and will not always answer your questions. Conducting a combination of 

primary and secondary research is usually the best approach. 

 Regardless of the type of research you use, it must fit your needs. The best 

way to ensure this is to set an objective for your research and then compare the 

results of your efforts with your original objective. This is most important if you 

decide to do primary research. 

  Secondary Research  

A visit to the library or the Internet can yield volumes of secondary data. For 

example, government documents such as the  American Statistics Index (ASI)  can 

be invaluable sources.  ASI  is a compendium of statistical material including the 

U.S. census and hundreds of periodicals that can be obtained directly from the 

sponsoring agencies, from the library itself, or on the Internet.  ASI  also publishes 

an alphabetical index arranged by subject, name, category, and title. 

 Other sources of market information include the Simmons Market Research 

Bureau’s annual  Study of Media and Markets.  This publication includes infor-

mation on audiences for over 100 magazines, with readership delineated by 

demographic, psychographic, and behavioral characteristics. When using such 

secondary research, you will find much information that is not directly appli-

cable to your target audience. You have to know not only where to look but also 

how to decipher what you read and apply it to your needs.  

  Primary Research  

Once you’ve decided to use primary research, you’ll need to decide how to col-

lect it. The two most common methods of primary research are focus groups and 

surveys. 
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  Focus Groups.   Focus groups have become a fairly commonplace practice for those 

in advertising, marketing, and public relations. The technique requires that you 

assemble a small group (usually not more than 10 people or so) from your tar-

get audience, present them with questions or ideas, and ask for their reactions. 

Your approach can be relatively formal (a written questionnaire to be filled out 

following the presentation) or informal (open-ended questions asked in an open 

discussion among the participants). 

 The key to a successful focus group is to design your questions in advance and 

cover all the areas that you need to analyze. Be sure to explore whether your 

message’s language is appropriate to your audience. Some of the questions to be 

considered are as follows:

      Is the message difficult to follow or does it have too much jargon or too 

many technical terms?  

     Does your audience understand the message?  

     Does the message speak to them, or do they feel it is meant for someone else?  

     Is the medium appropriate?  

     Would your readers take time to read the message if it came to them in the 

mail? As an insert in their paychecks? In the corporate magazine?   

Answers to these questions should give you a fair idea of how your larger audi-

ence will react to your message. 

 The best way to set up a focus group is to hire a moderator who is experienced 

in asking these questions and interpreting the responses properly. Don’t assume 

that, because you are the writer and the closest to the project, you can interpret 

audience feedback clearly. Indeed, in most cases you are not the one best suited 

to act as the focus group’s moderator. Moderators are generally trained in mar-

keting or sociology and are used to eliciting responses from people without bias-

ing the answers. This is not a skill that is beyond most public relations people, but 

it does take a bit of training.  

  Surveys.   An equally important primary research option is the survey. The three 

most common methods of survey data collection are the face-to-face interview, 

the telephone interview, and the mailed questionnaire. Each has advantages and 

disadvantages. 

 The  face-to-face interview  allows you to interpret body language, facial expres-

sions, and other nonverbal clues that help flesh out the responses that you’re 

getting verbally. A good interviewer will know how to gauge these nonverbal 

clues and evaluate them within the context of the verbal answers. The disadvan-

tages of face-to-face interviewing include potential inconsistency in the abilities 

of interviewers and the general lack of willingness of most people to agree to any 

but the most perfunctory personal interview. 

 The  ,  by far the most common type of interview, also has its 

advantages and disadvantages. It must be brief (usually 5 minutes or so) or peo-

ple won’t agree to it. You can interview far more people this way, but you don’t 

get much depth. Random dialing is most often used for telephone interviews; 
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however, not everyone has a phone and thus the sample is not truly random. 

Last, not everyone likes to be interviewed over the phone. If the information 

that you need can be gathered in only a few questions, though, the telephone 

may be your best bet. 

 The  mailed or online questionnaire  is usually the most effective way of gathering 

in-depth information from a great many people at the same time. Although it 

may lack the ability to clarify ambiguous questions in the way that face-to-face 

interviews can, it does provide for more questions and longer responses than 

telephone interviewing. It also has a built-in consistency, which the other meth-

ods don’t have. Answers aren’t biased by interviewer miscues (facial expressions 

or body language), and each question is asked in a uniform way. 

 Generally, two types of data are collected by survey.    Descriptive data    basi-

cally “paint a picture” of the public being studied by their distinctive demographic 

characteristics—descriptors such as age, income, sex, education, nationality, and 

so on. This is information you need for your reader profile. 

    Inferential data    allow you to generalize about a larger group or population. 

This means that the people you choose for your survey must be entirely rep-

resentative of the larger population that you want to reach. This allows you to 

sample a small segment of your target public and infer from their reactions the 

reactions of the larger audience. However, inferential research can work only if 

the sample is chosen completely at random from your larger population. This 

means that everyone in your target public has an equal chance of being chosen. 

 How do you ensure an equal chance? Easy. Computers have made this type of 

selection process much easier than it was in the past. All you need is a list of your 

target population (usually gathered from voter lists, motor vehicles records, and 

such). Numbers are assigned each person, and a computer randomly selects those 

to be surveyed. You should be aware of some variations in the selection process, 

however. These processes, or sampling methods, are listed in  Exhibit 3.3 . 

Exhibi t  3 .3
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 The final question on any survey is one you must ask yourself: What does it 

all mean? If you’ve asked the right questions and if you’ve selected your samples 

according to your needs and totally at random, then you should be able to ana-

lyze the answers in a way that is meaningful to you and your employer. This 

implies that you’ve carefully planned out the survey in advance, including the 

questions to be asked and the method of gathering the data. It also assumes that 

you or whomever you hire to do the asking knows what he or she is doing. 

 

were sampled; the sample wasn’t truly representative of your overall population; 

important questions were left out or questions were open to too much interpre-

tation (see  Exhibit 3.4  for types of survey questions); and your findings aren’t 

related to your objective. Think about the possible shortcomings of any survey 

prior to spending your valuable time and money on something that might not 

prove to be worth it. 
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  Exhib i t  3 .4 
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  AUDIENCE DEFINITION WORKSHEET 

  One of the best ways to list your audiences is to answer a set of questions about 

them in the form of an Audience Definition Worksheet.  2   For example, once you 

have determined exactly who your audiences are, ask the following questions:

          Of the audiences listed, whose knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors must 

be changed to meet your goal? (These groups now become your primary 

audiences.)  

     Who else is affected if you succeed in your goal? (Secondary audience)  

     Are there others who can influence primary and secondary audiences? (Ter-

tiary audiences/opinion leaders) (You may wish to design a communication 

initiative to reach some of these audiences as well. Or you may see a role for 

these folks as “allies and partners.”)    

 Once you have determined primary audiences, you will need to further seg-

ment them to gain discreet knowledge about each one. Answer the following 

questions for each audience:

      Describe what you know about the audience members’ knowledge, attitudes, 

and behaviors as they relate to your issue.  

     What are the barriers to this audience fully supporting or participating in 

reaching your goal? What are the benefits if it does?  

     What are the characteristics of this audience? How do members spend their 

time? What is their gender, ethnicity, and income level? How have they been 

educated? What are the language considerations? What or who are they 

influenced by? What makes new information credible for them? What or 

who could motivate change or action?     

 2 This is part of a very good sample communications plan developed for nonprofits by the 

W. K. Kellogg Foundation, online at  www.wkkf.org/ .
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   Anticipating Audience Expectations 
 Once you know who your audience is and how its members feel about your 

subject, one final question must be answered if you expect to be successful: Why 

are they going to be paying attention to what you’ve written? If you don’t know 

why your audience is reading your message in the first place, you certainly can’t 

know what members expect to get from it. Ask yourself these questions:

       What does my audience already know about my topic?  Never assume that people 

know anything about your subject, but don’t talk down to them either. How 

do you reach a compromise? Find out what they do know. Remember, peo-

ple like to learn something from communication. It is best, however, to limit 

the amount of new information so as not to overwhelm your readers.  

      What is my audience’s attitude toward me or my organization?  Remember the 

three basic audiences for any persuasive piece. You’ll need to determine 

whether your audience is on your side, against you, or unconvinced. To 

the extent possible, try to determine your audience’s image of you or your 

organization. Determining audience attitude is often an expensive proposi-

tion because it usually requires formal research. If time or money constraints 

permit you to make only an educated guess based on a small focus group or 

even on intuition, that’s better than nothing. It is much easier to convince 

others when you know that you already have credibility with them.  

      Is my publication to be used in a larger context?  In other words, is your publica-

tion part of a press kit, for instance, or a direct-mail package, or one of many 

handouts at a trade show? This knowledge will determine your readers’ level 

of attention and their receptiveness. Always consider the surroundings in 

which your piece will be used if you want it to have the maximum impact.       

  SETTING OBJECTIVES 

  Although the overall goal of a public relations campaign will generally be broad 

(such as “to improve employee moral”),    objectives    set the concrete steps that 

you will need to take to reach your goal. For public relations writing, these 

objectives must relate to the purpose of your message and should be realistic 

informational, attitudinal, and behavioral. 

  Informational objectives  are used most often to present balanced information 

on a topic of interest to your target audience. For instance, if you are simply 

attempting to let your employees know that your organization has developed a 

new health-care package, your objective might read something like this: 

  To inform all employees of the newest options available in their health-care benefits 

package by the beginning of the October open enrollment period.  

 Notice that the objective begins with an infinitive phrase (“to inform”). Objectives 

should always be written this way. Notice, too, that the number of employees is 

addressed (“all”), and a specific time period for the completion of the objective 
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also is included. In a complete communications plan, this objective would be fol-

lowed by the proposed tactic for its realization and a method by which its success 

could be measured. For example, 

  To inform all employees of the newest options available in their health-care benefits 

package by the beginning of the October open enrollment period by placing infor-

mational folders in each employee’s paycheck over the next 2 months. Personnel 

will keep a record of all employees requesting information on the new health-care 

plan during the open enrollment period.  

 If your objective is  attitudinal  or  behavioral  rather than informational, your 

message is probably going to be persuasive. There are three ways you can attempt 

to influence attitude and behavior:

       You can create an attitude or behavior where none exists.  This is the easiest method 

because your target audience usually has no predisposition.  

      You can reinforce an existing attitude or behavior.  This is also relatively easy to 

do because your target audience already believes or behaves in the way you 

desire.  

      You can attempt to change an attitud e. This is the most difficult to accomplish 

and, realistically, shouldn’t be attempted unless you are willing to expend a 

lot of time and energy on, at best, a dubious outcome.    

 An example of an attitudinal objective is as follows: 

  To create a favorable attitude among employees concerning the changeover from a 

monthly pay disbursement to a twice-monthly pay disbursement.  

 

feedback to formal surveys of attitudes some time after the changeover has gone 

into effect. 

 An example of a behavioral objective is as follows: 

  To increase the number of employees in attendance at the annual company picnic 

by 25 percent by mailing out weekly reminders to the homes of employees 4 weeks 

prior to the picnic.  

 Obviously, measuring the effectiveness of this objective is easier, but if you 

don’t see an increase in attendance, you will have to do some serious research 

into the reasons why. However, these reasons might not involve your message or 

its presentation at all. You might simply have picked the Sunday of the big state 

fair to hold your picnic. Don’t automatically conclude that your message is the 

problem without exploring all variables affecting its desired results.   

  EVALUATION 

  A quick word here about evaluation. Assessing your writing/message effective-

ness is critical to its continued success. You will need to evaluate the impact of 

your writing, even if it is only for your own information. A good evaluation will 
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help you determine if your writing was successful (has met its goals and objec-

tives). Larger public relations campaigns in which your writing is used may have 

preset evaluative processes built in. Regardless of who does the evaluation, you 

can use the results to determine the level of success of your messages, adjust 

your approach if needed, or simply impress your clients and employers. 

 Evaluation can take many forms and should be tailored to your specific needs. 

For example, you may do a readership survey to determine the effectiveness of 

a newsletter or company publication (covered in Chapter 8). Or, you may opt 

for more formal research, such as surveys—mentioned earlier in this chapter. 

Remember, the time to build in evaluation procedures is when you write your 

objectives. If an objective can’t be evaluated, it’s not a good objective.   

  TIMELINE 

  To stay on track and to meet deadlines (especially if you are juggling multiple 

clients or projects), you will need to develop a timeline (see  Exhibit 3.5 ). This 

should include each component of the project you are working on, responsibilities 

for each component (if you have others working on the project with you), and 

deadlines for the completion of each component. A simple timeline can be easily 

constructed with just these three headings. If you wish to include budget informa-

tion on your timeline, then just add another column; however, budgeting can be 

pretty complex and is covered in more detail later in this chapter. So, for example, 

your timeline might include the following information in a simple chart:

   List all activities (down the left side of the chart).  

  Extend these items across the page, following each activity:

      Outline the steps, in order, that will lead to its completion.  

     Assign a budget estimate to each step.  

     Assign a staffing-needs estimate to each step.     

  Working backward from the activity-completion point, assign a date for each 

step in the activity.    

                   You might also want to develop a Gantt chart as a timeline. In a typical Gantt 

chart, the date/timeline runs horizontally across the page, and tasks are listed in 

chronological order down the left-hand side. A line extends across the page from 

each task, showing the date work begins and ends on that task or subtask. This 

generally excludes budget. (See Exhibit 8.13 in Chapter 8 for an example of a 

Gantt chart.)   

  BUDGETING 

  So much depends on money. If you don’t have the money, you can’t do the job. 

Whether you’re an independent writer or working in-house for a single employer, 

budgeting for your work is of paramount importance. There are potentially 
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Exhibi t  3 .5
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hundreds of factors that can make up a budget. Fortunately for most of us, it 

doesn’t take that much effort to put together a budget for a single project—even 

if that project has multiple components. As already noted, budgets are often con-

structed along with timelines; however, they can also be stand-alone efforts. As 

long as it reflects the projected costs of a project accurately, your budget will be 

a success. 

 Todd Brabender, president of Spread The News Public Relations, Inc., has con-

ducted some informal research that seems to show that most businesses typically 

overestimate the cost of a public relations campaign. During his consultation 

with clients, he asked, “How much do you think it will cost to launch a solid, 

effective PR/publicity campaign for your product/business?” Of the 102 people 

he queried,

      11 percent thought a professional public relations campaign would cost 

$10,000 or more per month.  

     32 percent thought it would cost $5,000 to $10,000 per month.  

     39 percent said $3,000 to $5,000 per month.  

     12 percent guessed $1,000 to $3,000 per month.  

     6 percent thought a professional public relations campaign would cost less 

than $1,000 per month.    

 According to Brabender, “The truth is you can get a publicity/PR campaign in 

all of those price ranges. The real question is what you will get for your money 

and how effective the campaign will be. It’s true that the more you pay, the more 

you get. But getting the most publicity/PR exposure doesn’t mean you have to 

get most expensive PR agency or specialist.”  3  

  A breakdown of billing fees in a typical public relations firm might be

      Interns/junior executives bill at $75/hour (very little, if any, professional 

experience).  

     Account executives bill at $100 to $125/hour (1 to 3 years of professional 

experience).  

     Senior account executives bill at $125 to $200/hour (multiple years of pro-

fessional experience, agency decision makers).     

   Constructing a Basic Budget 
 Before you begin to construct a budget, you must determine whether to bill by 

the hour or by the project. Some writers work very fast, so billing by the hour 

isn’t rewarding for them. Charging by project is a good way to go if you’re a fast 

worker. If you are working for the same client on a regular basis, you might want 

to develop a yearly budget (with some built-in discounts if the client agrees to 

keep you on contractually). You might also consider a retainer—a monthly fee 

just for the client to keep you as a “shop” even if you don’t do anything in a 

given month. But whether you bill by the hour, by the project, or by the year, 

   3  Todd Brabender, Spread The News Public Relations, Inc.,  .spreadthenewspr.com .  
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there are some common factors that you can apply to your budgeting process. In 

fact, constructing a budget “by the numbers” will allow you to charge a project 

fee that is reasonable, even if you are a fast worker.

     1.  Begin with a list of the project components. This could be a series of indi-

vidual activities in an overall campaign such as media relations, writing, and 

analyst relations. For our purposes, the list will probably include only the 

components of a complete writing assignment. For example, press releases, 

case studies, white papers, press kits, and speeches for a multicomponent 

campaign. Or it could contain just one project (a newsletter, for example) and 

all of the elements that go into that type of project.  

    2.  Next, determine how many hours would normally be devoted to each com-

ponent and your cost-per-hour. This would include your hours and the hours 

of anyone else working on that component of the project. This is especially 

important if you are paying from a total billing that you are collecting. If you 

are part of an in-house department and only part of your time is devoted to 

this project, you will have to determine how much of your time it takes up. 

You will need to perform this calculation for each person involved in any part 

of the project for whom you or another department is paying. This calculation 

should include salaries and benefits.  

    3.  Include all out-of-pocket expenses you incur while working on the project:

      Photocopying.  

     Long-distance calls.  

     Travel expenses, including mileage, fuel, food, lodging, air travel, and 

the like.  

     Supplies, including all on-site supplies exclusive of printing supplies—such 

as computer/copier paper and toner cartridges—and all miscellaneous 

supplies no matter how small, such as pencils, pens, writing pads, and 

paper clips.  

     Payments to other vendors whom you subcontract (for example, layout 

artists, designers, and printers).  

     Office space if you lease an office. You must calculate the cost of rent 

or space allocation, including utilities, telephones, fax, and other office 

equipment such as photocopiers.  

     Production costs including the costs of on-site equipment such as comput-

ers. Printing should be calculated based on design needs, frequency, and 

quantity.  

     

such as hand delivery—and mailing lists.        

  Do You Need a Contract? 
 Contracts include scope of work, timeline, and protection language (for both 

the client and you). These should cover clear information on fees and expenses, 
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confidentiality, and so on. It is perfectly fine for you to draft the contract, but 

allow your client to edit it if that helps you reach a mutual agreement. On the 

other hand, it doesn’t hurt to hire a lawyer to draft a basic contract for you that 

you can then adapt to the needs of specific projects. Remember, it’s never a bad 

idea to get it in writing.     

   KEY TERMS 

   issue statement  

  target audience  

  primary research  

  secondary research  

  descriptive data  

  

inferential data  

  objectives     
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     Message strategy    has to do with developing a message, or messages, that will 

reach and have the desired effect on your target audience. Your message strate-

gies should logically follow your objectives and contribute either directly or indi-

rectly to them. You will need to develop individual message strategies for each of 

your target publics, based on what you have learned about them through your 

research. Remember, the strategy or strategies that you use will be determined 

largely by your audience’s makeup, predispositions, and perceived needs. 

 Most public relations writing is either informative or persuasive by intent, and 

a number of strategies can be used to accomplish both of these outcomes. Infor-

mation, for example, may be imparted in a straightforward, expository manner, 

indicating by style that the message is unbiased. Information may also be imparted 

using    entertainment,    as anyone who has ever watched  Sesame Street  knows. In 

fact, if you are trying to reach an ambivalent audience with information, getting 

attention through entertainment may help ensure your success. Persuaders may 

use entertainment as well as reason or emotion to convey their message. 

 Although persuasion may seem to be separate from “pure” information, 

it most certainly is not. Most public relations people know, for example, that 

whether or to what extent target publics change their minds is due to three 

variables: (1) whether they are even aware of the issue you are talking about, 

(2) whether they believe it is important to them personally, and (3) whether 

they believe they can do anything about it. The extent to which each of these 

variables is in play with any given target public will dictate the strategy that you 

use in your writing. For example, if the target public is largely unaware of the 

issue you are dealing with, you will need to inform the public first before any-

thing else can be attempted. If the audience is aware of the issue but doesn’t see 

its relevance to members’ personal agendas, then you will have to do some per-

suading. If the public is aware of both the issue and its importance to members 

but feels constrained (for whatever reason) from acting, then your job becomes a 

combination of information and persuasion. 

 What you have found out about your publics from your prior research will then 

dictate what strategies to take in your information and persuasion approaches. 

For example, although entertainment may work well with children, something 

approaching logic (argument) might have a better effect on businesspeople. Both 

strategies could be said to be persuasive; their styles are dictated by the target 

public. 

 An informative piece should be balanced and complete. Its purpose is to let 

readers in on something that they may not know or about which they may have 

an incomplete picture. The intent may be to publicize a new product or service, 

to set the record straight on a vital issue affecting your organization, or simply 

to let your readers know what’s happening in your organization. Whatever the 

intent, the informational publication has to stick to just that—information. If 

your point of view is so strong as to evoke opposition, you probably should be 

writing a piece to persuade. 

 Persuasive pieces usually are heavy on the positive attributes of your service, 

product, or point of view. They need to be written in terms that the audience 

can relate to, and they frequently benefit from the use of words with emotional 
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impact. Informative pieces can get away with far fewer emotionally packed words 

and are frequently longer. After all, their aim is to inform what is assumed to be 

an audience that is already convinced of or at least interested in the subject. 

 Again, think of how hugely popular and effective  Sesame Street  has been, or 

how successful the show  Biography  has been for the cable network A&E. I address 

entertainment strategies further when I discuss persuasion, below. For a short 

prewriting checklist for information pieces, see  Exhibit 4.1 . 

      THE PROCESS OF PERSUASION 

  To write persuasively you must understand the process of persuasion, what it 

is and how it either works or doesn’t work.    Persuasion   —moving someone to 

believe or act a certain way—is difficult in most cases. That’s why so many pub-

lic relations campaigns strive for understanding, not persuasion. The problem, 

as it turns out, is that human beings have an interesting and frustrating abil-

ity to not listen to what is being said to them. This is particularly annoying for 

public relations people, who are constantly trying to communicate with publics 

who are simply not paying attention. Once we understand why they aren’t lis-

tening, we have a much better chance of getting them to pay attention. Ready 

for a little theory? 

    Dissonance theory,    formulated in the 1950s, says that people tend to seek 

only messages that are consonant with their attitudes; they do not seek out 

Exhibi t  4 .1
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dissonant messages. In other words, people don’t go looking for messages they 

don’t agree with already (who needs more conflict in their lives, right?). This 

theory also says that about the only way you are going to get people to listen to 

something they don’t agree with is to juxtapose their attitude with a dissonant 

attitude—an attitude that is logically inconsistent with the first. What this means 

(theoretically) is that if you confront people with a concept that radically shakes 

up their belief structure, you might get them to pay attention. For example, this 

is the technique used by some antiabortion activists when they force us to look at 

graphic images of aborted fetuses. Although the experience may be truly uncom-

fortable, it reminds even the most ardent abortion rights supporters among us of 

the costs of the procedure. The attempt is to shock unbelievers into questioning 

their loyalties. 

 Later research revealed that people use a fairly sophisticated psychological 

defense mechanism to filter out unwanted information. This mechanism consists 

of four so-called rings of defense:

     1.   Selective exposure.  People tend to seek out only the information that agrees 

with their existing attitudes or beliefs. This accounts for our not subscribing to 

 The New Republic  if we are staunchly liberal Democrats.  

    2.   Selective attention.  People tune out communication that goes against their atti-

tudes or beliefs, or they pay attention only to parts that reinforce their posi-

tions, forgetting the dissonant parts. This is why two people with differing 

points of view can come to different conclusions about the same message. 

Each is tuning out the parts with which he or she disagrees.  

    3.   Selective perception.  People seek to interpret information so that it agrees with 

their attitudes and beliefs. This accounts for a lot of misinterpretation of 

messages. Some people don’t block out dissonant information; they simply 

reinterpret it so that it matches their preconceptions. For example, whereas 

one person may view rising interest rates as an obstacle to his or her per-

sonal economic situation, another may view the same rise as an asset. The 

first person may be trying to buy a new home; the second may be a finan-

cial investor. Both are interpreting the same issue based on their differing 

  

    4.   Selective retention.  People tend to let psychological factors influence their recall 

of information. In other words, we forget the unpleasant or block out the 

unwanted. This also means that people tend to be more receptive to messages 

presented in pleasant environments—a lesson anyone who has ever put on a 

news conference understands.    

 What does all this mean? For those of us in the business of persuasion, it 

means we have a tough job ahead of us. However, the outlook isn’t all that bleak. 

Since the time of the ancient Greeks (and probably before), we have known that 

people can be persuaded. Once you know how resistant they can be, half the job 

is done. The rest is knowing how to break down those defenses (or, at least, how 

to get around them).   
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  ELABORATION LIKELIHOOD MODEL 

  Some people seem easy to persuade and tend to believe almost anything, whereas 

others seem resistant to persuasion, have their own opinions, and often argue 

with those trying to persuade them. The fact is that audiences, or publics, exist 

in multiple forms and use multiple methods of reasoning out decisions, two of 

which have caught the attention of researchers over the past 30 years or so. 

 In 1986 Richard E. Petty and John T. Cacioppo developed what they called the 

   elaboration likelihood model    of persuasion in which they sought to explain 

these differences.  1         They suggested that persuasive messages were transmitted and 

received through two different routes: the central route and the peripheral route. 

The    central route    is used by people who think about messages extensively 

before becoming persuaded. In other words, they “elaborate” on a message and 

will be persuaded only if the message is cognitively convincing. The    peripheral 

route    is used by those who are unable or unwilling to spend time thinking about 

a message. Instead, recipients using peripheral processing rely on a variety of  cues  

to make quick decisions, most of which don’t bear directly on the subject matter 

of the message. These cues include such tactics as using well-known celebrities or 

authority figures, creating a sense of gratitude in the receiver of the message, and 

using peer pressure or a person’s need to belong to a particular group. 

 Petty and Cacioppo stress that the central and peripheral routes are poles on a 

cognitive-processing continuum that shows the degree of mental effort a person 

exerts when evaluating a message. They are not mutually exclusive approaches. 

The more listeners work to evaluate a message, the less they will be influenced 

by cues not relevant to the message itself. The greater the effect of cues not rel-

evant to the message, the less impact the message carries. 

 For central processing receivers, the cognitive strength of the argument being 

presented is extremely important. For these receivers, thoughtful consideration 

of strong arguments will produce the most positive shifts in attitude. In addition, 

the change will tend to be persistent over time, resist counterpersuasion, and pre-

dict future behavior. However, thoughtful consideration of weak arguments can 

lead to negative boomerang effects (the weak arguments are shown to be exactly 

what they are, and the idea loses the respect and attention of the receiver). 

 According to Petty and Cacioppo, however, most messages are processed 

through the peripheral route, bringing attitude changes without actually thinking 

about the issue. Peripheral route change can be either positive or negative, but it 

won’t have the impact of message elaboration and the change can be short lived.  

   Things to Note about the Elaboration Likelihood Model 

      Personally relevant issues are more likely to be processed on the central 

route; issues with little relevance take the peripheral route (cues take on 

greater importance).  

1 R. Petty and J. Cacioppo,  Communication and Persuasion: The Central and Peripheral Routes to 

Attitude Change  (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1986).
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     Certain individuals have a need for cognitive clarity, regardless of the issue; 

these people will work through many of the ideas and arguments they hear 

and will generally use the central route.  

     Distraction disrupts elaboration.  

     Repetition may increase the possibility of elaboration.    

  Practical Advice for the Persuader 

      If listeners are motivated and able to elaborate a message, rely on factual 

arguments—that is, favor the central route.  

     When using the central route, however, remember that weak arguments can 

backfire.  

     If listeners are unable or unwilling to elaborate a message, rely on packaging 

rather than content—that is, favor the peripheral route.  

     When using the peripheral route, however, remember that the effects will 

probably be fragile.      

  PERSUASIVE STRATEGIES 

  Writing a message that persuades is not easy. First, you have to have a crystal-

clear understanding of how you want your readers to respond. This means you 

have to be able to convey your message in the clearest possible terms and must 

also be responsive to opposing points of view. 

 The persuasive message is normally audience centered; that is, persuasive 

strategy is based on who your audience is and how members feel about your 

topic. The approach that you use probably will be based on audience analy-

sis. For example, your knowledge of your target audience should indicate how 

receptive participants are to either an emotional or a rational appeal. Historically, 

audiences react best to a combination of both. There are times, however, when a 

purely emotional or purely rational appeal will be most effective. 

 In general, audience-centered persuasion will be more successful if you adhere 

to the following simple principles:

       Identification.  People will relate to an idea, opinion, or point of view only if 

they can see some direct effect on their own hopes, fears, desires, or aspira-

tions. This is why local news is more interesting to most people and why 

global issues remain so distant from most of our daily lives.  

      Suggestion of action.  People will endorse ideas only if they are accompanied by 

a proposed action from the sponsor of the idea or if the recipients themselves 

propose it, especially if it is a convenient action. For example, every time you 

see a tear-off coupon dispenser at a grocery store, the product manufacturer 

is following this principle.  

      Familiarity and trust.  People are unwilling to accept ideas from sources they 

don’t trust. We will trust even celebrities if they are familiar to us and have 



52  Chapter 4 Choosing the Right Message and Medium

good reputations. We certainly trust them to recommend commercial prod-

ucts (such as athletic shoes); however, it is much harder to find spokespeople 

for image-related issues. That’s why we often see occupations rather than 

specific people used in these pitches. An ecoscientist is a far better spokesper-

son for a company wanting to go “green” than is any celebrity.  

      Clarity.  The meaning of an idea has to be clear, whether it is an event, a situ-

ation, or a message. One of the most important jobs of public relations is to 

explain complex issues in simple terms. In today’s “sound-bite” environ-

ment, this has become increasingly difficult. No one is more aware of this 

difficulty than political campaign advisors. When was the last time you saw 

a political ad that said anything substantive in 30 seconds? Even so, research 

shows that some of the best of these ads actually do work.    

 Remember, a hostile audience usually won’t be convinced, a sympathetic 

audience doesn’t need to be convinced, and an undecided audience is as likely 

to be convinced by your opposition as by you. Different strategies will be used 

for each of these audiences. For instance, if you are writing for a friendly audi-

ence, an emotional appeal may work well. For an undecided audience, a rational 

appeal supported by solid evidence may work best. If your audience is neutral or 

disinterested, you’ll have to stress attention-getting devices. If it is uninformed, 

you’ll have to provide information. And if it is simply undecided, you’ll have to 

convince the audience. 

 As already mentioned, certain strategies are more appropriate to persuasion 

than to information dissemination. For example, emotional appeals are most 

often associated with persuasion, not information. That’s why, for instance, 

straight news stories are generally free of such appeals. They are supposed to be 

as objective (informative) as possible. The most common strategies for persua-

sion are compliance strategies and argument strategies. 

  Compliance Strategies 
    Compliance strategies    are persuasive strategies designed to gain agreement 

through techniques of persuasion based not on reasoned argument (although 

they may appear to be) but on some other method of enticement. For example, 

offering a reward for the return of stolen merchandise doesn’t exactly appeal to 

altruism, yet it’s considered an acceptable method for regaining what is yours. 

So, although some compliance strategies may appear at first blush to be unethi-

cal, a quick review of the following three compliance strategies will reassure you 

that they need not be. 

  Sanction Strategies  

   Sanction strategies    use rewards and punishments controlled by either audi-

ence members themselves or as a result of the situation. For example, if I’m 

trying to persuade you that supporting the state lottery is a good thing because 

the proceeds go to fund education, I can offer you the potential reward of big 

winnings. Of course, you control whether you are eligible. If you buy a ticket, 
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you are; if you don’t, you’re not. However, I made you aware and offered you 

the choice.  

  Appeal Strategies  

   Appeal strategies    call upon the audience to help or come to the aid of the com-

municator or some third party represented by the communicator. For instance, 

I might urge you to “save the whales.” I am counting on your sense of altruism 

to act, mostly because it is so difficult to tie the fate of whales to any personal 

interest beyond altruism. Of course, this strategy works only on publics prone to 

act sympathetically.  

  Command Strategies  

   Command strategies    come in three forms:

       They may use direct requests with no rationale or motivation for the requests.  The 

famous “I want you” poster for the U.S. Army is still a great example of this 

strategy. A more current example is “Got milk?”—the campaign of the Amer-

ican Dairy Council.  

      They may provide explanation accompanied with reasons for complying.  The army 

“Be all you can be” campaign is a good example of this one. One of the 

newer versions of that message plays heavily on the college tuition benefit, 

for example.  

      They may provide hints in which circumstances are suggested from which the audience 

draws the desired conclusions and acts in the desired way.  This technique implies 

that your audience shares certain connotative meanings. For example, the 

famous (or infamous) Virginia Slims ads suggest that smoking promotes thin-

ness. Another example is the now-famous Godfatherly appeal, “I made him 

an offer he couldn’t refuse.” The implicit suggestion is understood between 

communicator and audience. Nothing explicit need be said.      

  Argument Strategies 
 Democratic debate is at the heart of our system of government. It is no surprise 

then that    argument strategies    are among the oldest types of persuasion at your 

disposal. Argument strategies, which are persuasive strategies designed to oppose 

and emotional appeal. Both types attempt to persuade by arguing one point of 

view against another. 

  Reasoned Argument  

   Reasoned argument    (also known as logical argument) uses the techniques of 

rhetoric as handed down from the ancient Greeks. For persuasive messages, it is 

important to understand the psychological state of your audience and build your 

message around it. This audience-centered approach includes three basic tech-

niques of reasoned argument: the motivated sequence, the imagined question-

and-answer (Q & A) session, and messages aimed at attitude change. 
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  Motivated Sequence.   A common tactic used by persuaders is the motivated 

sequence, which involves the following five steps:

     1.   Attention.  You must first get the attention of your audience. This means that 

you have to open with a bang.  

    2.   Need.  Establish why the topic is of importance to the audience. Set up the 

problem statement—a brief description of the issue you are dealing with.  

    3.   Satisfaction.  Present the solution. It has to be a legitimate solution to the 

problem.  

    4.   Support.  Support fully your solution and point out the pitfalls of any alterna-

tives. Otherwise, your audience may not be able to comprehend completely 

the advantages of your solution over others.  

    5.   Action.  Call for action. Ask your audience to respond to your message and 

make it as easy as possible to take action.     

  Imagined Q & A.   In the imagined Q & A, the message is structured into a series of 

questions that the audience might have, followed by your answer to each. Ask 

yourself the questions your audience might be asking you, such as

       Why even talk about this subject?  Tell audience members the importance of your 

topic to them. Tie your topic to their concerns.  

      For example?  Don’t just leave them with your point of view. Give them exam-

ples. Support your proposal.  

      So what?  Let them know what all of this means to them and tell them what 

you want them to do.     

  Messages Aimed at Attitude Change.   If you are going to try to change attitude, 

be aware of the most common techniques. Following are some guidelines for 

constructing persuasive messages designed for attitude or opinion change. The 

strategy used here is argument.

       If your audience opposes your position, present arguments on both sides of the issue.  

Remember, audience members already know you have a vested interest in 

giving your side of the story. By presenting both sides, you portray an image 

of fairness and willingness to compare arguments. The process appears to be 

more democratic that way. In most cases, it is advisable to address counterar-

guments only after you have presented your own side. Here’s how it works:

       State the opposing view fairly.  Make your audience believe that you are fair-

minded enough to recognize that there is another side and that you’re 

intelligent enough to understand it.  

      State your position on the opposing view.  Now that you’ve shown you under-

stand the other side, state why you don’t think it’s right—or better yet, 

not totally right. This indicates that you find at least some merit in what 

others have to say—even the opposition.  

      Support your position.  Give the details of your side of the argument. Use 

logic, not emotion. Show that you are above such tricks; however, don’t 
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avoid emotion altogether

logic and emotional control.  

        If you’ve done 

your work well up to this point, then your audience will already see the 

clear differences between the two sides. Strengthen members’ understand-

ing by reiterating the differences and finishing with a strong statement in 

support of your arguments.     

      If an audience already agrees with your position, present arguments consistent with its 

favorable viewpoint.  This will tend to reinforce audience members’ opinions. 

Not much can be gained by presenting opposing arguments because they 

already agree with you. In fact, it might work against you.  

      If your audience is well educated, include both sides of the argument.  Intelligent peo-

ple will judge your argument by how well you can refute counterarguments.  

      If you do use messages containing both sides of the argument, don’t leave out relevant 

opposition arguments.  Audiences that notice the omission (especially well-

educated ones) will probably suspect that you can’t refute these arguments.  

      If your audience is likely to be exposed later to persuasive messages countering your 

position, present both sides of the argument to build audience resistance to the later 

messages.  This is known as the inoculation effect, which basically states that 

once you have heard me present both my side and the opposing side of an 

argument and heard me soundly refute the other side, you are far less likely 

to listen to the other side at a later time. You have, after all, already heard 

their side—from me.    

 Because emotion is common to all human beings, it should come as no surprise 

that the use of    emotional appeal    as a persuasive strategy is widespread. Most 

advertising uses emotional appeal to sell products. Parity products, especially, 

benefit from this technique.  A parity product  is one that is virtually indistinguish-

able from other similar products. Bath soaps, soft drinks, and perfumes are exam-

ples of parity products. Think about the types of ads you have seen that deal with 

these products: They are almost always based on an image created by emotional 

appeal. And not to let public relations off the hook, think of all those politicians 

who seem to be pretty much alike. How are they differentiated in our minds? 

 Emotional appeal can be fostered in several ways, the most important of which 

are the use of symbols, the use of emotive language, and the use of entertain-

ment strategies. I discuss the use of symbols and emotive language in the section 

on ethics in Chapter 2. Here, I concentrate on entertainment as a way of creating 

emotional appeal. 

 Like the techniques of argument, the techniques of entertainment have been 

handed down to us from the ancient Greeks. The masks of comedy and trag-

edy are part of our cultural symbolism in the West. Entertainment, by nature, 

appeals to the senses. As a culture, we often refer to a person’s sense of humor or 

someone’s sense of the dramatic. As anyone who has kept track of the evolution 

in beer commercials knows, humor has become the primary focus of many beer 

manufacturers’ ad campaigns. Think of the Budweiser campaign using frogs (and 
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then lizards) to imprint name recognition or the “Bud Bowl,” now a staple of 

Super Bowl mythology. Like many other products, beer is a parity item, and par-

ity products are best differentiated by image, which is often the result of enter-

tainment strategies. 

 It’s easy to spot the uses of drama and humor in advertising, but public rela-

tions campaigns frequently use the same approaches to persuade. Humor, for 

example, is especially useful if what you have to “sell” either is opposed by your 

audience or appears to be distant from their experience. Politicians needing 

image revamps often turn to humor. Then–Vice President Al Gore could be seen 

some years ago cracking jokes about his own stiffness on  Late Night with David 

Letterman.  This was not an accident but rather a carefully planned public rela-

tions move to soften his image. 

 Emotional appeal, like compliance strategies, may seem to be unethical; how-

ever, using emotion to draw attention is not inherently so. It may be manipula-

tive (in the sense that its sole intent is to hook the audience), but it is unethical 

only if it hides the true objective of the message: to persuade.      

  CHOOSING THE APPROPRIATE MEDIUM OR MEDIA 

  The final step in the planning process is choosing the appropriate medium or 

media for your message. Any assumptions that you make at this juncture could 

be disastrous. Selecting the right medium or media is a decision that should be 

based on sound knowledge of a number of factors. Public relations educators 

Doug Newsom, Judy V

series of important considerations to be used in choosing the right medium for 

your message:  2  

          1. What audience are you trying to reach, and what do you know about its 

media-usage patterns and the credibility ratings for each medium? Many target 

audiences simply do not watch television or listen to the radio. Others don’t 

read newspapers regularly or subscribe to magazines. Y , first, 

whether your intended audience will even see your message if it is presented 

in a medium they don’t regularly use. Research tells us, for example, that busi-

nesspeople read newspapers more than do some other groups and that they 

rely on newspapers for basic news and information. Other groups may rely on 

television almost exclusively for their news and information. For each of these 

groups, the credibility of the medium in question is vital. For example, busi-

nesspeople cite newspapers as a more credible source for news and informa-

tion than television; however, for many people, television is far more credible.  

   2. When do you need to reach this audience for your message to be effective? If 

time is of the essence, you’d best not leave your message for the next issue of 

the corporate magazine.  

2 Doug Newsom, Judy VanSlyke Turk, and Dean Kruckeberg,  This Is PR: The Realities of Public Rela-

tions,  8th ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2003).
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   3. How much do you need to spend to reach your intended audience, and how 

much can you afford? It may be that the only way to achieve the result that 

you’re looking for is to go to some extra expense such as a folder with more 

glitz or a full-color newsletter. Although every job has budget constraints, 

it’s best to know from the start exactly what it will take to accomplish your 

objectives.    

 After you have answered these tough questions, you will need to ask four 

others:

    1. Which medium (of those you’ve listed in response to your first three ques-

tions) reaches the broadest segment of your target audience at the lowest 

cost? The answer to this question will give you a bottom-line choice of sorts 

because cost is the controlling factor in answering it. Maybe you can reach 

all of an employee audience with an expensive corporate magazine but two-

thirds of it with a less expensive newsletter.  

   2. Which medium has the highest credibility, and what does it cost? Here, the 

correct answer will give you the additional factor of credibility that is key if 

your audience is discriminating at all. There are always those for whom the 

least credible of sources is still credible (otherwise, gossip tabloids would go 

out of business). But, for the honest communicator, credibility is important to 

the success of any future messages.  

   3. Which medium will deliver your message within the time constraints neces-

sary for it to be effective? Again, a critical letter distributed via the company 

intranet may be timelier than a well-written article in next month’s corporate 

magazine.  

   4. Should a single medium be used or a combination of complementary media 

(media mix)? Remember, each element in an overall communications pro-

gram may require a specialized medium for that portion of the message to be 

most effective.    

 The more that you know about your audience, the better you will be at select-

ing just the right medium for your message. However, you must also under-

stand that media criteria often dictate message and message format. For instance, 

brochures demand brevity, as do flyers and posters; corporate magazines allow 

for fuller development of messages; newsletters offer more space than folders 

but less than magazines; pamphlets offer space for message expansion and place 

fewer demands on style; annual reports require strict adherence to Securities and 

Exchange Commission guidelines; and Web pages allow for detailed information 

on numerous topics. You must also consider cost and lead time for writing, edit-

ing, layout, typesetting, paste-up, printing, and distribution. 

 In short, selecting the most appropriate medium for your message is a com-

plex endeavor. Be forewarned that no assumptions should be made about the 

acceptability of any particular medium. Until you have considered, at the least, 

the questions posed earlier, you will probably only be guessing on your choice of 

an ideal medium.  
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   Advantages and Disadvantages of Media Selections 
 Following is a list of potential media through which to send your message. Each 

has its advantages and disadvantages. These have to be balanced against the con-

siderations already listed for media selection. Remember, it’s the rare public rela-

tions writer who will restrict her or his output to a single medium. 

  Newspapers 

  Advantages 

     Newspapers allow you to reach a huge number of people in a given geo-

graphic area.  

     Newspapers have short deadlines.  

     If you’re placing advertising, you have flexibility in deciding the ad size and 

placement within the newspaper (your ad can be as large as necessary to 

communicate as much of a story as you care to tell).  

     Exposure to your message is not limited; readers can go back to your mes-

sage again and again if so desired.  

     Newspapers provide immediacy of message.   

  Disadvantages 

     Ad space can be expensive.  

     Newspapers have short message life (most papers are read and then 

tossed).  

     Your message has to compete against the clutter of advertisers and all the 

other editorial copy for attention.  

     Poor photo reproduction limits creativity (although this is improving).  

     There will invariably be some waste circulation (some people, perhaps many, 

won’t be in your target public).  

     The Internet is quickly overtaking newspapers in the editorial copy area.    

  Magazines 

  Advantages 

     Magazines allow for better targeting of audience because you can choose 

magazine publications that cater to your specific audience or whose editorial 

content specializes in topics of interest to your audience.  

     High reader involvement means that more attention will be paid to your 

message.  

     Better quality paper permits better color reproduction (especially important if 

you’re purchasing ad space).  

     Magazines have a longer shelf life (most people keep magazines longer and 

pass them on to others).   
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  Disadvantages 

     Long lead times mean that you have to make plans weeks or months in 

advance.  

     The slower lead time heightens the risk of your message getting overtaken by 

events.  

     There is limited flexibility in terms of ad placement and format.  

     Space and ad layout costs are higher.    

  Radio 

  Advantages 

     Radio is a universal medium enjoyed by people at one time or another dur-

ing the day, at home, at work, and even in the car.  

     Radios provide good selectivity of geographic markets.  

     The vast array of radio program formats offers to efficiently target your 

advertising dollars to narrowly defined segments of consumers most likely to 

respond to your offer.  

     During the past 10 years, radio rates have seen less inflation than those for 

other media.   

  Disadvantages 

     Because radio listeners are spread over many stations, you may have to get 

out your message simultaneously on several stations to reach your target 

audience.  

     Listeners cannot go back to your message to go over important points.  

     Messages are restricted by time segments.  

     Radio is a background medium. Most listeners are doing something else 

while listening, which means that your message has to work hard to get their 

attention.    

  Television 

  Advantages 

     Television permits you to reach large numbers of people on a national or 

regional level in a short period of time.  

     Independent stations and cable offer new opportunities to pinpoint local 

audiences.  

     Television, being an image-building and visual medium, offers the ability to 

convey your message with sight, sound, and motion.  

     Television has the perception of being more immediate.  

     Television provides high message impact.   
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  Disadvantages 

     A message is temporary and may require multiple exposure to rise above the 

clutter.  

     Preferred ad times are often sold out far in advance.  

     Television has limited length of exposure because most ads are only 

30 seconds long or less, which limits the amount of information that 

you can communicate.  

     Television is relatively expensive in terms of creative, production, and airtime 

costs.    

  Direct Mail 

  Advantages 

     Your message is targeted specifically to your target public.  

     Marketing message can be personalized, thus helping increase positive 

response.  

     Your message can be as long as is necessary to fully tell your story.  

     Direct mail provides easy means for consumer action.  

     Effectiveness of response to the campaign can be easily measured.  

     You have total control over the presentation of your message.   

  Disadvantages 

     Direct mail has a poor image (“junk mail”) and is often discarded out of hand.  

     Resources need to be allocated in the maintenance of lists because the suc-

cess of this kind of campaign depends on the quality of your mailing list.  

     Long lead times are required for creative printing and mailing.  

     Producing direct-mail materials entails the expense of using various 

professionals—copywriter, artists, photographers, printers, and so on.  

     Direct mail can be expensive, depending on your target market, quality of 

your list, and size of the campaign.    

  Outdoor (Billboards) and Transit (Posters) 

  Advantages 

     Outdoor advertising is difficult to ignore.  

     It has good geographic selectivity.  

     It reaches large numbers of people at a reasonable cost.   

  Disadvantages 

     Only a brief message is possible.  

     Outdoor advertising has long lead time and considerable preparation.  

     It needs to be in place a fairly long time to be effective.    
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  The Internet 

  Advantages 

     The Internet is relatively cost effective.  

     The Internet provides good targeting of specific publics.  

     It allows for immediacy of messages.  

     It can be interactive.  

     The Internet makes it easy to track responses for surveys, reader/viewer 

involvement, and the like.  

     It can reach global audiences.   

  Disadvantages 

     Set-up time can be extensive.  

     Production and maintenance of Web sites can be costly and time consuming.  

     The Internet is crowded, and search engines not always reliable.       

  NEGOTIATING MEDIA BUYS  3   

  Once you know what media types you think you want to use, negotiations begin 

with media sales representatives (reps). First, you’ll need to contact all the local 

sales reps for each vehicle that you think you may use. This step takes a lot of 

back-and-forth effort, so give yourself plenty of time for negotiations. Do this 

as far in advance as possible for the most favorable rates. You should have a 

rough budget in mind before you start as well as a good idea of the timing of 

your messages for best effect. Ask each sales rep who you negotiate with for his 

or her best deal. Sometimes this may mean committing to a “package” in which 

the number of times your message appears can get you a reduced rate. Finally, 

negotiate the best deal that you can. This doesn’t always mean getting the lowest 

price. Sometimes added value is more important that getting rock-bottom prices. 

Know what your objective is and go for the best deal to reach your goals. Nego-

tiating involves the following:

    1.  Negotiate rates.  There are almost endless rate discounts that can be negotiated. 

Even if your goal does not include rock-bottom pricing, the first proposal that 

you receive will rarely be the best rate you can negotiate. Sample discounts 

to ask for are

      Frequency discounts.  

     Corporate rates.  

     Different rates for different seasons/months.  

     Direct response rates.     

   3 s guidelines 

for buying local media, found at  www.marketingpower.com . It also provides a software tool to 

plan buys that can be used online.  
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   2.  Negotiate positioning.  Never place your message without knowing exactly where 

it will run. Ask for what you want; the worst that can happen is that you are 

told “that’s not possible.” Some sample positioning requests might include

      Specific sections and pages within the newspaper, along with a specific 

place on the page.  

     

slots within the hour. Make sure that you don’t run in the same break 

with competing messages (for example, opposing arguments or competing 

points of views).  

     Specific programs on television. Ask for specific slots within the commercial 

“pod” (break). Make sure that you have adequate competitive separation.  

     Specific out-of-home locations, facing a certain direction.     

   3.  Negotiate additional opportunities.  Most of the time, these are at no additional 

cost to you. These opportunities should flow naturally from your goals. Sam-

ple opportunities to ask for are

      Sponsoring local events.  

     Sponsoring special sections or programs.  

     Remote broadcasts at your establishment.     

   4.  Negotiate added value.  This can take the form of “free” space or time and should 

be at no additional cost. Sample added value to ask for is

      Free space in the newspaper in conjunction to your ad buy.  

     Bonus commercials to go along with your radio or television buy.         

Exhibi t  4 .2
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  Outdoor Terminology 
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        Evaluating Your Media Buys 
 Your media buy is complete, and the plan has finished running. It has been great 

to see and hear your messages. But did you get what you paid for? Was your plan 

effective? Here are some tools to help you evaluate your buy so that you can 

plan and buy smarter the next time around. 

  Did You Get What You Paid For?  

Every sales rep whom you worked with should provide a postanalysis of your 

buy. This postbuy analysis differs depending on the media type.

       Radio and television.  This postbuy analysis will show what you purchased com-

rating points (in television).  

      Newspaper.  You should receive the actual newspaper page that your ad ran 

on, torn from the paper (called a tear sheet). This will show you the repro-

duction quality, how cluttered the page was, and what section and actual 

page position you received. If you ran a local magazine ad, you should 

receive a copy of the publication to see where your ad fell in the magazine.  

      Outdoor.  You should receive pictures of each board you purchased. Is it fac-

ing the way you thought it should? Make sure that the entire board is vis-

ible from a couple of different distances. If you bought an illuminated board, 

make sure that you receive a picture taken at night. Ask to see the traffic 

figures for that location to ensure that you received as much exposure as you 

paid for.    

 If your postbuy analysis shows that you did not get what you purchased, 

negotiate a make-good or credit. A make-good is a free repeat of your ad at a 

mutually agreeable time/place. If your ad schedule is over, you should receive a 

credit against your buy.   

  Was Your Plan Effective?  

What was your objective? Did you have a goal to receive a certain number of 

phone calls or to increase awareness by a certain percentage? It is important to 

measure your results so that your media plan can be tweaked or revised next 

time around. If you did not reach your goals, were you using the wrong media 

type or the wrong media vehicle? Did you reach your target? If you did reach 

your goals, good for you! What did you do right that can be re-created for the 

next plan? Can you test a new media type or new program the next time?    

  LEARNING TO ADAPT 

  One of the hallmarks of a good writer is the ability to adapt to the needs of the 

audience, the message, and the medium. Public relations writing, unlike many 

other forms of writing, requires this flexibility. In the following chapters, you will 

find a variety of writing styles used in different formats. The key to writing for 

public relations is to learn these formats and adapt your style to each as needed. 
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The road to becoming a good public relations writer has many sidetracks, and it 

is quite easy to let yourself become specialized. But the trick to becoming the best 

kind of writer is not to let that happen. The greater the variety of writing styles 

that you can learn to use well, the better your chances will be of becoming an 

excellent writer.    

   KEY TERMS 

   message strategy  

  entertainment  

  persuasion  

  dissonance theory  

  elaboration likelihood 

 model  

  central route  

  peripheral route  

  compliance strategy  

  sanction strategy  

  appeal strategy  

  command strategy  

  argument strategy  

  reasoned argument  

  emotional appeal     
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   In This Chapter, You Will Learn 
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  Public relations practitioners are professionals. So are journalists. Professionals, 

in the ideal sense, work together for the public welfare. Why, then, do public 

relations people see members of the media as adversaries, going out of their way 

to dig up the dirt? And why do reporters—whether print or broadcast—often see 

public relations people as “flaks,” paid to run interference for their clients? 

 Actually, there is a little truth in both points of view, and both sides have a 

number of legitimate complaints. Public relations people often are charged with 

covering up or stonewalling, whereas reporters often do seek only the negative in 

an issue. Obviously, this is far from a perfect relationship between professionals. 

 Part of the problem stems from a lack of real understanding in both camps of 

how the other operates. There is little you can do to make journalists find out 

more about public relations, but you can do much to improve your own knowl-

edge of how the media operate, what media people want from you, and what 

they are capable and not capable of providing. 

  WHAT IS NEWS? 

  The most common stumbling block to a good working relationship between pub-

lic relations and media professionals is a mutually agreed-upon definition of the 

concept of news. Research has shown that most journalists judge news value 

based on at least some of the following characteristics:

         Consequence.    Does the information have any importance to the prospective 

reading, listening, or viewing public? Is it something that the audience would 

pay to know? Remember, news value is frequently judged by what the audi-

ence is willing to pay for.  

        Interest.    Is the information unusual or entertaining? Does it have any 

human interest? People like to transcend the everyday world. Excitement—

even vicarious excitement—often makes good news.  

           Is the material current? If it isn’t, is it a whole new angle on 

an old story? Remember, the word  news  means “new.” This is one rule fre-

quently broken by public relations practitioners. Nothing is more boring than 

yesterday’s news.  

        Proximity.    For most public relations people seeking to connect with the 

media, a local angle is often the only way to do it. If it hits close to home, it 

stands a better chance of being reported.  

        Prominence.    Events and people of prominence frequently make the news. 

The problem, of course, is that your company president may not be as promi-

nent to the media as he or she is to you.    

 If your story contains at least some of the above elements, it stands a chance 

of being viewed as news by media professionals. 

 Journalists often make a distinction between hard news and soft news. 

Although there are no fixed definitions of these terms, some pretty self-evident 

differences exist between the two.    Hard news    is information that has immediate 

impact on the people receiving it. By journalists’ definition, it is very often news 
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that people need rather than news that they want.    Soft news    is just the oppo-

site: It is news that people want rather than news that they necessarily need. A 

story about a local teachers’ strike is hard news. One about a new swimming pro-

gram at the YMCA is soft news. A story about a corporate takeover is hard news. 

One about the hiring of a new celebrity spokesperson is not. 

 The problem is that many public relations people believe that journalists view 

everything they send them as soft news. Of course, this isn’t so, and many public 

relations writers have discovered that both hard and soft news often will be used 

by media outlets looking to fill time or space. In addition, much of what passes for 

soft news often is viewed as public interest information by the various media. 

 The other thing to understand about hard and soft news is that hard news 

frequently is perishable whereas soft news is not. In other words, a story on an 

important stockholders’ meeting in which a buyout is announced is not only 

perishable but also timely. By contrast, a new development in a product line or 

a promotion within your organization probably is not perishable—it will still be 

news a week from now.   

  WORKING WITH THE MEDIA 

  The media are a powerful force, and they can do a lot for you—or a lot against you. 

The determining factor may well be how much you know about media profes-

sionals and appreciate their jobs, and how well you get to know them as people.  

   Get to Know Journalists’ Jobs 
 Learn all you can about the media outlets and the individuals with whom you 

will be dealing on a regular basis. Journalists have a tough life. I know—so do 

you. Having some journalism experience goes a long way toward understanding 

the frustrations of the job. Many public relations practitioners have had prior 

journalistic experience or education. Most journalists, however, haven’t expe-

rienced public relations work firsthand. Thus, it is often up to you to make the 

relationship work. 

 Talk to journalists. Ask them for their guidelines on gathering news. Get to know 

how they write and what they choose to write about. Most news outlets will gladly 

provide you with guidelines for submitting everything from feature stories to pub-

licity  

own—in a way, they are. At the same time, try to let media people know what you 

do. Show them your style. Ask them for hints on how to make it more acceptable 

to their needs. Everybody likes to be asked his or her professional opinion.  

  Get to Know Journalists as People 
 To begin working with media people, you have to meet them first. If you’re new to 

your job, the first step is to get out and introduce yourself. Now, no self-respecting 

reporter is going to be in his or her office when you drop in. They’re busy people, 

and they’re probably out covering stories. If they have an 11:00 p.m. deadline, 
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with the advent of laptop computers and online transmission capabilities, many 

reporters now file directly from the field. So how do you meet them? 

 Call first. Tell them who you are and how what you’re doing relates to their 

work. Keep it brief, just a quick “Hello, I’m new in town. You’ll be hearing from 

me soon; anything I should know?” If you can’t get them by phone, try e-mail 

(although many reporters give out their e-mail addresses only to their closest 

contacts to keep the traffic volume down). If you get a chance to meet in person, 

do so. Again, be brief, keep it professional, and don’t get away without asking 

them what you can do to make  their  jobs easier. 

 Remember, this is a two-way relationship. Journalists need your information 

as much as you need their medium for your messages. Be available at all times 

and make sure they know how to get in touch with you at a moment’s notice. 

Always give them your home phone number. News happens after five o’clock, 

too. If you cooperate, they’ll cooperate. 

 Establishing a rapport with the media is your first concern; however, a word 

needs to be said here about courting the press. Most journalists who deal in 

hard news don’t react well to being courted. That is, they aren’t likely to change 

anything they think or write because you invited them out to lunch. Although 

we’ve all heard stories about unethical journalists, I prefer to assume that every 

reporter has professional scruples. You should too. They may well go out to 

lunch with you, especially if you have a story that may interest them, but they 

are very likely to pick up their own checks. The sole exception might be the trade 

writing about. Everything from small parts to expensive equipment is loaned out 

to the various trade publications for these purposes. For most media, though, 

the golden rule of media relations is,  Let them know you by your work, not by your 

checkbook.   

  Guidelines for Dealing with the Media 
 So now you’re ready to meet the media in a working situation. What do you do? 

Although there are no guidelines that can cover every possible situation, follow-

ing are a few that will help keep your encounters professional and as pleasant as 

possible:

       Always be honest.  It takes a lot of hard work to build credibility, and nothing 

builds credibility like honesty. It takes only one mistake to ruin months of 

credibility building. If you are honest with the media, they will be fair to you. 

But remember, fair to them means balanced and objective. They will tell all 

sides of a story, even the negative. You should be willing to do the same.  

      Establish ground rules early on in your relationship.  Among the most important 

of these rules is that everything is on the record. If you don’t want to see 

it or hear it the next day in the newspaper or on television, you’d best not 

say it to a journalist today. Although I usually advise public relations practi-

tioners (and others) to always stay on the record, there are some accepted 

circumstances under which journalists are  supposed  (and that’s a big  supposed ) 

to honor your off-the-record comments.
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       Not-for-attribution.  This is the home of the “sources close to the White 

House” quote. Honest public relations practitioners generally stay away 

from this one. It smacks of leaks and fear of attribution. This is one of the 

key ways that the media often are manipulated into running with infor-

mation on which they would normally require confirmation. Let’s face it, 

without attribution, how does anyone know the opinion is even valid?  

      Background.  In my estimation, this is the only useful justification for going 

off the record. Going off the record to fill in background, without which a 

reporter might misconstrue your statements or misunderstand your posi-

tion, is a legitimate procedure. Keep in mind, however, that it is open to 

the same potential abuse as any other off-the-record comment.     

      Always answer a reporter’s phone calls.  Never avoid returning a call, either 

because you’re afraid of what the reporter will ask (in which case, you’re 

in the wrong business) or because you haven’t done your homework. If the 

reporter doesn’t get it from you, the ideal source, he or she will have to get it 

from less reliable sources, and you don’t want that to happen.  

      Give media people what they want, not what you want.  Ideally, they can be the 

same thing. The key, of course, is to make your information newsworthy, 

following the criteria listed earlier.  

      Along the same lines, don’t bombard journalists with a daily barrage of press releases.  

Nothing that happens that often is newsworthy. The reporters and editors 

who receive your releases know this and are very likely to stop reading your 

information.  

      Don’t assume that reporters are out to get you.  If you’ve established a good work-

ing relationship with them, they are probably going to seek out your help, 

not try to assassinate you.  

      Don’t try to intimidate reporters.  They’ll resent it. Don’t let your boss talk you 

into this one. You are the liaison, the media relations person. It’s your job to 

get along, and nobody wants a friend who tries to intimidate him or her into 

doing something.  

      Don’t plead your case or follow up on stories.  The nature of publicity is to let the 

media handle it once you have released it. If you want more control than 

that, take out an ad.     

  Guidelines for Interviews 
 Just the act of being interviewed by reporters or setting up interviews between 

your clients and reporters can help you conceptualize the proper relationship 

between reporter and public relations practitioner. With that in mind, following 

are some guidelines for interview situations. Some are similar to the guidelines 

already covered; others are specific to the interview situation:

       Keep everything on the record.  As with everything else in which a reporter is 

involved, keep any comments strictly on the record. If you don’t want your 

words printed on the front page of tomorrow’s paper, don’t say them out 

loud to a reporter.  
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      Provide background.  Give interviewers all the background they need to 

bring them up to speed on the topic at hand before you begin the official 

interview. They may not have read your media backgrounder or done any 

homework on your client prior to the interview (although they have if 

they’re good reporters). As with everything else you say, keep the back-

ground information free of anything that you don’t want printed or run 

on the air.  

      Know the topic.  If you don’t know the topic, why are you being interviewed? 

The same applies to any spokesperson you may have chosen for the inter-

view. Always choose the person who knows the most about the issue being 

discussed, not just the company president or yourself. Nothing is more 

embarrassing than to have to constantly beg ignorance.  

      Anticipate touchy questions.  If something hot is happening with your client, 

the interviewer is there to ask about it. Assume this always to be true. If the 

interviewer doesn’t ask the tough questions, consider yourself lucky; how-

ever, be prepared to answer them with your spin.  

      Answer questions that are already a matter of public record.  For example, if you 

have just filed a quarterly return with the Securities and Exchange Commis-

sion and it contains information about your organization’s economic status 

that is less than flattering, guess what? It’s public information by law, and 

you might as well be prepared to address it if it comes up.  

      Be completely honest.  Truth is the major responsibility of all communicators. If 

you ever lie to a journalist, he or she will never trust you again. Remember, 

credibility is difficult to obtain, but it takes only one lie to lose it forever. The 

following three guidelines are related to this one.  

      Answer questions directly.  Don’t rush, guess, dodge, or stonewall when answer-

ing questions. Reporters become frustrated quickly when you try to avoid 

answering a question. Ultimately, it’s best to get to the point if you want to 

maintain your credibility.  

      If you don’t know the answer, say so.  Offer to get back to the interviewer with 

the answer as soon as you can. You can also offer to put him or her in touch 

with someone who does know the answer, but then you lose control of the 

spin factor.  

      Keep it cordial, no matter what happens.  Never lose your cool. This puts you at a 

disadvantage because you automatically become defensive in such situations. 

If this happens, you lose control of the interview, and you hurt your own 

image as a public relations professional.  

      Look professional.  This may seem self-evident, but you’re a professional. If you 

look like one, you will enhance your credibility, and this will enhance the 

importance of your message.  

      Offer help later if needed, and give it.  If you’ve promised to follow up, do it. 

Make yourself available for any follow-up questions that the interviewer 

may have and assure him or her that it is no trouble. However, don’t call the 

interviewer just to check on the progress of the story.     
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  Guidelines for Correcting Errors 
 Finally, what do you do if you discover an error in the subsequent story a reporter 

produces? If the error is minor, ignore it—no sense badgering a reporter or editor 

over minor details. If the error is important, however (regardless of whether the 

error was caused by you or by the reporter), it needs to be corrected. Here are 

some guidelines for doing so:

       Always be as diplomatic as possible.   

      Contact the reporter immediately.  If it’s your fault, say so and ask if it’s too late 

to get the error corrected before publication. Don’t take a great deal of time 

pointing out the error. Just mention it and ask if it can be fixed.  

      Remain calm and courteous.  If you seem agitated, the reporter will get suspi-

cious. If it’s the reporter’s fault, he or she may even get angry.  

      If the story has already been run, ask for a correction.   

      If the reporter is unwilling or unable to redress the error, don’t automatically go over 

his or her head —unless correcting the error is worth more than your relation-

ship with the reporter.  

      If all else fails, write a letter to the editor correcting the error.  Keep it short and to 

the point. And, above all, keep it rational. Don’t pout and don’t point fingers.  

      Finally, ask the reporter if there is anything that you can do in the future to prevent 

this sort of thing from happening again.        

  MEDIA PLACEMENT 

  Knowing journalists will enhance your chances of placing valuable information 

with them. But you can’t rely on personal contact for everything. Placing public 

relations materials with the media requires up-to-date information on all of the 

possible outlets for your materials, as well as the ability to physically get your 

message to the media.  

   Deciding Where to Place Your Message 
 Naturally, the number and type of media outlets will depend on your business. 

If you are in the automotive industry, trade journals will be a vital link between 

you and your publics. If you work for an organization that is strictly local, then 

your media contacts will be limited to the local media. Local interest news will 

be important, too, within the communities in which your plants or offices are 

located. If you work for a regional or even a national operation, then your con-

tacts will expand accordingly. Whatever media you deal with, it is important to 

keep updated directories and lists that meet your particular needs with the least 

amount of wasted information. 

  Media Directories  

A good directory is an indispensable tool for the media relations specialist.    Media 

directories    come in all sizes and address almost every industry. Publishers of 
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directories offer formats ranging from global checkers that include a variety of 

sources in every medium to specialized directories dealing with a single medium. 

 A number of excellent directories for media placement are available. Here are 

some of the major ones:

       Bacon’s PR and Media Information Systems,  a series including  Bacon’s Publicity 

Checker  (two volumes covering editorial contacts in the United States and 

Canada, magazines organized by industry, daily and weekly newspapers, and 

all multiple publisher groups);  Bacon’s Media Alerts  (a directory of editorial 

profiles covering editorial features and special issues, often planned months 

in advance, for both magazines and newspapers);  Bacon’   

(a listing of every television and radio station in the United States, listed 

geographically); and  Bacon’s International Publicity Checker  (editorial contact 

information on magazines and newspapers in 15 Western European coun-

tries).  Bacon’s  is also available online at  www.bacons.com . Like many of the 

other services listed below,  Bacon’s  online offers sales of its directories, links 

to online sites for media outlets, and a host of other Internet services.  

      Burrelle’ ,  organized similarly to  Bacon’s  and published on a 

similar schedule. Both  Bacon’s  and  Burrelle’s  also provide clipping services 

separate from their directories.  Burrelle’s  is also available online at  

www.burrelles.com .  

     A series published by Larrison Communications that includes  Medical and Sci-

ence News Media; Travel, Leisure and Entertainment News Media;  and  Business and 

Financial News Media.   

      Editor & Publisher,  a series of several media guides including the well-used 

 Editor & Publisher International Yearbook  (a collection of newspapers divided 

into dailies and weeklies and covering everything from local and national 

publications to house organs and college papers).  Editor & Publisher  hosts a 

comprehensive online service with links to hundreds of media outlets world-

wide from its Web site at  .editorandpublisher.com .  

      Standar   used primarily by advertisers. This multi-

 

for every magazine published in the United States, in every category imagin-

able, this is your directory.    also provides information on electronic media 

and newspapers.  SRDS  can be found online at  www.srds.com , which provides 

an extensive electronic service as well as links to many other useful sites.    

 Most of the online sites listed here don’t substitute for printed directories. In 

fact, most of them offer these directories for sale as part of their online services. 

For the time being, printed directories (in some cases available on CD-ROM) are 

still the industry standard; and because the prices of these directories can range 

into the hundreds of dollars, you will need to be fairly selective. When choosing 

a directory, keep the following key points in mind:

      The directory should be current. If it is not updated at least once a year, its 

uses are limited.  
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     The directory should cover the geographic area in which you operate and in 

which you want your organization’s message to go out. You may not need a 

national directory if your operation is strictly local or statewide. Many states 

publish directories of all kinds of information, such as almanacs, that include 

media addresses.  

     If your primary target is trade publications, then you need to choose a 

directory that lists them.  Standard Rate and Data Service  ( www.srds.com ), 

for instance, publishes a constant stream of listings, including business and 

industry directories.  

     If you are a heavy user of broadcast media, your directory should include 

broadcast listings.  

     The directory should list names of editors, news directors, and so on and 

their addresses. Make sure this information is current. Nothing is more 

embarrassing to you and more infuriating to them than to receive a press 

release addressed to the previous editor.  

     Make sure that circulation is listed for print publications and listening or 

viewing audience for broadcast outlets. You don’t want to waste an excellent 

story on a tiny-circulation trade publication when you might have reached a 

much larger audience.    

 The most important point to remember about media selection is never to place 

anything in a publication that you haven’t read personally. What may sound like 

an excellent publication in a directory may turn out to be second rate for your 

purposes. After some time in your particular field, you will become familiar with 

its leading publications. Until then, read them all. Remember, your image is tied 

to their image.  

  Media Lists  

Directories are essential, but they are not the only tools you will need to keep 

up-to-date with media relations.    Media lists,    just as vital to your job, are a more 

personal tool than directories because they contain details about local contacts 

and all the information that you need to conduct business in your community. 

Media lists may include regional and even nationwide contacts, depending on 

the scope of your operation. Once compiled, the list should be updated by hand 

at least once a month. This job can usually be handled efficiently by clerical staff 

once the list is compiled. It takes only a 30-second phone call to each of the 

media outlets on your list to verify names and addresses. In the long run, the 

routine of updating will pay off. Using a computer is a great way to compile and 

maintain a media list. Computer software designed specifically for media lists is 

available from a number of distributors. 

 In compiling a media list, you will need to include most of the following items:

     1.  Name of the publication, radio or television station, particular show (for talk 

shows), and so on.  

    2.  Names of editors, reporters, news directors, and others.  



76  Chapter 5 Media Relations and Placement

    3.  Addresses, including mailing and street addresses if they are different. You 

may need to hand deliver something on occasion, and this can be difficult if 

all you have is a post office box number.  

    4.  Telephone and fax numbers for the media outlets as well as for each of the 

people on your list. Many media outlets can now accept computer-generated 

press releases through normal telephone lines, satellite-transmitted video, or 

audio actualities (prerecorded video or audio). Include such details in your 

media list.  

    5.  Any important editorial information such as style guidelines, deadlines, times 

of editions (morning and evening), dates of publication for magazines, times 

of broadcasts, use of actualities, photo requirements, and use of fax or elec-

tronic transmission (and applicable phone numbers).      

  Getting Your Message to the Media 
 Once you have decided where to place your information, you have to get it there. 

Again, you have a number of choices, depending on what you are sending and 

to whom. 

       Mail it.  This takes more time, but if your information is not perishable, it may 

work just fine. Thousands of news releases and information pieces are still 

mailed every day.  

      Hand deliver it.  Reserve this one for important or timely information. Hand 

delivery used to be the norm; now it’s a lot of trouble. However, it can pay 

off in that it still receives a bit more attention than other forms of delivery.  

      Fax it.  Nearly everyone has a fax machine these days. The biggest problem with 

this delivery method is quality s fine. But if 

pictures are an important consideration, this may not be your first choice.  

      Transmit it electronically via computer.  This can be accomplished in several ways. 

You can use standard e-mail, e-mail attachments, Web-site message dumps, 

or direct dumps to the medium itself. Many media have direct lines for such 

purposes. One of the benefits of using a computer is that images can also be 

transmitted, often with excellent results.   

 In lieu of delivering the message yourself, you may choose to use a placement 

agency.    Placement agencies    are outfits that will take your information, such as 

a press release, and send it out to a great many media outlets using their regu-

larly updated media lists and computerized mailing services. Many of these firms 

mail out hundreds of releases for you—at a tidy cost. 

 Placement agencies will provide you with many more mailings than you might 

have gotten from your personal mailing list, but much of what is mailed out is 

not correctly targeted and ends up as waste coverage. As any business editor will 

tell you, the majority of press releases received are not relevant to the publica-

tion, and many originated from placement agencies in other states. You are often 

better off targeting the media with which you are most familiar and that you 

know are at least interested in your information. 
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 The sole exception might be the computerized agencies such as  PR Newswire  

( www.prnewswire.com ). Organizations such as this send out your release elec-

tronically, over a newswire—just like the Associated Press. Media outlets can 

subscribe (free of charge) to the service and will receive your release—along with 

hundreds of others—sorted by subject and other descriptors. They can scan by 

subject, look at the lead only, or pull up the whole release. This method substan-

tially reduces the amount of paper they have to plow through and at least guar-

antees subjects of interest to them. Your advantage is that you can target locally, 

regionally, or nationally. Of course, the price of placing the release increases with 

its coverage.  

  Fitting Your Information to Your Outlet 
 You need to know as much as possible about the media outlet to which you are 

sending your information. Never submit information blindly to publications that 

you’ve never read or to stations that you’ve never watched or listened to. Pick-

ing a trade publication out of  SRDS  just because it has a large circulation doesn’t 

ensure that it is the type of publication in which you want to see your story. 

 The key, of course, is to read the publication, watch the television station, or 

listen to the radio station first. By doing so, you also will learn about the outlet’s 

style and will be able to tailor your release accordingly. 

 If you are writing for a trade journal, don’t automatically assume that the 

one you have chosen is similar in style to others in the industry. Remember that 

publications often are differentiated by their styles when they deal with similar 

subject matter. 

  Understanding Radio and Television Placement  

Before placing information on the radio, you will need to understand the concept 

of    format.    Whereas placement of your message on television requires familiar-

ity with the various program offerings of the stations that you are dealing with, 

placement on radio is usually determined by the format of the station—designed 

around the type of music that it plays or information that it provides. For exam-

ple, some stations play only top-40 hits. These stations usually cater to a teenage 

audience. Other stations play only classic rock or jazz, or provide news. Their 

listeners vary according to their format. A radio format, programming format, or 

programming genre refers to the overall content broadcasting over a radio sta-

tion. Some stations broadcast multiple genres on a set schedule. Over the years, 

formats have evolved and new ones have been introduced. In today’s age of 

radio, many radio formats are designed to reach a specifically defined segment, 

or niche, of the listening population based on such demographic criteria as age, 

ethnicity, background, and the like. 

 Determining what radio station you place your message on depends on what 

your target audience listens to, and that is determined through audience research. 

Any radio sales manager will be able (and quite willing) to provide you with 

detailed analyses of the station’s listening audience. All you have to do is match 

your target audience profile with the station’s listener profile. If, for instance, 
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your target audience regularly listens to jazz, then you would be best served to 

place your message on a station using a jazz format. 

 Examine the formats and styles of all publications or broadcast shows that you 

would like to accept your information and then prepare your material in a style 

as close to theirs as you can. For example, if you are prerecording public service 

announcements for use on various stations, you might want to put a different 

music track on each spot, depending on the format of the station with which it 

will be placed. Nothing is quite as jarring to listeners of a classical music station 

as to have their entertainment interrupted with a message surrounded by a rock 

music background. Although a rock music station might carry a spot with a clas-

sical music background, the opposite is probably not true. 

 T  

 

audience, television depends on different programs and times of day to attract dif-

 

serials, and sports, among others. Each program type draws a particular target audi-

ence. T -

 

 Just as in radio, a television sales manager will be able to give you detailed 

statistics on viewing audiences by program and time of day. You will need to con-

sider the following questions before you place your message with either a radio 

or a television station:

      If radio, what format does the station use? If television, what programs are 

appropriate to my message?  

     Will the station take audio actualities (for interviews or reactions)? If so, 

what format, digital or tape? If it is video for television, will the station want 

tape or digital format?  

     What length spot will the station use? 10-, 20-, 30-, or 60-second spots?  

 Who will write the copy? Will I write and submit it, or will I simply give the 

station the information? Will the station use scripts I have written for its 

announcers to read?  

     Will the station provide production services, or will I have to have my mes-

sage prerecorded?  

     How much lead time does the station need? For production? For placement?    

 All of these considerations—and probably a few more—will have to be taken 

into account before you can work successfully with the broadcast media. All of 

this information should be included in your media list.  

  Broadcast Cover Letter  

Before you send any information to a radio or television station in the form of a 

   spot    (a written script or prerecorded message designed specifically for broadcast), 

make sure that it is accompanied by a cover letter explaining the content and a 

mail-back card of some kind through which the station can let you know when 

and if your spot was aired.  Exhibit 5.1  is a generic example of such information. 
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Exhibi t  5 .1
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      PRESS KITS 

  One of the most common methods of distributing information to the media is 

via the    press kit.    Press kits are produced and used for a variety of public rela-

press conferences; they are used as promotional packages by regional or local 

distributors or agencies; and they are part of the never-ending stream of informa-

tion provided by organizations to get their messages out. When a press kit (also 

known as a press packet) is used properly, it can aid message dissemination by 

adding the right amount of unduplicated information to the media mix. 

 Not all industries still use the traditional, printed press kit. For example, in 

much of the high-tech industry, the press kit may be “going the way of the dodo 

bird.”  1   Tech or business reporters tend to like technology and don’t mind linking 

to Web sites for more information or to download photos. Sometimes, an online 

press kit rather than a print version will be developed.

      Intel, for example, delivers two major resources for tech and business report-

ers during major news and product launches (in addition to a press release over 

the Business Wire news portal, typical interviews, automated phone responses, 

and so on). First, it always updates its online pressroom at  www.itel.com/

pressroom . Journalists used to working with Intel know to go there first. Second, 

for big launches, Intel creates a “virtual press kit,” which can also be viewed and 

downloaded at its online pressroom. In addition, Intel has at times held an online 

press conference during which press call into a phone bridge while following 

along with an online presentation from their desks. 

 Note, however, that traditional press kits are very much alive with mainstream 

media like  Ms.  and  Marie Claire  magazines. Many of the editors simply want to 

pull art from the kits and hand it to their art directors. They also don’t like to 

search around on the Internet and jump from link to link. Press kits are also pop-

ular in many countries overseas where Internet access is limited or art budgets 

are severely constrained. In addition, countries such as Japan have well-known 

and well-established public relations practices that require public relations pro-

fessionals to place printed material in certain places for reporters. This, of course, 

doesn’t stop the media from going online for traditional press kit material, but it 

certainly limits the practice. 

 A press kit usually is composed of a number of information pieces designed 

specifically for use by the media (see  Exhibit 5.2 ). Enclosed within a folder with 

a cover indicating who is providing the kit and its purpose, a press kit usually 

includes something like the following:

      A table of contents  

     A news release  

     A backgrounder or a fact sheet  

 1  E-mail correspondence with Seth Walker, Intel Public Relations. Much of this discussion on the 

changing uses of press kits is from that correspondence.
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Exhibi t  5 .2
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     One or two other information pieces such as

      Preprinted brochures  

     Company magazines or newsletters  

     An annual report  

     A feature story or sidebar, if appropriate to the subject matter  

     A biography (or biographies) and accompanying photos       

 Anything fewer than these items is generally a waste of folder space. If you 

have only a few items to disseminate and wish to avoid the cost of producing 

folders, use plain, manuscript-sized envelopes. These are cheaper than folders, 

you might already have them in stock with your address printed on them, and 

they are ready for mailing. 

 The contents of a press kit can vary greatly, depending on the intent of the 

kit. For example, a press kit for a corporate product introduction briefing might 

include these items:

      News release on the new product  

     Color photo and cutline (caption)  

     News release on the product content (the material used to manufacture the 

product)  

     Black-and-white photo and cutline of other products made from the manu-

factured material  

     News release describing another application of the material  

     Black-and-white and color photos of that application  

     Backgrounder on the material  

     In-house magazine article tear sheet on the material  

     Color brochure on the material and its uses  

     News release on new materials being developed  

     Hard copy of the product presentation speeches    

 Press kits can serve many purposes and should include enough information to 

meet the needs of their audiences. The key to assembling a useful kit is to keep in 

mind the needs of those receiving the information. 

 If you are providing a press kit to the media for a press conference, it should 

include some, but not necessarily all, of the following items:

      A cover letter explaining the kit and a table of contents listing each item 

in the kit, with each item listed as appearing on the right or left side of the 

folder.  

     A basic fact sheet outlining the participants at the press conference, the 

relevant dates, and any facts or figures that might be unclear.  

     A backgrounder explaining the relevance of the current topic in a historical 

context.  



Key Terms  83

     News releases of about one and one-half pages for both print and broadcast 

media. Give both releases to each reporter.  

     Any feature stories or sidebar-type information that might be of interest to 

reporters. Be sure it is relevant.  

     Any photos or other visual materials that might add to the stories. Include 

cutlines.  

     Biographies on any individuals playing an important part in the event the 

press conference covers. Include photos as well, if available.  

     Any preprinted information pieces that might be of interest to the media, 

such as brochures, in-house publications, and the like.    

 Once you have assembled a press kit, make sure that all members of the media 

get a copy, even those reporters who do not attend the event your press kit is 

designed to cover. Press kits are most effective when used with a good, up-to-date 

media list. By labeling your press kits with the names of the various media out-

lets prior to your event, you will know immediately after the event who showed 

up and who didn’t. You can then mail the remaining kits to the prodigal media.  

   Cooperation Is the Key 
 Whether or not your message is delivered to your target audience depends a 

great deal on the cooperation of the mass media. It is in your best interest to fos-

ter a professional relationship with media representatives whom you deal with 

regularly. If they respect your professionalism in meeting their (and, by infer-

ence, their audiences’) needs, you will be rewarded with cooperation—and that 

is a major step in the right direction.     

   KEY TERMS 

   consequence  

  interest  

  timeliness  

  proximity  

  prominence  

  hard news  

  soft news  

  media directory  

  media list  

  

placement agency  

  format  

  spot  

  press kit     



84

 6   

 

  • 

  • 

  • 

  • 
  

   In This Chapter, You Will Learn 



What Is a News Release?  85

  The news release has been called the workhorse of public relations. Every day, 

thousands of news releases are sent out all over the country to newspapers, 

magazines, and radio and television stations. Some newspaper editors receive as 

many as a thousand a month. Of these, only a minuscule number are ever used, 

and most of these are severely edited. Why, then, do public relations profession-

als and the people who employ them continue to use news releases? Because 

they remain effective. They are still used by newspapers and trade journals to 

pass along information about events and occurrences that reporters might not 

otherwise have the time or the inclination to cover. 

 The key to effective news releases is not so much in the writing, although we 

certainly concentrate on that, but in the placement. As we saw in Chapter 5, 

knowing when something is newsworthy and when it is not and knowing your 

contacts in the media and their schedules and guidelines are the most important 

elements of news release writing. 

 As a writer of news releases, you will become a reporter. It is essential that 

you understand journalistic style to present your releases in the proper format. 

Remember that reporters and editors are used to seeing one style of writing on 

a daily basis. That style fits their papers, and they are unlikely to print anything 

that doesn’t conform. Remember, too, that although the reporter is responsible 

only to his or her editor, you are responsible to both the editor and the people 

you work for. This means that you must accommodate both the style of the 

newspaper and the needs of your employer. It is not an easy fence to walk, but as 

a public relations practitioner you have to try to keep your balance. 

  WHAT IS A NEWS RELEASE? 

  A    news release    is information that you wish released to the press, usually the 

print media. Although all news releases have format in common, there are dif-

ferent emphases:

      Basic    publicity releases    cover any information occurring within an organi-

zation that might have some news value to local, regional, or even national 

media.  

        Product releases    deal with specific products or product lines. These are 

usually targeted to trade publications within individual industries. They can 

deal with the product itself, consumer use of the product, or a particular 

business or marketing angle.  

        Financial releases    are used primarily in shareholder relations; however, 

they are also of interest to financial media. Many local, regional, and national 

general media have financial highlights sections.    

 One of the most important points to remember is that all news releases should 

contain at least three elements: publicity, angle, and story. These elements may 

overlap or be quite distinct from one another, but they are all there. The    pub-

licity    value of a news release is sometimes hidden whereas the story is the per-

ceived reason for writing the release, at least from the media’s point of view. The 
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   angle,    by contrast, may be simply the hook that attracts media attention. Often 

it is the same as the story but not as often the same as the publicity value. The 

reason is that most media aren’t interested in your organization receiving public-

ity; they are interested in a story their audience wants to know about.   

  WRITING A NEWS RELEASE 

  The style of the news release is that of the straight news story: It begins with a 

lead, expands on the lead, and proceeds to present information in decreasing 

order of importance. This style, known as the    inverted pyramid style,    allows 

an editor to perform his or her job—that is, to edit—from the bottom up. A good 

news release also utilizes accurate quotes.  

   The Lead 
 The    lead,    or opening sentence of the news release, is all important. As every 

journalist knows, the lead is the hook that entices the reader into your story. For 

the public relations practitioner, too, the lead is a hook to entice the editor into 

running your release. Don’t ever get the notion that any news release that you 

send out will automatically be printed or that it will even be printed the way you 

wrote it. The fact is, even if you have written the most appealing news release 

ever seen at the  Daily Planet,  most editors feel an obligation to edit. Indeed, you 

will be lucky to have the information in your release placed at all. This should 

not deter you, however, from writing a good release. You have to sell the edi-

tor first before your release will ever be seen by anyone else, and that’s where a 

well-written lead comes in. 

 Editors often take less than 30 seconds to peruse a news release. Their decision 

to print the message depends a lot on how you present yourself in the headline 

(title) and the lead. Most editors use several measures to determine whether your 

release will be used. Who you are, in terms of your past record of providing only 

legitimate news, is the first important consideration. Once past that, your head-

line or title should tell them whether your release is important to them (more on 

this later). Finally, your lead should summarize the relevancy of your story. 

 The       is by far the most common type of news release lead. 

A good summary lead will answer the key questions: who, what, when, where, 

why, and how. The    delayed lead    is used to add drama to a news story; however, 

this type of lead is usually reserved for feature stories and is not appropriate for 

straight news. Thus, we concentrate here on summary leads. 

 

what is unique about the event covered by your release. Although news releases 

should generally be considered as straight news stories and must be informa-

tive, they don’t have to be boring. To illustrate, look at the summary lead from a 

release distributed by the Electronic Products Producers Association: 

  “The present condition of the software market is such that companies involved in 

software development should be able to capitalize on current economic trends. This 
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means that new product development should allow the earliest investors a signifi-

cant niche in the market.” This statement was made by Mr. James L. Sutton, Presi-

dent of Associated Products Corporation, during a speech at the fall convention of 

the Electronic Products Producers Association held in Syracuse, New York.  

 Now consider this revised version of the same lead: 

  A leading electronics industry executive declared today (October 21) that the com-

puter software market is wide open to new investors. 

 “The present condition of the software market is such that companies involved 

in software development should be able to capitalize on current trends,” said James 

L. Sutton, president of Associated Products Corporation. “This means that new 

product development should allow the earliest investors a significant niche in the 

market.” 

 Sutton’s prediction of a dynamic market was made in a speech given at the fall 

convention of the Electronic Products Producers Association in Syracuse, New York.  

 Notice how the second lead has broken up the quote and used the proper 

journalistic form for    attribution    (“said James L. Sutton”). The opening para-

graph has been rewritten to include most of the pertinent information:

    Who?  A leading electronics industry executive.  

   What?  Declared a wide-open computer software market.  

   When?  Today (October 21). Notice the inclusion of the actual date in paren-

theses. This is to let the editor know that the “today” you are speaking of 

is October 21. If the paper receives the release on October 20 but doesn’t 

publish the information until October 22, it will need to correct the copy 

to read “yesterday.”  

   Where?  Left until the final paragraph. (It isn’t always necessary to squeeze all 

of the information into the first paragraph.)  

   Why?  Included in the explanatory paragraph following the lead. Of all the 

information, “why” is the most likely to be left out of the lead because it 

usually takes the most explanation and invites the interested reader to 

look further.  

   How?  In a speech. Also left for the final paragraph.    

 Remember that you are responsible for the ordering of points in your lead and 

in your news release. The more interesting you can make the information by 

order of presentation, the better it will read. Notice also how much shorter the 

sentences seem in the revised version. In fact, there is only one more sentence 

than in the original, but because the quote is broken up and the attribution is 

placed in the middle, the sentences seem much shorter. Although it is wise to 

present most of the key information early in the release, only the most important 

elements need appear in the lead. The rest can follow in logical order. 

 A publicist’s lead is likely to differ from one written by a newspaper reporter. 

The following examples, written for a local newspaper, illustrate the difference: 

  Publicist’s Lead 

 Francis Langly, former Director of Research and Development at Rogers Experimen-

tal Plastics Company, will be awarded the prestigious Goodyear Medal on June 6 
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in Indianapolis at a banquet held in his honor. Awarded by the American Chemical 

Society, the Goodyear Medal is the premier award for work in the field of specialty 

elastomers.  

  Reporter’s Lead 

 Francis Langly, 24 Cedar Crest Drive, will receive the Goodyear Medal at the 

annual meeting of the American Chemical Society. The conference is being held in 

Indianapolis on June 6.  

 Although neither of these examples is particularly original—public relations 

releases rarely are—the differences in content and style exist for a reason. Con-

sider these questions:

      Why is the address left out in the publicist’s lead?  

     Why is Langly’s title included in the publicist’s lead?  

     What is the difference between the phrases “will receive” and “will be 

awarded”?  

     What is the significance for the publicist in pointing out that the Goodyear 

Medal is the premier award in the field?    

 Answers to these questions illustrate the differences between hard news and 

publicity and between the publicist’s and the journalist’s objectives.  

  Quotations and Attributions 
 Quotations add interest to your news release. It is always good to obtain usable 

quotations and then to place them at appropriate spots throughout the release. 

It is never a good idea to begin a news release with a quote. Because news 

releases are considered straight news stories, a quote fails to come to the point 

soon enough. As was illustrated above, quotes need not be written as complete 

sentences followed by the attribution; they can be broken up by the attribution. 

You don’t need to follow every quotation by an attribution, especially if it is 

understood that the same person quoted earlier is still being quoted. A good rule 

is to repeat an attribution if more than one paragraph has elapsed since it was 

last given. Of course, if you change the source of the quotation, you will need to 

designate the change by a new attribution. Don’t be afraid to work with the form 

of attribution and don’t use the same form each time. Consider the following: 

  Johnson, a long-time trucker, doesn’t like the strike. “This layoff has really affected 

my family,” he said. The strike has been in effect for 3 months. “We’re down to 

eating beans out of a can,” he said. Johnson has three small children and a $500 a 

month house payment. “I don’t know what I’m going to do about my bills,” he said.  

 Although the form of attribution (“he said”) is correct, its repetition is monoto-

nous. There are a number of ways of attributing a quotation that can add variety 

to releases. For example, you can paraphrase points of the quote, combine quotes, 

or simply use one attribution between two quotes. Look at this revised version: 

  Johnson, a long-time trucker, doesn’t like the 3-month-long strike. “This layoff 

has really affected my family,” he says. “We’re down to eating beans out of a can.” 
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Johnson, who has three small children and a $500 a month house payment, says 

he doesn’t know what he’s going to do about his bills.  

 Notice that the tense of the attribution has also been changed to the present. 

News releases need to sound as timely as possible, which includes using the pres-

ent tense in attributions. If you are dealing with a story that is obviously past, 

then the attribution must reflect this. 

 Most news-writing classes and most journalists adhere to the rule of using 

only the last name in an attribution. News releases, by contrast, must follow the 

conventions set by the originating organization. In most cases, even if you do 

insist on attributing a quotation to “Mr. Jones” or “President Smith,” the news 

editor will delete the honorific. You will have done your job by using the con-

ventions of your employer. In the long run, that is all you are expected to do. 

 The accuracy of quotations is obviously important, but even though reporters 

must be absolutely accurate, public relations writers can have some leeway. An 

illustration will help explain. Suppose you work for Rogers Experimental Plastics 

Company (REPC). You are writing a release on a new product line and are quot-

ing the company president. You have interviewed the president, and she knows 

that you are writing the release. She is also aware of what she said; however, 

because she will probably be reviewing the release before it is sent out, she will 

correct anything that she doesn’t like. As a writer and an employee, you have 

the creative ability and leeway to “invent” a quotation as long as she approves it. 

No employer will fault you for putting well-written words in his or her mouth. 

Suppose in your interview the president had said, 

  “I don’t think anything like this new plastic has ever been seen—at least not 

around this area of the world. It may be the greatest thing since sliced bread and 

who knows how much money we’ll make from it.”  

 You may write in your release, 

  Paula Johnson, president of REPC, is excited about the new product. “We’ve come 

up with a totally new concept in plastic,” she says. “I expect that the market for 

’Plagets’ in the West will be tremendous.”  

 All you’ve done is tidy up the quotation and make it more interesting. Remem-

ber that you may doctor only quotations that will be checked for accuracy and 

approved by the party to whom they are attributed. It is a good rule to make sure 

that anyone you interview receives a copy of the finished release before it is dis-

tributed. There is nothing like a libel suit to sober up a writer! Another legitimate 

way of presenting unclear or clumsy quotations is to paraphrase or use indirect 

attribution. This is fine for news stories written by reporters, but news releases 

can benefit a great deal from well-written quotations. 

 Finally, if you want to help prevent serious editing, or even elimination, of 

your quotations (and your sources’ names), you must learn to protect your 

quote. In other words, learn to use information that is vital to the understanding 

of the story as quotes rather than the fluff quotes often provided by those giving 

you the assignment. For example, consider the following: 

  “This is an exciting day for all of us,” says Delphi CEO Robert Altus.  
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 Any self-respecting editor would edit out this nearly meaningless quote. It’s 

painfully clear that it was included to get the CEO’s name in the release. Instead, 

you could write this: 

  

force available to both companies currently,” says Delphi CEO Robert Altus.  

 Although it may still be clear that this quote provides for mention of the CEO’s 

name, it has a greater chance of staying because it provides important informa-

tion. Used in this way, quotes can be placed strategically, based on the level of 

importance of the information. Fluff quotes, of course, belong at the end of the 

release—if used at all.  

  Local Interest 
 Local media outlets like local stories. For most public relations writers, news 

releases can almost always be oriented to a local audience. The real problem is 

finding just the right local angle—the one that will entice the newspaper into 

running the story. Some basic guidelines will help you in your placement:

      If you are releasing a story with national as well as local interest, try to con-

struct your release so that any local information is interspersed throughout the 

release. This way, it will be difficult to cut out the national information, which 

might not be of interest to a local editor, without harming the local angle.  

     Avoid commercial plugs. Editors recognize advertising instantly and will sim-

ply round-file (trash) your release. Keep your local angle newsworthy.  

     If you are sending only to local media and you reference a local city in your 

release, omit the name of the state.  

     Above all, don’t strain to find a local angle where there is none.    

 Suppose that you are assigned to write a release that has national importance 

and you want to target it for a local paper, the  Seattle Times.  You know from your 

interview with William J. Hoffman, chief systems engineer of Associated Prod-

ucts Corporation of Syracuse, New York, that he went to high school and college 

in Seattle. Based only on this little bit of knowledge, the piece can be localized. In 

addition, you could try to place a version of the release in the  Lincoln High Review  

and another version in the University of Washington  Husky  (the alumni paper). 

Your leads might look like this: 

   For the  Seattle Times 

 William J. Hoffman, Seattle native and chief systems engineer for Associated Prod-

ucts Corporation (APC) of Syracuse, New York, has been credited with developing a 

revolutionary educational software line.  

   For the  Lincoln High Review 

 William J. Hoffman, a Lincoln High School graduate and former president of the 

LHS Electronics Club, has been credited with developing a revolutionary educa-

tional software line.  
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   For the University of Washington  Husky 

 William J. Hoffman, a University of Washington graduate with honors in engineer-

ing, has been credited with developing a revolutionary educational software line.  

 You might think that the Lincoln High School angle is too much of a strain. If 

you do, don’t use it. Every angle, however, is worth at least some consideration. 

You’ll be surprised how your placements can multiply if you ask the right ques-

tions in your interviews and construct the right angles from the answers. 

 Remember, though, that the focus of your release isn’t always the local angle; 

that is only the hook. Don’t slight your real story in favor of the local angle, no 

matter how interesting it is. In the samples above, for instance, Hoffman is the 

angle, but the software is the story. The trick is to lead with the angle, move to 

the story, and keep the two so intertwined that any editor will have difficulty 

separating them.    

  NEWS RELEASE FORMAT 

  Although public relations practitioners often incorporate the conventions of 

their organization into their news releases, a standard news release format exists. 

 Exhibit 6.1  provides a sample news release, with all format elements in place.

      News releases typically are written on plain, white bond paper with no deco-

rative border.  

     Margins are 1 to 1½ inches on all sides.  

     The address of the sender is placed in the upper left-hand corner of the first 

page. This identifying block should include the complete address, name of 

the contact person (usually the person who wrote the release), and tele-

phone numbers. It is especially important to include a night telephone num-

ber as well as a daytime number. Remember, newspapers don’t shut down at 

night, and if an editor wants to use your release but needs further or clarify-

ing information and can’t reach you, the release may get dumped.  

     The release date appears on the right margin, slightly lower than the bottom 

of the address block. This portion provides the editor with exact information 

concerning the appropriate timing for the release. (More will be said later 

about release dates.)  

     The body of the release begins about one-third of the way down the page, 

allowing some white space for comments or notes from the editor. If there 

is to be a title—and titles are entirely optional—it should come between the 

, the title does not 

extend beyond the address block by more than a few characters, which usu-

ally means that it will be stacked (broken into two lines on top of each other). 

The title should be in all caps, single-spaced, with the last line underlined.  

     The body of the news release is double-spaced. Never single-space a news 

release. Paragraphs usually are indented with normal spacing between 
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  Exhib i t  6 .1 

   



News Release Format  93

paragraphs. Some companies prefer no indention and triple-spacing between 

paragraphs, but the standard is indented.  

     If the release runs more than a page, the word  more  is placed in brackets or 

within hyphens at the bottom of the page.  

     Following pages are identified by a slug line (abbreviated title) followed by 

several dashes and the page number at the top of the page, usually either 

flush left or flush right.  

     The end of the release is designated in one of several ways. Use the word  

end  or the number 30 either in quotation marks or within hyphens, or the 

symbol #####.    

    Timing and Dating Releases 
 When do you want your release to be published or broadcast? If you have just 

written a release about an important meeting that will be held tomorrow (Janu-

ary 23) but you don’t want the information that will be presented at that meeting 

to reach the public prior to the meeting, you will have to say so on your release. 

Although it is wise not to send out releases too far in advance of an event, it is 

also wise to be as timely as possible—which means getting your release to the 

media outlet beforehand. 

 Release dates and times can be designated in a number of ways. Regardless 

of which method you choose, the time and date belong just slightly below the 

address block, flush right. The most common designations are as follows:

       Release with no specific time frame.  This type of release is by far the most widely 

used and is usually designated by  For Immediate Release.  Other phrases include 

 For Release on Receipt  or  For Release at Will.  It is unnecessary to add a date to 

this type of release statement.  

      Release with specific date. 

would be  ,  or if you need to be even more 

specific,  .  Other options are  Hold 

for Release, Friday   or  For Release after 10:00 a.m., Friday, 

  This type of release statement could be used, for instance, if you 

want all the media to carry it at one time or if the event is occurring at a 

future date but you want to release the information early.     

  Datelines 
    Datelines    are used to indicate the point of origin of your news release if, for 

some reason, that is important. Datelines are important to foreign correspon-

dents to enable readers to appreciate that a story originated at the location where 

it happened. For public relations practitioners, a dateline may serve the same 

purpose. It alerts the editor that your release concerns an event either reported 

from or happening at a certain geographic location. Datelines should be placed 

immediately preceding the opening of your release proper, on the same line: 
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  Springfield, OH—Rogers Experimental Plastics Company (REPC) has announced 

the development of a versatile new plastic widget that has the potential for use in a 

number of industries from automotives to electronics.  

 If the city is well known, there is no need to include the name of the state (for 

example, New York and Los Angeles). If the name of the city may be popular in 

a number of states, designate the state (as in the example above, to differenti-

ate Springfield, Ohio, from Springfield, Oregon, or Springfield, Kentucky, or any 

number of Springfields). However, if the release is intended for a statewide press 

only, you can get by with just the name of the city. Also, if any confusion might 

arise from use of the city name only, include the state (for example, Moscow, 

Idaho, or Moscow, Russia).  

  Exclusives and Specials 
 If your release is an    exclusive    (intended for only one paper), make sure that 

the editor knows it. Remember that an exclusive can be sent to only one pub-

lication. A    special,    by contrast, is a release written in a certain style, intended 

for a specific publication but being released elsewhere as well (see  Exhibit 6.2 ). 

Both designations should be noted immediately below the release information 

as follows: 

  For Immediate Release Exclusive to the  Daily Planet  

 For Release February 24 or Thereafter Special to the  Daily Planet   

     TYPES OF NEWS RELEASES 

  Don’t imagine that one-size-fits-all when it comes to news releases. Although 

the inverted pyramid approach is usually the best for most releases, there are a 

number of different types that may or may not benefit from that approach. Some 

more subtle. What follows are brief descriptions of some of the most common 

types of news releases, along with a few examples that should give you an idea 

of how different they are.  

   Product Releases 
 Product publicity often has little or nothing to do with advertising. In its strictest 

sense, advertising refers only to the purchasing of time or space in which to run 

a message. Product publicity is not paid for; it is a far more subtle art. You must 

be able to construct informative passages concerning a given product without 

actually pitching the product. This is not an easy task. The minute an editor 

detects a sales pitch, the release gets thrown out. 

 Most product publicity goes through several stages: product introduction (usu-

ally via news releases to trade media), articles in which the product is reviewed 

after testing (written by the trade publications themselves), and user articles 
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  Exhib i t  6 .2 

   



96  Chapter 6 News Releases and Backgrounders

  Exhib i t  6 .3 
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(submitted by the public relations writer focusing on actual users of the new 

product). This section covers only product introduction releases. 

 Product releases serve a multitude of purposes, from providing pure informa-

tion about a single product to publicizing other companies and other products. 

It is common to mention contributing manufacturers in a product release. For 

example, if you develop a basic plastic that is then used by a leading headphone 

manufacturer in its product design, it is usually acceptable to mention that com-

pany’s use of your product. There is always the chance that the headphone man-

ufacturer will reciprocate. In fact, many such joint arrangements are formalized 

when products are publicized. Consider the release in  Exhibit 6.3  about a new 

water cooler. 

 Can you tell whom the publicity is for? From the address block, you learn that 

the company that manufactures the fountain is sending out the release; how-

ever, a second company is also mentioned. The manufacturer of the ice maker 

is given some free publicity. In many cases, this is a good thing to do. Of course, 

you don’t want to give your competition a helping hand, but it never hurts to 

help your friends. Often, it’s difficult to determine the real publicity point in a 

product release. If the release in  Exhibit 6.3  had been written and distributed by 

an agency or by FREON, Inc., then the bottom-line publicity would be for the 

ice maker, through publicity for the fountain. This approach is not uncommon in 

product publicity and is not usually considered unethical. 

 Product news releases are arranged slightly differently from other releases. 

Although they certainly follow the normal inverted pyramid style of decreasing 

order of importance, they are quite obvious in their inductive approach to the 

product definition. In other words, product releases usually proceed from a general 

statement concerning the product (often an announcement that the product is on 

the market) to specific information about the product’s attributes, characteristics, 
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and applications. The end of the release is usually reserved for company back-

ground—full name, relationship to parent or subsidiary companies, and branch 

locations or the location at which the specific product is made. The release in 

 Exhibit 6.4  reflects this pattern of organization. Note that Intel, like many other 

product manufacturers, frequently uses footnotes to explain difficult concepts, 

provide additional information sources, and confirm trademarked names. 

 A number of industries don’t use the inverted pyramid style for news releases. 

These industries typically use a more feature-oriented style, usually owing to 

the media outlets to which they typically send the releases and also because of 

the nature of the industries themselves. For example, the clothing and fashion 

industry has developed a feature-oriented media. So have the food and beverage 

industry and the entertainment industry. News releases produced for these and 

some other industries will usually be constructed more like features. 

 Some interesting hybrids are born of a combination of industries. For example, 

the release in  Exhibit 6.5  is from computer industry giant Intel, but it is targeted 

to a different type of audience than the company usually focuses on. It could be 

seen as a combination of both product and feature release.  Exhibit 6.6  is the first 

page of an Intel release that is even more feature oriented in its lead. 
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   Event Announcements 
 Special events aren’t just the domain of nonprofits (although they are used a lot 

in that area, especially for fund-raising). Pretty much anything your company is 

doing that is public is an opportunity for an    event announcement.    It could be a 

grand opening of a new site, an open house, or a press conference on an impor-

tant topic. The primary goal of an event is the generation of publicity. Because 

of this, it’s important to make the event seem important enough so that media 

outlets want to cover it. This generally means making it important to their con-

stituents (readers, viewers, listeners)—then, it’s automatically important to the 

news media. 

 There are two things that need to happen with event announcements: the 

event itself needs to be publicized to the public, and the media need to be encour-

aged to attend to cover the event itself (see  Exhibit 6.7 ). The public announce-

ment (news release) often takes the form of a bulleted outline, stating clearly the 

who, what, when, where, and why information. That will take care of alerting 

the public. Alerting the media to attend is usually taken care of with a media 

advisory (see below) prior to the event and a press kit about the event itself to be 

handed out to the attending media. 

   Personnel Releases 
 All companies experience personnel changes. These are usually promotions 

(especially if it’s a high-level promotion), or the hiring of new people in impor-

tant positions.    Personnel releases    are a good opportunity to present more 

detailed biographical information on company personnel and on the company 

itself. It’s entirely appropriate to include a photo of the person being featured as 

part of the release. 

 As with any good news release, it’s important to highlight  who  is being fea-

tured,  what  he or she will do for your company,  why  the person’s appointment is 

important, and  what  he or she did previously. And don’t ignore the opportunity 

to multiply your potential placements. People have home towns, professional 

affiliations, and other ties that make their personal successes important to more 

than just the local paper. Get as much mileage as you can from this type of 

release (see  Exhibit 6.8 ). 

   Tips/Hints Releases 
    Tips/hints releases    are easy to write because they typically use an outline for-

mat with plenty of bulleted items. The objective is to position you or your com-

pany as an authority on the subject. As with other types of releases, keep your 

writing focused and organized, and restrict yourself to a two-page maximum. 

Examples might be a wedding planner listing 10 tips for planning the perfect 

wedding; or a carpet manufacturer explaining how to remove spots easily; or the 

local sports outlet listing the top fishing spots in the state. Remember, this may 

seem like a lightweight approach to publicity, but people do love their lists (see 

 Exhibits 6.9  and  6.10 ).    
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  WRITING NEWS RELEASES FOR BROADCAST 

  Radio is meant to be heard, and television is made to be seen and heard. That 

means you have to write for the ear or for the ear and eye. Simplification is the 

key to broadcast writing. Because it is harder to absorb the spoken word than the 

written word, concepts need to be pared down to the bare bones. Sentences must 

be shorter, speech more colloquial, and complex issues distilled to their essence. 

One of the major advantages of using broadcast media is repeatability: Listeners 

may hear or see a message many times in the course of a single day or a single 

week. Even so, you must learn to write as though your audience will hear or see 

your message only one time. 

 Consider the differences between the following leads written for two different 

releases: one meant for print, the other for radio. 
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  Print 

 INDIANAPOLIS, June 6—Francis Langly, former director of Research and Devel-

opment for Associated Products Corporation (APC), today received the American 

Chemical Society’s (ACS) Goodyear Medal—ACS’s most prestigious award—for his 

work in the field of specialty elastomers.  

  Radio 

 At an awards luncheon in Indianapolis today, a Wilmington native received 

. The prestigious Goodyear 

Medal—awarded for work in the field of specialty elastomers—went to Fran-

cis Langly, former director of research and development for Associated Products 

Corporation.  

 Although both releases are approximately the same length, noticeable differ-

ences exist that raise some interesting questions:

      Why doesn’t the broadcast release start with a dateline?  

     Why not use the abbreviations  ACS  and  APC  in the broadcast release?  

     What is the reason for beginning the broadcast release with the location 

rather than the name, as in the print release?    

 Datelines are not needed in broadcast releases because they won’t be read. 

The point of origin usually becomes clear through the narrative. Abbreviations 

are too confusing when heard on the air. It is always advisable to use the entire 

name, unless the abbreviation has become commonplace usage. Finally, begin-

ning with location in broadcast helps set the scene. This approach is peculiar to 

broadcasting and is a carryover from drama, in which a scene is set prior to any 

dialogue. 

 Use the medium to your advantage. If you are using radio, set the scene first, 

then populate it with real people and easy-to-understand facts. Remember, a 

news release for radio or television is just that—news. It is intended for the same 

purpose as a print news release—to be used as news. The closer to acceptable 

news style it is, the better your chances of getting it broadcast. Prepare your 

releases for broadcast media using the same format that you would use for a 

print release.  Exhibit 6.11  illustrates a broadcast release. 

 After reading the release in  Exhibit 6.11 , consider these questions:

      Why is paraphrase used instead of direct quotation in this release?  

     Does the lead establish a sense of place prior to coming to the point?  

     Can you locate all the elements of a lead within the release?  

     Are they where they should be in order of importance?  

     If you were a news announcer, what additional information would you want 

to have before you ran this story?    

 Remember, no matter what the type of news release, it is still information that 

you will lose control over once it is sent out to the media. They are your primary 

audience. You must learn to write for them first. To the extent that you do this, 

your releases will have a greater chance of reaching any other audience.   
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  PITCH LETTERS AND MEDIA ADVISORIES 

   Pitch Letters 
 A    pitch letter    is a brief (usually no longer than a single page) introduction to 

a subject you intend to cover in more detail in press releases, backgrounders, or 

other publicity pieces. It is generally intended for a media audience (reporters, 

editors, news directors, etc.) and not the general public. The idea is to pique the 

media’s interest in your story and get them to ask for more information. Follow-

ing are some guidelines. 

  Getting Started 

       Keep it short and get to the point quickly.  Just like press releases, pitch letters 

need to capture the reader’s attention immediately. If it doesn’t accomplish 

that, you might as well not write one.  

      Know your audience.  Ideally, you should write a different letter for each 

medium you’re trying to reach with your story. A pitch letter to a TV sta-

tion will necessarily contain information on potential, on-camera interviews, 

whereas a pitch letter for a trade publication might only need to indicate 

how to be reached for a phone interview.  

      Know your medium.  Read the publication or watch or listen to the show. 

Become familiar with the types of stories the medium covers and the kind of 

people it interviews.  

      Target precisely.  Send your letter to the right person. Don’t send a lifestyle 

pitch to the business editor. Use your media contact list.  

      Offer a newsworthy topic.  Keep an eye out for what’s happening in the commu-

nity or in the news to see if what you have to offer matches what’s of inter-

est right now.  

     Follow the publicity guidelines for each medium. If the local newspaper 

requires a specific format, use it. If it doesn’t, it probably won’t even look 

at it.  

      Don’t send attachments.  That’s what your follow-up information is for.    

  Format  

Try to limit yourself to three succinct paragraphs. Use a standard business letter 

format with your name and contact information at the top. You may use a title 

(headline), as with a press release, but it’s not always necessary. Use plain, white 

stationary (or letterhead) with 1-inch margins all around. And make sure you 

spell the name of the person you’re sending it to correctly. 

 Just like a lead for a press release, the first paragraph should introduce your 

story and provide the hook that will make it of interest to the media. Use the 

same inverted pyramid style as you would in a release—all the relevant infor-

mation up front. The second paragraph should explain why the medium you’re 
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querying should use your information, either as an interview or as an article 

in its publication. Keep it relevant to the specific medium and to the locale. If 

it’s local, provide a local angle, even if the story is national in scope. If needed, 

reference the larger scope or trend you are playing off of in your local angle. 

Proximity is as important here as in a press release. In addition, make sure you 

emphasize the importance of your information to the medium’s target audience. 

If it’s not relevant to your medium, it just isn’t relevant. 

 The third, or final, paragraph explains how you can be reached and/or how 

the medium can connect with your source. For example, if you’re pitching a 

visiting speaker, let the medium know her availability and how to book her 

for an interview or attend her presentation. Be sure to provide your phone 

number, e-mail address, and any other contact information. Finally, say you’ll 

be contacting the medium personally about this story, and indicate when, 

specifically. 

 Remember that the media are always looking for news. If you can provide it, 

they’ll use it—as long as you make it easy for them. Respect their needs, their 

deadlines, and their power. Publicity runs off the media engine. Without it, we 

might as well be writing for ourselves (See  Exhibits 6.12  and  6.13  for examples 

of pitch letters.) 

    Media Advisories 
 A    media advisory    alerts the news media to upcoming items of interest to their 

constituents. It’s one of the best ways to let them know what’s happening and 

why they should be paying attention. An advisory might alert them to an upcom-

ing special event your company is hosting, a grand opening of a new store, a 

press conference, the availability of a spokesperson for a new product or service, 

or basically anything the public might be interested in knowing about. The goal 

of a media advisory is not to give reporters everything they need to write the 

story, but rather to get them interested enough to mark their calendars. Here are 

some guidelines. 

      Keep it short, typically no more than one page. This will be easy on reporters 

and allow them to parse the most relevant information quickly. An outline 

format is often best.  

     Start with a short summary of your event. It should quickly convey what 

the event is, why you’re holding it, and why the issues covered are relevant 

to your (and the medium’s) constituency, which will, by default, explain 

exactly why it is newsworthy.  

     Follow with all the details of the event: what it is, where it is taking place, 

the day and time it will begin, and who is participating. If you’re using a 

well-known spokesperson, be sure to cite how individual interviews can be 

set up between him or her and the local media.  

     Remember to include a contact name, a telephone number, and an e-mail 

address that reporters can use to ask questions before or after the event.   
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 The basic media advisory uses the traditional five Ws. 

    What:  The event itself or a brief description of what’s going on.  

   Who:  Speakers, celebrities, representatives of the event, and so on.  

   When:  Date and time.  

   Where:  Location of event.  

   Why:  Background information about the event, directions to the event, if 

necessary, and, if you really feel it’s necessary, the company boilerplate. 
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This is especially useful if the tie between the company and the event isn’t 

apparently clear, or you’re just not that well known.  

   Contact Information:  That’s generally you, but can be other people con-

nected with the event as well.   

 It’s usually a good idea to send out a media advisory about a week before 

the event and then redistribute it the day before the event as a reminder. Keep 

media deadlines in mind when planning and make it easy on reporters to attend 

and still have time to do their story. Remember, breaking news may trump your 

event. That’s why it’s important to try to make this a “must attend” occasion (see 

 Exhibit 6.14 ). 

     BACKGROUNDERS 

     Backgrounders    are in-depth information pieces. As the name implies, they 

provide background information for anyone wishing it—reporters, ad copywrit-

ers, speechwriters, and editors. Backgrounders are almost always prepared by 

the public relations staff. A good backgrounder is comprehensive, yet concise. It 

should never be used to espouse company policy or philosophy—that is reserved 

for controlled media, such as ads and editorials. 

 Backgrounders frequently accompany news releases in press kits. They usu-

ally supply enough information to fill in any gaps left by the release. Often, they 

are just insurance against getting called in the middle of the night by a reporter 

who is editing your news release and in need of some background. Other times, 

they are important sales pieces, setting up a historical need for a new product. 

 To make a backgrounder comprehensive, the public relations writer must 

research as many sources as possible, including old articles, brochures, reports, 

news releases, and materials published outside the organization. Backgrounders 

can also benefit from personal interviews. As with news releases, backgrounders 

are more readable if they contain firsthand information. 

 A backgrounder should begin with a statement of the issue being addressed. 

Because it is not a news story or news release, it need not be presented as a lead 

nor need it follow the inverted pyramid style. Most backgrounders, however, do 

follow a basic pattern:

     1.  Open with a concise statement of the issue or subject on which the accom-

panying news release is based. Try to make it as interesting as possible. This 

opening statement should lead logically into the next section.  

    2.  Follow the opening with a historical overview of the issue. You should trace 

its evolution—how it came to be—and the major events leading up to it. It is 

permissible here to use outside information. For instance, if you were writing 

a backgrounder on a new surgical technique, you would want to trace briefly 

the history of the technique’s development and tie this in with information 

on techniques that had been used in the past. It is advisable to name your 

sources in the body of the text when appropriate. Readers of backgrounders 

want to know where you got your information.  
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    3.  Work your way to the present. This is the meat of your backgrounder. You 

want to explain the issue you opened with and its significance. Be factual. 

Remember, a backgrounder is an information piece, not an advertisement or 

the place to sell your company’s philosophy.  

    4.  Present the implications of the issue being discussed and point the direction 

for future applications. Even though a backgrounder is a public relations 

piece, it needs to be carefully couched in fact-based information.  

    5.  Use subheads where appropriate. Subheads negate the need for elaborate 

transitions and allow you to order your information logically. Subheads need 

to be carefully chosen and should contribute to understanding.  

    6.  Most backgrounders are four or five pages in length. Let your information 

dictate your length; however, don’t become long winded or pad your docu-

ment. Editors will recognize fluff immediately. The object of a backgrounder is 

to provide information and answer anticipated questions, nothing more.    

 The backgrounder in  Exhibit 6.15  was used as an accompanying piece to a 

news release touting the advantages of fire-resistant latex foam for use in uphol-

stered furniture and mattresses. After you have read it, consider the following 

questions:

      How does it follow the recommendations for writing a backgrounder?  

     How does it differ?  

     Does it trace the history of the issue adequately?  

     Does it bring the reader up to the present and cover the current status of the 

issue?    

 Can you tell from reading this backgrounder that it was meant to sell a prod-

uct? Probably not, unless you knew in advance that it was part of a product-

related press kit. The object of a backgrounder is to provide background, not to 

sell anything. In this particular backgrounder, information is provided concern-

ing fire safety and the need for purchasers of upholstered furniture to be aware 

of the dangers of fire. 

 The next step is to present readers with a suggested action. This can and often 

does come in the accompanying product news release. Thus, the trick to writing 

backgrounders is to make them relate to your subject without actually pushing 

your product, philosophy, or service. 

    FACT SHEETS 

     Fact sheets    contain just that—facts—and nothing more. If you have several 

figures, a few charts that help explain your topic more easily, or a number of 

itemized points that you want to make, then a fact sheet is the form to use. A fact 

sheet is usually only one page, sometimes printed on both sides. It should elabo-

rate on already presented information, such as a news release, and not merely 

repeat what has already been said. 
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 For example, if you have written a news release about the relocation of a facil-

ity to a new site, the news release undoubtedly discloses the newsworthiness of 

the event with particulars on when the move is to take place, for what reasons, 

and the like. A fact sheet, however, can elaborate in interesting ways. For exam-

ple, you might want to itemize costs, break out major donations made toward 

the move, or elaborate on size of facility with square-foot comparisons. 

 Take a look at  Exhibits 6.16  and  6.17 . These fact sheets are slightly different, 

but each contributes to forming a more complete story. The first fills in the num-

bers on a museum move, and the second supports a product press kit for a line 

of vitamins.    
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   KEY TERMS 

   news release  

  publicity release  

  product release  

  financial release  

  publicity  

  angle  

  inverted pyramid 

 style  

  lead  

  summary lead  

  delayed lead  

  attribution  

  dateline  

  exclusive  

  special  

  event announcement  

  personnel release  

  tips/hints release  

  pitch letter  

  media advisory  

  backgrounder  

  fact sheet     
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  Design is central to the success of any communication. In fact, most designers 

would go so far as to suggest that design is just as important an element of a pub-

lication as writing. Don’t get me wrong: If your writing stinks, graphic cartwheels 

and high-design acrobatics won’t cover up the smell. But the point must be made 

that good design attracts and holds readership, whereas bad design repels and 

discourages it. If you don’t get them in the tent, they won’t see the show. 

 Like it or not, we read externally first and internally second. That is, we judge 

publications not only by their covers but also by their overall visual appearance. 

Design provides an outward structure upon which we further communicate our 

messages, sell our soap, project our images, inform our publics, and otherwise 

hang our corporate hats. Although most companies pay plenty of attention to 

the design of their ads, packaging, logos, and other images, they often lose sight 

of the importance of design when it comes to their publications. 

 But make no mistake, whether the publication is internal (a newsletter, ben-

efits folder, or employee recruitment kit) or external (a brochure, annual report, 

or company magazine), its design requires careful planning. Without structure, 

visual thought, and order, a publication will not get the attention it deserves. No 

matter how well written and carefully edited your message may be, readers will 

pass over poorly designed print materials. It’s as simple as that. 

 For these reasons, then, I want to spend some time talking about design. First, 

as a public relations writer, you must understand and be able to use basic design 

principles. Second, you need to develop a design vocabulary so that you can 

communicate clearly with designers, printers, and other publication profession-

als. Third, you must know how the eye moves through a page (so that you can 

direct and redirect visual traffic) as well as understand how to attract and hold 

readers. Finally, you need to comprehend the “parts of sight” as clearly as you 

know the parts of speech. 

  DESIGN: WHAT IT IS AND WHY IT MIGHT 
BE GREEK TO YOU  

 Before venturing further, I need to define what I mean by design. Essentially, 

 design  is the act of bringing order to whatever surrounds us. It is planning and 

organizing physical materials and shaping and reshaping our environment to 

accommodate specific needs. There’s nothing particularly mysterious about 

design, but many of us are intimidated by it. 

 For one thing, few of us have had much visual education. That fact is especially 

ironic when you consider how much our learning and survival depend on sight. 

Think about it: With few exceptions, our verbal literacy is learned, broadened, and 

specialized through vision—that is, through reading and writing skills. We study 

letters, words, spelling, vocabulary, grammar, syntax, style, writing, and literature. 

Grammar is apt to be central to our language studies from third grade through our 

first year of college. Writing begins before we start our formal education and con-

tinues throughout. Visual studies, however, tend to end somewhere between the 

second and third grades when crayons are either thrown or taken away. 
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 Another reason why we underestimate the impact of design is the effortless 

nature of sight itself. Our eyes are designed to receive and process lines, shapes, 

textures, colors, intricate spatial relationships, and other complex visual informa-

tion almost instantly. As long as we keep our eyes open, we don’t run red lights, 

fall down stairs, open the wrong end of a soda can, or trample people. That sight 

works so easily is both good and bad: Good in that our visual sense operates 

automatically, is well greased, and complete beyond our wildest dreams. Bad in 

that we take it for granted and often assume that to have sight is to have visual 

literacy. Of course, this is no more the case than to assume that to be able to 

speak a language is the same as to read and write that language. 

 It should come as no surprise, then, that design seems foreign to most of 

us. It enjoys its own vocabulary, grammar, syntax, composition, and meaning. 

Additionally, it possesses a unique literature, history, and heritage—one that, 

in fact, precedes written language. But, happily, acquiring this new visual lan-

guage is considerably less painful than the average root canal procedure. Let’s 

get started.   

  DESIGNING PUBLIC RELATIONS MATERIALS  

 Do different print formats require different design approaches, principles, and 

strategies? Or, more simply stated, do you design differently for different for-

mats? Well, yes and no. Or, as Winnie the Pooh might say, it all depends. 

 A set of design principles applies to whatever we create, regardless of for-

mat, medium, intent, or audience. In each instance, we plot a visual course that 

becomes the blueprint for our publication’s architecture. And although publica-

tion formats vary, just as buildings differ, they possess similar structural prin-

ciples—just as skyscrapers, shopping malls, museums, and homes have some 

characteristics in common. Publications, like buildings, use a structural plan that 

mixes serious pragmatic and aesthetic concerns while providing a sound frame-

work and foundation. 

 But every publication deserves a good design that takes into account its for-

mat, medium, intent, and audience (see  Exhibit 7.1 ). 

       Format.  The exaggerated vertical format of a brochure presents a set of 

spatial concerns much different from those of a poster. The brochure’s long, 

relatively small and narrow area is arranged in a series of panels—of equal 

or unequal size—that can be folded two, three, or more times vertically or 

horizontally. These properties make the brochure’s continuity and sequence 

especially important. A poster, by contrast, presents a single face to its reader 

and is therefore designed much more like a print ad with a point of empha-

sis for entry and a series of guides leading the reader through the integrated 

communication.  

      Medium.  The medium also brings its own eccentricities and needs to the 

design. Although an annual report may bear a strong resemblance to a 

magazine—and the best ones seem to—special care is required to design 

a report that communicates with its many audiences while conforming to 
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exacting Securities and Exchange Commission requirements that prescribe 

everything from logistics to point size. Designing a poster that will be read 

from across a room by a moving audience—or that may itself be moving—

presents a different challenge.  

      Intent.  Intent also figures squarely into the design formula. Let’s assume 

that a company has had a financially disastrous year. Although it can easily 

afford a full-blown, four-color report with portraits of smiling CEOs in three-

piece suits, perceptive company planners might decide that a more austere 

approach is warranted. Or, perhaps due to a corporate takeover or a major 

image overhaul, a company decides to completely reposition itself and court 

a changed or new audience. To do so, it redesigns everything from its news-

of what you publish.  

      Audience.  All publications should be designed with their audience in mind. 

Too often we forget the audience by neglecting to notice that it has changed 

dramatically or is in the process of a major change. Or, we’re so insulated 

that we don’t measure what we publish by the most important touchstone—

our consumers. There’s nothing like a sudden decline in readership for the 

company newsletter to alert an editor to potential problems.   

    PRINCIPLES OF DESIGN  

 Most of us don’t pay much attention to a design when everything is correctly 

ordered. In fact, the average person seldom sees design in anything at all. We 

read newspapers daily without noticing the skeletal framework that orders the 

headlines, photography, graphics, text, and other style elements of a page. Simi-

larly, we raise our wineglasses to toast without realizing that stems are designed 

to keep our hands from warming the wine. The best design is like that: It exists 

but doesn’t call attention to itself. As a friend once remarked, “A good designer 

doesn’t design for design's sake. The best design serves its purpose, period—

without calling attention to itself.” 

 Although a number of basic    design principles    exist, most public relations 

writers can get by well enough if they understand only an indispensable few. 

These principles are balance, proportion, sequence and emphasis, and unity. 

Other design choices facing the public relations writer involve grids, alignment, 

and type and typefaces. I’ll discuss these issues, too.  

   Balance 
 Most of us intuitively understand balance—at least to the extent that we notice 

immediately if something is out of balance. As children, we seemed to just know 

that if the person on the other end of the teeter-totter was bigger than us, we had 

to sit closer to the end to counterbalance his or her weight. In a way, we might 

say that balance is natural to human beings. We seek it in our lives, our budgets, 

and in the way we view the world. The very fact that we walk upright (at least 
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most of the time) suggests that we understand balance somewhere deep in our 

genetic programming. 

 In its simplest form,  balance  as it relates to design means that what is put on one 

side of a page should “weigh” as much as what is on the other side. All the ele-

ments you place on the page have weight, even the white space you leave by not 

placing elements. Size, color, and degree of darkness all play a part in balance. 

 There are two ways to achieve balance (see  Exhibit 7.2 ). The easiest is the  sym-

metric approach.  To balance symmetrically means to place exactly the same amount 

of weight in exactly the same positions on either side of the page (or spread). 

Symmetrically balanced pages tend to appear more formal and can be used to 

impart a nonverbal conservatism to your layout. The  asymmetric approach  is gener-

ally more interesting. The technique involves shifting weight on one side of a page 

or spread to balance the opposite side (much like in the teeter-totter example). 

For example, if a two-page spread has a big photo near the gutter (center line of 

a two-page spread) on one side of the layout, you can achieve balance by placing 

a smaller picture closer to the outside edge of the opposite page. Remember, this 

arrangement works with all elements of varying weight, including white space. 

 When you increase the number of elements on a page or spread, you increase 

the difficulty of working with symmetric balance. It is difficult, for instance, to 

ensure that all your photos will be the same size, all your illustrations roughly 

the same shape, or all your headlines the same length (especially if you want to 

emphasize a story over others on the page). In fact, you are almost forced into 

asymmetry on most layouts unless you plan carefully for the opposite effect. 

 For the beginner, you can check whether your layout is balanced in a number 

of ways, all based on looking at it from an altered perspective: For example, you 

can squint at your layout. The blurring attained through narrowing your eyes 

tends to block out the light areas and bring the darker areas of your layout to 

the forefront. Or you can turn your layout upside down or look at it in a mirror. 

Both of these methods provide you with an opposite view and thus a new look at 

your layout. Balance, or lack of it, will jump out at you almost immediately.  

  Proportion 
 We tend to think of proportion in terms of comparison. For instance, a picture 

on a page is bigger or smaller than another picture on the page, or it is the largest 

element on the page in comparison to the other elements. Thus,  proportion  is a 

measure of relationship in size. It helps show one object’s relationship to other 

objects in your layout. For example, articles and their accompanying pictures, 

cutlines, and pull quotes typically will form a proportional whole in relationship 

to the rest of the page. Or the space that separates articles from one another may 

be greater than that which separates the elements within an article. We use pro-

portion to tell us what belongs with what on a page. 

 Our sense of proportion has, or should have, a parallel in nature. Pythago-

ras, the Greek mathematician and philosopher, noticed this over 2,000 years 

ago when he suggested that the most pleasing proportion is based on a roughly 
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2:3 ratio. In Pythagorean terms, the lesser dimension in a plane figure is to the 

greater as the greater is to the sum of both. Using the 2:3 ratio, 2 is to 3 what 3 

is to 5. Get it? 

 Fortunately, there is a simpler method of explaining the concept. Think of a 

page of typing paper. It is 8½  ⫻  11 inches—roughly, a 2:3 ratio. In other words, 

it has an asymmetric proportion rather than a 1:1 symmetric proportion. For 

designers, this means avoiding dividing a page into halves, or any increment of a 

1:1 ratio, such as 4:2 or 6:3. Not that this rule has to be followed religiously, but 

it does add visual interest to your layout. A layout based on halving the page is 

more formal, more constrained. 

 A more practical—and easier—method of working with a page layout is 

the    rule of ground thirds.    This method requires that you divide a page into 

thirds and that you balance the page using a two-thirds to one-third ratio (see 

 Exhibit 7.3 ). You’ve probably already noticed that two-thirds is roughly equiva-

lent to three-fifths, the Greek’s favorite aspect ratio. This two-thirds to one-third 

ratio is commonly used in newsletter layout, but it is most often apparent in 

print advertisements in which a large graphic image takes up two-thirds of the 

page while the copy takes up the other third. 

 Don’t get the idea that you have to group two-thirds of your elements into 

two-thirds of every page. This ratio can be achieved in a number of ways. For 

instance, you can have a page two-thirds full and one-third empty. Or you can 

have a page that is two-thirds empty and one-third full (although your boss 

might think this a little wasteful).  

  Sequence and Emphasis 
 When we look at a page, we tend to move from big elements to smaller elements, 

dark areas to lighter areas, colored elements to black-and-white elements, bright 

colors to muted colors, and unusual shapes to usual shapes. A proper  sequence,  

or order, of the elements on your layout will literally lead your readers through 

your page (see  Exhibit 7.4 ). 

  Emphasis  has to do with focusing your readers’ attention on a single element 

on a page (see  Exhibit 7.5 ). This is what you want them to see first and is usually 

where you want them to start interpreting your page. We emphasize elements by 

assigning them more optical weight than other items on the page. These empha-

sized elements are larger, darker, more colorful, oddly shaped. They draw the 

readers’ attention first among all the other items on the page. 

 A number of simple techniques exist that, if used properly, will show your 

readers exactly where to look first and where to go from there. Although these 

guidelines are meant specifically for newsletter layout, they can be adapted to 

many other types of layout as well:

       All elements.  Elements placed high on the page will gain emphasis; elements 

placed at or near the bottom will have less emphasis. Placement near or at 

the center of the page will also gain emphasis, especially if used in conjunc-

tion with another form of emphasis such as color or size. The left side of a 

page or the left page of a two-page spread has priority over the right. The 
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  Exhib i t  7 .3 
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  Exhib i t  7 .4 

 

outside margins of a two-page spread (the left margin of the left page and the 

right margin of the right page) are focal points as well.  

      Headlines.  For heavier emphasis, place headlines at the top or near the center 

of the page. The eye naturally falls in these areas. Additional emphasis can 

be gained by using a larger point size or stretching the headline over more 

point size, more than one-column heads in a smaller point size, one-column 

heads in a larger point size, and more than one-column heads in a larger 

point size. 
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  Exhib i t  7 .5 

  

  

 

  

    Depending on the number of columns that you are working with and the 

range of point sizes that you choose, the degrees of emphasis are many. Keep 

in mind, however, that you should vary headline size by no more than a few 

basic increments. For example, if minor heads are set at 18 points, major 

heads should not be larger than 24 or 30 points. This closeness in point size 

adds to the unity of your design. The rare exception might be the major 

headline on the front page of your newsletter. You might go all the way to 

36 points, but be sure that your headline doesn’t then conflict with and 

lessen the impact of your banner or nameplate.  
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      Articles.  Place lead articles at or near the top of the page. Also place continued 

articles at or near the top. Because continuation lines (for example, “continued 

from page 1”) are usually small, you can still emphasize another article on the 

same page as a jumped article by working with the headline. By using boxes 

and tint blocks (see  Exhibit 7.6 ), you can emphasize an article by setting it off 

 

and placing an emphasized article in either portion by itself will get it attention.  

      Graphics.  Larger photographs and other graphic devices impart greater 

emphasis, no matter where they are placed. Smaller elements placed at the 

top or bottom of the page can also gain emphasis. A small photo, for exam-

ple, placed at or near the bottom of a page might help balance a large head-

line placed at the top of the page. 
    Again, graphic elements should follow the general restrictions of your grid 

(the number of columns that you are using; see discussion below). Thus, a 

three-column grid will allow photos of one, two, or three columns in width. 

Remember, too, that the darker the graphic element, the more emphasis it 

will have. This applies to boxed articles and tint blocks as well.  

      White space.  White space is not usually thought of as an element of emphasis. 

Rather, it is usually an element of contrast — that is, it is used to emphasize 

something else, not to draw attention to itself. The one rule to remember 

when using white space is, Don’t surround it with other elements. White 

space should be pushed to the outside of your pages, not the inside. On a 

two-page spread, the only white space between the two pages should be the 

gutter. Wide side margins, heavy    drops    (the amount of white space at the 

top of a page), or uneven bottoms all add contrast. The creative use of white 

space will add an air of affluence to your publication, making it look more 

sophisticated. Too much white space, by contrast, will make a newsletter 

look like its editor ran out of stories. Remember, white space is weighted just 

like any other design element. Using it effectively requires a lot of practice.    

   Unity 
    Unity    is one way of providing readers with a whole by drawing relationships 

among its various parts. This means that body type and headline type should be 

compatible. Photos should be either all black and white or all color. The layout 

should be all formal or all informal. In other words, unity is the creation of a rec-

ognizable pattern (see  Exhibit 7.7 ). 

 Perhaps the best way to gain unity of design has more to do with an overall 

look, a unifying design. Following are some basic guidelines for gaining unity in 

your publication:

      Stick with one or two typefaces (described in detail below). You can gain a 

lot of variety by simply changing size and weight and working with the vari-

ous forms that any one particular typeface offers. For example, some faces 

come in light, text, regular, bold, black, and ultra, not to mention the italic 

.  
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  Exhib i t  7 .6 
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  Exhib i t  7 .7 

 

    

 

   

     Use justified type for a formal look, unjustified type for an informal air (see 

discussion of alignment below). To increase the formality of unjustified type, 

just increase the hyphenation. This will make your lines less ragged on the 

right and, thus, more formal.  

     Use rules (lines), tint blocks, and boxes for more formality; eliminate them 

for informality.  

     Use top and bottom    anchors    (lines or strips of color) for more formal 

layouts.  
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     Make sure that all illustrations are of the same type. If you are using car-

toons, stick with cartoons throughout. If you’re using pen-and-ink illustra-

tions, stick with those. Too much variation in artwork will lend an air of 

confusion to your publication.  

     Increase white space for a more informal look. The same goes for the use of 

larger graphics, especially those that are unboxed.     

  Grids 
 As already noted, a    grid    is another term for the columns used in a layout (see 

 Exhibit 7.8 ). Although the use of grids is most common to newsletter, annual 

report, and magazine layout, they also can be valuable for complex brochures 

and flyers as well as ad layouts. 

 For publications such as newsletters, the most common formats are three- 

and four-column layouts. Both formats are quite flexible. Three-column layouts 

are more appropriate for smaller formats and four-column layouts for larger. 

Remember, the more columns you have, the narrower they will have to be and 

the smaller your type needs to be to accommodate the column width. 

 If you’re just beginning, try a basic three-column grid for all your pages. The 

ible sizes. The basic rule of laying out a newsletter is to use the columns as your 

grid and lay out all your elements (in our three-column grid) in one-, two-, and 

three-column widths.  

  Alignment 
  Alignment  refers to the way your copy is arranged in relation to column mar-

gins (see  Exhibit 7.9 ). The two most typical alignments are    (sometimes 

called  ragged right ) and  justified.  Flush left, ragged right copy is getting to be 

common for newsletters, some in-house magazines, and other types of publi-

cations. It imparts a less formal look, involves less hyphenation, and takes up 

more space. 

 

However, when using justified copy, keep in mind that the width of your col-

umns severely affects word spread. The narrower your columns, the more your 

words will separate from one another to maintain justification. Computers allow 

for minute adjustments to word and letter spacing to help correct this spread, 

but the best way to avoid it is to keep your columns at the average or maximum 

width for your type size. 

  Other alignment possibilities exist,  such as    and  centered.  Flush right 

copy should be avoided because it is difficult to read. However,  it is sometimes 

useful for very brief text blocks such as pull quotes that appear in outside left 

margins. Centered body text should always be avoided. Centered headlines are 

not in fashion these days,  although centered pull quotes are still found quite 

a bit. 



Principles of Design  141

  Exhib i t  7 .8 
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 The best idea is to pick either flush left or justified for your body copy and not 

to deviate. Stick with flush left for headlines. Use either flush left or justified for 

pull quotes and captions.  

  Type and Typefaces 
       is the generic term for the lettering used in printing, whereas    typeface    

refers to the nearly limitless alphabets and ornaments available as type.    Font    is 

the classification within a given typeface, such as bold or italics. The array of type 

and typefaces that you can choose from is truly bewildering. But if you learn a 

few basics now, that array can be narrowed down to just a few choices for you 

and your public relations material. 

 The first thing to know is how to classify type. Let’s start with the most gen-

eral and useful classification for publication purposes. First, type is measured in 
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 points 

Imagine trying to designate 11-point type in inches, and you know why print-

ers have traditionally used a different scale. Small type, up to 14 points, is called 

   body type.     display type    (normally 

, there 

at a complete alphabet in all the sizes and weights that you are going to be using 

and check out the differences for yourself. Look for straight or curved serifs, for 

example, or whether the loops close or are left open on certain letters. Most of 

these distinctions boil down to a matter of taste. Only you know which is best 

for your job. 

 , fairly broad categories: black-

letter, script, serif, sans serif, and italics. We’ll look at just the last three (see 

 Exhibit 7.10 ):

       Serif.  Most       are distinguished by a variation in thick and thin 

strokes, and by  serifs— the lines that cross the end strokes of the letters. Serif 

type can be further broken down into Roman and slab or square serif faces. 

serif faces have relatively uniform strokes and serifs. Serif faces are usually 

 

      Sans serif.     Sans serif typefaces    are without serifs ( sans,  from the French, 

meaning “without”). They are usually, but not always, distinguished by 

uniformity of strokes. They typically impart a more modern look to a pub-

unwise because the uniformity of the strokes tends to darken your page and 

makes for difficult reading. There are some exceptions. Optima, for example, 

has some variation in stroke and reads fairly well in smaller sizes. Addition-

ally, Stone Sans, a new face designed by Sumner Stone of Adobe Systems, 

makes excellent use of thin and thick strokes.  

      Italics.  Some typographers don’

because most typefaces today come with an italic version. However, true 

Roman italic versions of many typefaces are completely different from their 

upright versions. Since the advent of desktop publishing, editors have had 

typically slants only the existing face; it does not always create a true italic 

version of that typeface. Only by selecting a typeface that has been designed 

specifically as an italic do we get true italics. Because they are slanted, italics 

tend to impart an informality and speed to your message. However, because 

of the slant, they are more difficult to read and should be used for accent 

only.    

 As a point of interest, italics refers only to a version of a serif face. A slanted 

version of a sans serif typeface is called  oblique.  Like italics, true obliques are 

designed as separate fonts (a complete alphabet, number series, and set of punc-

tuation points and miscellaneous marks) and are not simply the original face at 

a slant. 



144  Chapter 7 Design, Printing, and Desktop Publishing

  Exhib i t  7 .10 

  

 If you are typesetting or desktop publishing your publication, then you will 

have to select typefaces. Following are some of the most common questions 

regarding that selection:

       May I use just one typeface?  Yes. The safest route to take is to stick with one 

typeface. Using a single face lends your written material unity and consis-

tency. Pick one that comes in as many variations as possible—style, weight, 

size, and width. 
    Most typefaces come in regular and/or light versions. These are sometimes 

called  book  or  text.  They also come in  upright  (Roman) and italics (or oblique, 

if the typeface is sans serif). In addition, they may have  demibold  and  bold  
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versions in both upright and italics or oblique (these versions may be called 

   or  black;  or heavy and black versions may be in addition to bold). And 

the demibold and bold versions may come as  extended  or  condensed  (referring 

to the width of the letters). 

    The greater the variety available, the more flexibility you will have in 

a single typeface. For example, you could use the regular version for body 

type, the bold version for headlines, and the regular italic version for cap-

tions, pull quotes, and subheads (in different point sizes).  

      May I use more than one typeface? 

library of 400 or more faces, try to limit yourself to no more than two dif-

ferent typefaces in a publication and make sure that they don’t conflict with 

each other. This is the most difficult part of using more than one face. Here 

are a few guidelines to remember:

      

faces will probably conflict with one another.  

     

regular or demibold headline type. You don’t want your headline weight 

to overpower your text weight.  

     Above all, don’

set, complete with body copy and headlines, to see for yourself whether 

your two faces are going to harmonize.     

      Where do I go to select type?  If you are working on a computer, you probably 

have 20 or so typefaces that come with either your system software or your 

layout software or both. In addition, you can easily add anywhere up to 500 

choices, depending on the sophistication of your desktop publishing system. 

s easier and saves a lot of frustration in the 

long run. If all you have is T

and Helvetica, use Times for the body copy and Helvetica for the headlines. 

If you have access to a larger type library on your computer, explore your 

options by experimenting with several combinations, printing out a page 

with each one.    

 Don’t forget to try several different point sizes for body copy also. Readability 

can vary a great deal between 12-point Times and 12-point Palatino, as well as 

between 12-point Palatino and 10-point Palatino, for example. 

 Be aware that your type will also look different when printed on different 

printers. Decide which printer that you’re going to use to print your final camera-

thin serifs may not print as well on a laser printer as on an imagesetter. Bold or 

heavy faces (especially if condensed) will tend to clog and fill on laser printers 

but will print cleanly on an imagesetter. If you don’t have access to different 

typefaces on your computer, ask your printer for samples of type set in copy 

blocks and as display type. Most printers can provide you with more than just a 

type chart.    
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  WORKING WITH PROFESSIONAL PRINTERS  

 The relationship between the writer-designer and professional printer should 

be a symbiotic one; however, both of you will probably have to work at it for 

a while until you get comfortable with the relationship. The trick to working 

successfully with printers is to know what you are talking about—there’s no 

substitute for knowledge. You have to know a bit about the printing process 

to get along with your printer. Every writer can tell you horror stories about 

printers who, after seemingly understanding exactly what you want, proceed to 

print exactly what they want. This is not to say that it is hard to get along with 

printers. It simply means that you have to know what you want and be able to 

explain it in printer’s terms. I recommend that you try out several printers and 

work with those who not only give you the best deal but also are willing to give 

you guidance. This is not an easy process, but it does pay off in a lower frustra-

tion factor in the long run. 

 It used to be that printers took over as soon as you handed them your copy. 

These days, however, it’s just as likely that you’ve not only written the copy but 

also designed the piece and laid it out before you ever talk with a printer. You no 

longer have to go through a typesetter, for instance. However, most printers can 

still desktop publish your piece for you if you don’t know how. And although 

you can often even download your work directly to a printer’s file server, it is still 

wise to speak with them in person first in order to avoid the almost inevitable 

hardware and software incompatibilities. 

 

If not, can you legally supply them or do you have to “print” your publication 

to a PostScript file, thus embedding all the fonts in the publication itself? Do you 

even know how to print to a PostScript file? Do you know what a PostScript file 

is? You’re probably beginning to get the picture. No matter how sophisticated we 

may get, for the foreseeable future we will still be relying on printers for much of 

what we need in the way of finished product. 

 In addition, printers can be an invaluable aid in selecting printing methods, 

papers, inks, bindings, and so on. Even the seemingly simple process of picking 

a paper can be mind numbing. Literally thousands of papers are available for 

printing, and you can size, fold, and otherwise decorate your printed product in 

an unlimited number of ways. Just remember, you can get what you want if you 

know how to ask for it.  

   Printing Processes 
 Many writers simply entrust the choice of printing method to the printer. 

Although a number of printing processes are available to you, the two that you 

will likely have the most contact with are offset lithography and quick printing 

or quick copying. Most collateral pieces and many newsletters are simply offset 

printed, which is one of the fastest and cheapest methods to get good-quality 

printing today. Quick-print and quick-copy methods will usually result in a loss 

of quality. Other, more detailed printing jobs, such as embossing or special paper 
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shapes, may require specialty printing. Be advised that specialty printing is costly. 

Make sure that you are willing to bear the extra cost before you decide on that 

gold-foil stamp on the cover of your new brochure. 

  Offset Lithography  

The most common printing process used today is offset lithography. The pro-

cess is based on the principle that oil and water don’t mix. During the print-

ing process, both water and ink are applied to the printing plate as it revolves. 

The nonprinting area of the plate accepts water but not ink, while the image, 

or printing, area accepts ink but not water. It is named offset printing because 

the plate isn’t a reverse image as in most printing processes (see  Exhibit 7.11 ). 

  Exhib i t  7 .11 
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Instead, the plate transfers its right-reading image to an offset cylinder made of 

rubber (which reverses the image), and from there to the paper. Because the 

plate never comes in contact with the paper, it can be saved and used again and 

again, saving cost on projects that have to be reprinted periodically—unless, of 

course, you make changes. 

 Most public relations documents are printed using offset lithography. It is rela-

tively inexpensive, compared to other processes, and it results in a high-quality 

image. Although small press runs of 1,000 or less can be made using offset lithog-

raphy, it is especially cost effective for larger runs because presses are capable of 

cranking out hundreds of copies a minute.  

  Quick Print and Quick Copy  

The quick-print and quick-copy processes involve two methods of reproduction. 

 Quick print  involves a small cylinder press using paper-printing plates. The plates 

are created using a photoelectrostatic process that results in a raised image cre-

ated with toner (much like the toner used in photocopy machines). This raised 

image takes the ink and is imprinted directly onto the paper. 

  Quick copy  used to mean exclusively xerography; however, many of the newer 

quick-copy setups, such as Xerox’s Docu-Tech, don’t use this now familiar 

process at all. Instead, these machines (literally computers) use laser technology 

to print. 

 The result is a rapid-print method that is not limited to black and white, like 

xerography, but can present a wide range of grays. This is a great boon to news-

letter editors who use a lot of photographs, for example. Anyone who has ever 

photocopied a photograph knows how bad the quality can be. The larger-model 

photocopiers used in this process can rapidly produce multiple copies in sizes up 

to 11  ⫻  17 inches. 

 Neither of these processes is useful for two-color work, but both are inexpen-

sive and fast. If you are going to use quick copy, reserve it for rush projects or 

those that won’t suffer from single-color xerography. Also, there can be major 

differences between photocopiers and even between copies run on the same 

machine. A copier that ran your last job beautifully may not repeat the same 

quality the next time if the toner hasn’t been changed recently. Don’t be afraid 

to ask for a test print of your most difficult page to make sure that the blacks are 

really black and no fade-out occurs on any part of the page.   

  Paper Choice 
 Paper choice is one of the most important aspects of producing effective pub-

lic relations documents, particularly a collateral piece such as a brochure. Your 

choice of paper may determine whether your brochure is picked up and read, 

whether it lasts more than 1 or 2 days before it falls apart, or whether it even 

works well with your chosen type style, graphics, and ink color. 

 When choosing a paper, you need to consider three major criteria. First, does 

the paper suit the use to which it will be put? In other words, does it have the 
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right look, feel, color, durability, and so on? Second, how much does it cost? 

Third, are you using a laser printer? 

  Suitability  

In judging the suitability of your paper choice to your job, you must first deter-

mine the nature of your information. Some pieces, such as flyers or announce-

ments, are printed on relatively cheap and lightweight stock and are meant to be 

thrown away soon after reading. Others need to be more permanent. A brochure 

outlining company benefits to employees, for example, probably will be kept and 

used over and over again. It will need to be on a heavier and more durable stock. 

A company magazine printed in four colors will need a durable paper that will 

take constant opening, closing, and general handling without tearing because 

the publication will probably be passed on to other readers. 

 Aside from durability, three other factors need to be considered in judging the 

suitability of your paper: weight, texture, and color. 

       Weight.  Papers come in various weights. Weight is determined by taking 500 

sheets of the paper and weighing it. Although a heavier weight usually indi-

cates a thicker stock, it doesn’t have to. One 25-pound bond paper may be 

thicker than another. Likewise, one 60-pound book paper may be lighter and 

less durable than another. The best way to judge weight versus thickness is to 

handle the paper for each type of stock personally. Most printers have hun-

dreds of samples of paper stock and can help you select the weight and thick-

ness that you want for your job. As a general rule, stick with text weights for 

newsletters and magazines and heavier, or cover, stocks for magazine covers 

and brochures.  

      Texture.  Texture is also an important consideration when choosing a paper. 

Heavily textured paper may impart a feeling of quality or a feeling of rough-

ness, depending on the paper stock and the method of manufacture. Basi-

cally, papers break down into two broad categories for texture: matte finish 

and coated stock.  Matte finish paper  ranges from a paper with a rather smooth 

but nonglossy surface to heavily textured paper.  Coated stock paper  refers to 

any paper that is slick or glossy. Again, the range is considerable. Photo-

graphs often reproduce better on coated stock, which is what most maga-

zines use. Using a matte stock will soften the color and give a photograph 

an entirely different feeling. Some heavily textured stocks may not take ink 

well but may be perfect for foil stamping or embossing. The best way to tell 

if your idea will work on a certain texture stock is to ask the printer, look at 

some samples, and come to an informed decision.  

      Color.  Paper color has to complement all the other graphic elements of your 

collateral piece: typeface, ink color, photographs, and artwork. It will also 

set the mood of your piece. Color preference is a very personal matter. 

Remember, however, that you are producing pieces to be read by certain tar-

get publics who may or may not like your color choice. Thus, to an extent, 

color choice is a matter of gauging your intended audience’s reaction to a 
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particular color. Research has shown, for instance, that businesspeople will 

not respond to questionnaires printed on hot-pink paper (not much of a 

surprise). They will respond well to beige and various shades of white, but 

respond very little to pale blue and green. All colors carry connotations for 

most people. You need to stay away from outrageous combinations and any 

color that you think might not get the desired response to your information 

piece.    

  Cost  

The determining factor in your paper choice may well be cost. Don’t despair, 

though, just because your budget may be limited. Paper comes in thousands 

of weights, colors, and textures, and one of them will fit your cost restrictions. 

Remember that a few extra dollars on a good grade paper may well pay off in the 

long run by impressing your readership.  

  Paper for Laser Printing  

Some papers are made specifically for laser printers, and some papers definitely 

should be avoided. Ask yourself three questions when you pick laser printer 

paper:

     1.  Will the laser copy be used as a finished piece or for reproduction?  

    2.  Does the paper say what you want it to say? In other words, what is its look 

and feel?  

    3.  Does the paper run well in your printer?    

 Keeping in mind the paper specifications presented earlier, consider the fol-

lowing guidelines when you select the paper for your needs and your printer:

      Brighter paper reproduces well on laser printers. (This doesn’t mean whiter 

paper; there are varying degrees of brightness even among white papers.) 

Brighter papers are also good for reproduction masters. In fact, several man-

ufacturers make papers specifically for laser printer output that will be used 

for reproduction. Also, because it’s hard to predict the degree of darkness of 

your printer, the brighter the paper, the more contrast you are likely to have 

between the print and the paper. In general, avoid colored paper; however, 

some interesting effects can be obtained with lighter colors such as gray and 

beige.  

     Stay away from heavily textured paper. The heavier the texture, the more 

broken your type will look because it will be harder for the toner to adhere 

to the paper’s surface. Texture also affects any large, dark areas such as 

screens and display type. Some texture, like that found in bond paper and 

linen stock, is fine. The trick is to experiment.  

     Avoid heavy papers weighing 90 pounds or more (like cover stock), unless 

you enjoy removing jammed paper from your printer. Similarly, extremely 
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light papers, such as onion skin, may stick to the rollers or jam as they feed 

into the printer. Don’t experiment much here. Just settle for a text-weight 

paper (generally around 60 pounds) and consign the choice of cover paper to 

your commercial printer.  

     Use a fairly opaque paper, especially if the laser-printed copy is to be your 

final version. If you use a paper with high opacity, be sure it isn’t also heavily 

textured.  

     Don’t expect heavily textured papers to retain their texture. Unlike offset 

presses, laser printers flatten the paper as it moves through the printer. In 

most cases, any texture will be lost.  

     By the same token, don’t use embossed or engraved papers in your 

laser printer because they might jam the mechanism and will flatten out 

anyway.  

     Make sure that your paper is heat resistant. Because laser printers work at 

temperatures of around 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit, certain letterhead inks 

may melt or stick and any metal or plastic will certainly ruin your printer. 

Above all, don’t use acetate in your laser printer unless it has been specifi-

cally designed for your particular printer.      

  Ink Choice 
 Choosing an ink can be a nightmare for the novice. Even the most experienced 

designers often have a short list of their favorite inks. Inks come in virtually lim-

itless color combinations, and each color will be affected by the paper on which it 

is printed. For example, coated paper will result in brighter colors whereas matte 

finish paper will soften the color. The texture of the paper also affects ink color, 

as does the use of colored paper. 

 There are no easy ways to learn what inks to use. The best way for a begin-

ner to choose an ink is to look at other work done using the same ink-and-paper 

combination. Also, obtain a copy of the Pantone Color Matching System. It’s 

really just a color sample book, like the ones you see when you pick out house 

paint, but it is the most commonly used system among printers and designers. 

You’ll be amazed at the variety of colors available to you. Don’t be embarrassed, 

however, to stick to the basic colors to begin with. They are usually the safest to 

work with. Your printer will usually have a Pantone book that you can use while 

there. Pantone’s address is on the sample book. Just write them and ask about 

obtaining your own copy. 

 If you don’t want any surprises, ask to see samples of work that your printer 

has done using different papers and inks. Most printers take great pride in their 

work and will be more than happy to share it with you. 

 Color brings an added dimension to any publication, whether it’s as simple as 

a second color to help accent, unify, or dress up a publication or as complete as 

full color. To use color effectively, you should have a rudimentary understanding 

of how the different color processes operate. 
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  Spot Color Printing  

 Spot color printing  (also known as   ) is the placement of a second 

color (black—or whatever the primary inking color—being the first) in a publi-

cation. (Note that in printing, black is counted as a color.) Unless you’re using a 

multicolor press, applying the second color means an additional press run. That 

translates into more ink, materials, handling, press time, and money. 

 In two-color printing, two sets of printing plates are made, one for each color 

run. Often, a designer will use the black (or other first color) for the type and use 

the second color for the art and graphic highlights—such as dropped-initial let-

ters. This also means that you have to create two originals, one for the black plate 

and one for the second color. This is not an easy process for most people and is 

usually left to a designer or printer. Check with your printer first to determine 

their requirements for two-color printing.  

  Process Color Printing  

 Process color printing  (also known as  four-color printing ) is used for reproducing full-

color artwork or photography. This illusion of full color is accomplished by opti-

cally mixing the three primary colors—yellow, red (actually magenta), and blue 

(called cyan)—along with black. Four-color plates are shot through a screen to 

reduce solid areas to printable, graduated dot patterns. Because each color is shot 

through a slightly different angle screen, the screened halftone of each blends 

through the overlaid dot patterns. 

 During printing, each color is applied separately, one plate at a time and one 

color atop the others. The quality of this four-color overprinting method largely 

depends on the quality of the original work; the quality of the cameras, plates, 

and printing press used; and the skills and professionalism of those who operate 

the equipment. Process color is best left to your printer to handle for you. As 

always, ask the printer in advance about their requirements.   

  Binding 
 With binding, as with everything else, if you want to know what to expect, ask 

your printer and seek out samples on your own. Basically

of binding: that used for relatively thin publications such as magazines and pam-

phlets and that used for thicker publications such as books. I discuss only those 

most applicable to public relations output here. 

 Regardless of what you are binding, it will probably be organized either into 

signatures or single pages.    Signatures    are groupings of pages printed on both 

sides, usually 16 to a signature, but sometimes less, as long as they’re in mul-

tiples of 4 (pages printed for binding are usually printed 4 to a two-sided sheet 

of paper). 

 After signatures or single pages have been collated, they may be bound. 

Among the most common bindings that public relations people are likely to use 

are  saddle stitching  (stapled signatures),  perfect binding  (glued, single sheets), or 

 spiral binding  (hole-punched single sheets bound in plastic or wire). Most quick 
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printers can do saddle stitching and spiral binding; however, only larger printers 

will be able to do perfect binding. More traditional forms of binding, such as  case 

binding  (for hardcover books), are reserved for publications that you want to last 

longer than you will.  

  Swipe Files 
 One of the best ways to tell your printer what you want is to show them an 

example. A    swipe file    is a collection of your favorite pieces done by other peo-

ple or companies. They will help you a great deal with design, layout ideas, and 

writing style, as well as with communicating your ideas to printers. You may find 

a particular brochure, for instance, that is exactly the right size and design for 

the information piece that you want to produce. You may decide to use similar 

paper, ink color, or even design. Most graphic artists, designers, and printers use 

ideas generated from a variety of sources. Don’t plagiarize your source, however, 

and don’t steal the artwork right off the source brochure. Be careful to differenti-

ate between emulation and plagiarism. If you do decide that you must borrow 

directly from another piece, obtain permission from its originator in advance of 

the publication of your piece. 

 Keep a swipe file of samples to show your printer. If you find a piece that you 

would like to emulate, show it to the printer to get an idea how much it will cost 

to produce. The printer can tell you what the type is and whether your copy will 

fit in that size, as well as the paper stock and weight, ink color, and mechanical 

specifications—all of which will affect the price. For the beginner, a sample is 

worth a 10,000-word explanation.  

  Computer Layout Preparation for Printing 
 The final stage of layout is the  mechanical,  the finished camera-ready lay-

out that goes to the printer. The computer has revolutionized this process. 

If you are diligent, exact, and working with a limited range of graphics, you 

can present your printer with a mechanical in one piece. Computer image-

setters, such as the Linotronic, print out your layouts onto paper exactly as you 

have designed them, ready to be shot into printer’s negatives. You can even go 

directly to negative film from an imagesetter, saving the cost of shooting nega-

tives from a positive mechanical—but only if you are completely satisfied with 

your layout. 

 Assuming that you are working in black and white, there are several ways to 

construct your mechanical:

      You can have it run entirely off an imagesetter, either from your computer 

disks or through a network. This requires that all elements on your mechani-

cal be computer generated: word-processed text and display type; borders, 

boxes, and rules produced in your page-layout program; photos scanned, 

cropped, and sized either in a photo manipulation program (such as Adobe 

Photoshop) or right in your layout program; illustrations created in a paint, 
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draw, or illustration program and imported or placed in your layout program; 

and any color separations already performed by your software.  

     You can run the basic mechanical (text, display type, rules, and boxes) on 

an imagesetter and have photos and art shot separately and stripped into the 

negative before the printing plate is made. If you don’t have a scanner or 

access to electronic clip art, this is probably the closest you’ll get to having 

the whole thing done in one step. Even at this level, the savings in typeset-

ting and paste-up alone are worth it.  

     You can run your mechanical on a laser or ink-jet printer at either of the 

above two levels. This assumes that you either don’t have access to an 

imagesetter or don’t feel that the extra quality is needed for your particular 

publication. Some very nice newsletters and brochures can be offset printed 

directly from laser- or ink-jet-printed mechanicals. Most office-quality print-

ers are capable of printing to plain paper at anywhere from 300- to 1200-dpi 

(dots per inch) resolution.    

 An imagesetter can print either to resin-coated paper positives or directly 

to right-reading film. Printing to film greatly enhances resolution, especially of 

scanned photographs, because it eliminates one step in the printing process—the 

shooting of negatives from camera-ready copy. When image setting directly to 

film, always ask for a proof prior to final printing.  

  Print Order Preparation 
 The most important interface between the desktop publisher and the printer is 

when the print order is submitted. Following are several sets of suggestions for 

getting your publication out of your computer and onto paper: 

  In General  

Always call your chosen printer in advance to see how he or she can meet your 

publishing needs. Find out the following:

      If the printer supports your computer platform (Macintosh or Windows)  

     If the printer can use your fonts, has his or her own versions of the fonts you 

used, or accept only PostScript files  

     If you can download directly to the printer or if you have to bring your work 

in on disk    

 When you submit your material, include the following:

      The name and version (3.0, 5.4, and so on) of the software application that 

you used to create your publication  

     File names under which your publication is stored  

     Hard copy of the publication (if you’ve laid it out already)  

     , laser printer, offset lithography)     
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  Regarding Photos and Artwork  

If you do not include your artwork and photos directly in your file and require 

that the printer either mechanically or digitally work with your graphics, observe 

the following guidelines:

      Photos and artwork should be cropped and marked with the finished size, 

either a percentage of the original or the final image dimensions.  

     Place crop marks in margins of photos and artwork. If there are no margins, 

then tape the piece to a larger sheet and indicate crop marks.  

     Use a felt-tip pen to put instructions on the backs of photos. Marks made 

by graphite pencil or ballpoint pen can leave impressions on the face of the 

photo that reproduce. Avoid putting paper clips or staples on photos.  

     Keep photos and artwork free of dirt, glue, wax, and other foreign material.  

     If you mark instructions near artwork or copy, it is best to use light-blue pen-

cil or pen.  

     Avoid rolling maps, charts, or artwork into tubes. Keep these items flat if 

possible.  

     Find out in advance the maximum sizes that can be handled by your print-

er’s reproduction equipment.  

     Find out the maximum sizes that your printer’s digital scanners can 

accommodate.     

  Proofs 

      Read proofs carefully and mark corrections plainly so that they can be seen 

easily; a red pencil or pen is best. Use standard proofreader’s marks.  

     Avoid changes on    bluelines    (the final printer’s proof) unless they are essen-

tial. Changes at this stage are costly because the plate (if it is to be offset 

printed) has already been made.       

  A WORD ON DESKTOP PUBLISHING 

  Anyone who assumes the responsibilities of writing and laying out a publica-

tion for an organization has a lot to learn. The availability of desktop publishing 

software and hardware designed specifically to augment those tasks has made 

the job, if not easy, at least manageable by a single person. What once had to go 

through the traditional writing, editing, typesetting, paste-up, and printing pro-

cesses can now be done in fewer steps and with the involvement of fewer inter-

mediaries. Although a desktop publishing system won’t make you an instant 

designer, it does provide the writer, editor, and designer with more tools to better 

accomplish their respective jobs. Without the knowledge and experience gained 

through a study of the basics of writing, editing, and design, however, even the 

best hardware and software won’t help you. 
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 The greatest benefit of desktop publishing to the public relations writer is that 

it allows you to control your own output, right down to the printing. Its great-

est drawback is that it allows you to control your own output, right down to the 

printing. In other words, its greatest asset is its greatest deficit, and you are the 

deciding factor. Unless you become skilled at not only writing and editing but 

also layout and design, the complete benefits of desktop publishing may never 

be realized for you. But that’s OK. You need to realize exactly what you can do, 

what you are willing to learn to do, and how much you can afford to spend to get 

it all done. Remember, everybody has to begin somewhere, and, fortunately for 

us, there is a wealth of programming to fit every need. 

 Ultimately, your final, printed publication is going to determine how success-

ful your desktop publishing system is—and a lot of that success depends not on 

your hardware and software, but on you. You are the final ingredient in this 

system. Your energy, talent, interest, and organizational abilities will be the final 

, you can 

get by on a lot less than you think you can if you possess the right attitude and 

the requisite abilities. Fancy hardware and expensive software only enhance and 

streamline a process that you should already have down to a fine art. Computers 

have made and are continuing to make a tremendous difference in publishing. 

But always remember that the multithousand-dollar system that you sit down in 

front of every day is only a tool. The system doesn’t make you an artist, just as 

sitting in front of a typewriter doesn’t make you a writer. Dedication, hard work, 

and talent do. Keep in mind the following points:

      Don’t expect desktop publishing to give you something that you don’t 

already possess.  

     If you’re looking for an answer to your design problems, check out your own 

abilities first. However, if you’re expecting the technology to streamline the 

process and save you some money, it probably will.  

     Are you willing to take the time needed to make yourself an expert on your 

system? If you aren’t willing to become an expert, you’re wasting your 

money. Anyone can learn the basics (or just enough to cause trouble), but 

if you’re serious about desktop publishing, you’d best dedicate yourself for 

the long haul. Be prepared to immerse yourself in the process, the programs, 

and the machinery. The more you know, the more streamlined the process 

becomes.    

 Above all, don’t set yourself up for frustration. Realize the limitations of your 

system and of desktop publishing in general. Understand how it works and why 

it does what it does. You don’t have to become a computer expert to gain a fairly 

complete understanding of your hardware and software. The more you know, 

the less frustrated you’ll be when something does go wrong. Most of the frustra-

tion of working with computers comes from not knowing what’s happening in 

software or hardware problem situations. Keep those technical support hotline 

numbers close at hand and use them. Don’t be afraid to ask questions, but read 

the manuals first so that you’ll know what to ask. 
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 Finally, take it all with a grain of salt. A computer is just a tool of the trade. 

Misuse it, and your shortcomings will become apparent to everyone who looks 

at your work. Use it wisely, and it will show off for you.   

  PRINT SCHEDULING AND BUDGETING 

   Scheduling 
 To create a budget for your print materials, you should create a rough schedule 

so that you know what your staff timeline is and think about distribution (that 

is, quantity). 

 The first rule in scheduling is to work backward from your anticipated distri-

bution date. Starting there, here are some scheduling rules of thumb:

       Delivery date.  This is the end date of your schedule. You want your pieces to 

reach their target public in enough time so that they can absorb the message 

or respond to it, if that’s your goal.  

      Distribution.  If you’re mailing your piece nonprofit bulk, allow 4 to 6 weeks 

for delivery. Also, if you have a very big mailing, ask your distributor how 

fast those pieces can get out the door. Some distributors can label about 

20,000 pieces a day (so a 100,000-piece mailing could take 5 days). Check 

with your printer. Printers can often give you the best estimates on delivery 

costs from various vendors, including the post office. Sometime, printers can 

handle distribution as well.  

      Printing.  Printing depends on quantity and complexity. If you’re doing 20,000 

four-color brochures, expect printing to take 3 weeks; if it’s two-color, expect 

2 weeks. Ten thousand postcards require even less time. Check with your 

designer as early as possible. You can always ask for a rush job, but it will 

cost you more.  

      Design.  The length of the design stage depends on whether you’re working 

with a freelancer, an in-house design department, or an independent design 

firm. In all cases, your project is probably not the only thing the designer 

is working on. It may take 20 hours to do your job, but he or she may not 

be able to start the project immediately. The more notice you can give your 

designer, the better off you will be. If you’re doing a multiunit piece, you can 

save time by having the designer create a pilot unit with rough copy before 

your final copy is complete. In a busy office, you should allow at least 2 

weeks for a brochure or poster and 3 to 4 weeks for a complicated piece such 

as a company magazine. Don’t forget to factor in time for your own review 

and proofing of the designed piece.  

      Copyediting.  Don’t forget to schedule time for copyediting and fact checking. 

Include a week for a magazine-length piece. Remember to schedule a day or 

two to enter the changes and proof the manuscript.  

      Entering changes after review.  Leave yourself time to incorporate changes from 

anyone who will be reviewing your final manuscript—clients, supervisors, 
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other writers, designers, and the legal department. How many days this will 

take depends on how busy you are. You could incorporate changes in a day 

if nothing else is going on. You might want to plan for 2 or 3 days in case sig-

nificant changes need to be made.  

      Final review.  Think about who needs to review the final piece: your supervi-

sor (if you work in-house), the legal department (always a good idea), your 

client (if you work for yourself or a public relations firm), and your designer. 

Give them a week if possible, especially if this isn’t their only job, and make 

sure to tell them well in advance when they can expect the piece.  

      Editing the piece.  Generally leave 2 to 5 days to edit the final manuscript that 

you receive from the various reviewers.    

 So now you’ve developed your schedule and discovered that you should have 

you let people know what’s coming when, the better. You will be much more 

certain of success if your designer tells you she can do a job in 3 days than if you 

bring it to her and tell her that’s all the time she has. You also don’t want to be 

surprised by an unexpected vacation in the middle of your production schedule. 

The key is to set a schedule, keep to it as tightly as possible, and if it starts going 

off, immediately look for ways to shave time in other places. (see Exhibit 8.2 in 

Chapter 8 for a sample print schedule.)  

  Budgeting 
 After you’ve created a schedule, it’s time to add budget items. A budget can be 

done separately or as part of the overall schedule (timeline). Budgets will vary 

widely, depending on what your piece is, your distribution needs, and who is 

creating it. Common elements you need to consider include the following:

      Editor and editorial assistant, if appropriate  

     Other staff, such as financial and administrative personnel  

     Administrative costs and supplies  

     Fees for vendors—designers, researchers, and so on.  

     Production costs, including design, photo rights, illustration, printing (see 

sample printing estimate in  Exhibit 7.12 ).  

     Any collating costs (for putting together press kits, etc.)  

     Duplication costs for CD-ROM or video or any other kit items (and if you’re 

creating a CD-ROM, technical and design costs to produce it)  

     Packaging costs (Is this a self-mailer, or do you need to purchase envelopes, 

jiffy bags, or boxes? Do you need to create any mailing labels?)  

     Distribution costs, including mailing list rental, postage (the post office can 

help you calculate based on the weight of your piece), and handling (check 

with a mail house if it’s being labeled, stuck in an envelope, or stuck in a box 

with a bunch of stuff)
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               KEY TERMS 

   design principles  

  rule of ground thirds  

  drop  

  unity  

  anchor  

  grid  

  type  

  typeface  

  font  

  body type  

  display type  

  serif typeface  

  sans serif typeface  

  signatures  

  swipe file  

  blueline     
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   In This Chapter, You Will Learn 
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 Controlled publications are those over which the writer, editor, and client/

organization have nearly complete control. This generally means that everything 

from the research to the actual publication of the piece is in the hands of those 

who produce it. Unlike press releases or news conferences, the end message is 

unaltered by pass-along gatekeepers, such as the media. Controlled publications 

may take any form, including those covered in this chapter. Using controlled 

publications ensures that your message will be received exactly as you wrote it. 

Sometimes, you just don’t want to be edited.  

   NEWSLETTERS 

  Every day in the United States, thousands of    newsletters    are published and dis-

tributed to hundreds of thousands of readers. It is estimated that some 50,000 cor-

porate newsletters alone are published each year in this country. Most newsletters 

are internal publications in the sense that they reach a highly unified public—

employees, shareholders, members, volunteers, voting constituencies, and oth-

ers with a common interest. In fact, if you ask any self-respecting communica-

tion professional for the most effective means of reaching a primarily internal 

audience, the response will most likely be the newsletter.  

   Types of Newsletters 
 Newsletters are as varied as the audiences who read them; however, they do 

       Association newsletters  help a scattered membership with a common interest 

keep in touch. Profit and nonprofit associations and almost every trade asso-

ciation in the United States publish newsletters for their members, often at 

both national and regional levels.  

      Community group newsletters  are often used by civic organizations to keep 

in touch with members, announce meetings, and stimulate attendance at 

events. The local YWCA or Boys Club newsletter might announce their 

schedules, whereas a community church group newsletter distributed 

throughout surrounding neighborhoods might be a tool for increasing 

membership.  

      Institutional newsletters, , are 

usually distributed among employees. Used by profit and nonprofit organiza-

tions, they are designed to give employees a feeling of belonging. They fre-

quently include a balanced mix of employee-related information and news 

about the company.  

      Publicity newsletters  often create their own readers. They can be developed for 

fan clubs, resorts (some resort hotels mail their own newsletters to previous 

guests), and politicians. Congressional representatives often use newsletters 

to keep their constituencies up-to-date on their activities.  
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      Special-interest newsletters  developed by special-interest groups tend to grow 

with their following.  Common Cause,  for instance, began as a newsletter and 

has grown into a magazine representing the largest lobbying-interest group 

in the United States.  

      Self-interest or “digest” newsletters  are designed to make a profit. The individu-

als or groups who develop them typically offer advice or present solutions 

to problems held in common by their target readers. These often come 

in the form of a sort of digest of topics of interest to a certain profession. 

In the public relations profession, for instance, you’ll find  PR Reporter, 

PR News, Communicate, O’Dwyer’s Newsletter, Communication Briefings,  and 

many more.     

  Why a Newsletter? 
 Why indeed? Most newsletters address an internal public, with the exception of 

those that target single-interest groups—such as professionals and executives— 

outside a formal organizational structure. The goal of most newsletters, then, is 

communication with a largely internal public (see  Exhibit 8.1 ). 

      Downward and Upward Communication  

In the ideal organizational structure, communication flows both vertically 

(upward and downward) and horizontally. The newsletter is a good example 

of       It fulfills part of management’s obligation to 

provide its employees formal channels of communication.    Upward communi-

cation    provides employees a means of communicating their opinions to man-

agement. Ideally, even downward communication channels such as newsletters 

permit upward communication through letters to the editor, articles written by 

employees, surveys, and so forth. Newsletters can also provide horizontal com-

munication (that is, a newsletter that covers a whole industry and is distrib-

uted among similar organizations), but this type of newsletter is rarely produced 

within an organization; rather, it originates from outside.  

  Newsletter or Something Else?  

Why a newsletter instead of a magazine, booklets, bulletin boards, or (heaven 

forbid) more meetings? You can ask yourself several questions when deciding 

whether a newsletter is the publication that best suits your purpose:

      What is the purpose of the publication? Is it to entertain? Inform? Solicit?  

     What is the nature and scope of the information that you wish to present? 

Longer information is probably better suited to a longer publication such as 

a magazine; shorter, to brochures or folders. If your information is strictly 

entertaining or human interest in nature, it may also be better received 

within a magazine format.  
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     Who, exactly, are you trying to reach? All employees from the top down? 

A select few (the marketing department, the credit department, the vice 

president in charge of looking out windows)?  

     How often do you need to publish it to realize the objectives that you set in 

answering the previous questions? Newsletters are best suited to situations 

requiring a short editorial and design lead time.    

 Newsletters are best for small publication runs and information that needs a 

quick turnover. They handle information that is considered necessary but dispos-

able (much like a newspaper, which in a sense the newsletter mimics). However, 

this is generally but not universally true. Many fine newsletters are designed to 

be kept. Health and financial newsletters, for instance, are often hole-punched 

so that the reader can save them in ring binders. For the most part, though, they 

are considered disposable.   

  Content 
 To determine a newsletter’s content, you must first know your audience. Is it 

totally internal or a combination of internal and external? Your audience and its 

interests will dictate, to a large extent, the topic and direction of your articles. 

 

be broad or narrow. For example, when you write for an internal, employee 

public, you must carefully balance information with entertainment. You must 

please management by providing information that it wants to see in print, and 

you must please the employees by providing information that they want to read. 

Otis Baskin and Craig Aronoff, in their book  Public Relations: The Profession and the 

Practice,  present a rule of thumb for an appropriate mix in an internal publication 

(not necessarily a newsletter) aimed primarily at an employee audience:

      50 percent information about the organization—local, national, and 

international  

     20 percent employee information—benefits, quality of working life, and so on  

     20 percent relevant noncompany information—competitors, community, and 

the like  

     10 percent small talk and personals    

 Given that most newsletters are fairly short, such a complete mix may be 

impractical; however, a close approximation will probably work. Remember, 

though, that this mix is appropriate only for publications such as institutional 

newsletters. 

 By comparison, most horizontal publications tend to focus on items of interest 

to a more narrowly defined target public. For example, a newsletter for telecom-

munications executives may concentrate on news about that industry, omitting 

human-interest items, small talk, or industry gossip. In fact, almost every news-

letter targeted to executives contains only short, no-nonsense articles. The rea-

son, of course, is that busy executives simply don’t have the time to read the type 

of article that interests the average employee.  
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  Objectives 
 Newsletters, like any well-managed publication, will achieve best results if objec-

tives are set and all actions follow logically from them. Objectives relate to your 

publication’s editorial statement. Editorial statements shouldn’t be pie-in-the-

sky rhetoric; they should reflect the honest intent of your publication. If your 

intent is to present management’s story to employees, then say so up front. An 

editorial statement can be an objective, or it can serve as a touchstone for other 

objectives. 

 For example, from the editorial statement in the previous paragraph, you 

could reasonably derive an objective such as “To raise the level of awareness 

of management policies among all employees by X percent over the next year” 

or “To provide an open line of upward and downward communication for both 

management and employees.” Whatever your objectives, make sure they are 

measurable. Then, you can point to your success in reaching them over the 

period of time you specified. You should also have some means by which to 

measure the success of your objectives. If your objective is simply “To present 

management’s message to employees,” how will you measure its success or fail-

ure? Don’t you want to find out if just presenting the message was enough? How 

will you tell if employees even read your message or, if they did, whether they 

responded in any way? 

 Make your objectives realistic and measurable, and once you have set them, 

follow them. Use them as a yardstick by which to measure every story you run. 

If a story doesn’t help realize one of your objectives, don’t run it. If you just can’t 

live without running it, maybe your objectives aren’t complete enough.  

  Scheduling and Budgeting 
 Scheduling and budgeting for newsletters and magazines are similar, except that 

magazines are longer and a bit more complex, so the schedule will necessarily 

be longer and the budget larger. Other than that, the same elements that were 

called for in general budgeting in Chapters 3 and 7 apply here. Take a look at 

 Exhibit 8.2  for a generic scheduling format for both newsletters and magazines. 

   Articles 
 Most newsletters are journalistic in style. They usually include both straight 

news and feature stories and range from informal to formal depending on the 

organization and its audience. Usually, the smaller the organization, the less for-

mal the newsletter will be. Large corporations, by contrast, often have a very 

formal newsletter with a slick format combining employee-centered news with 

company news. 

 The responsibility for writing the newsletter is almost always handled in-house, 

although some agencies produce newsletters on contract for organizations. In-

house personnel tend to be more in tune with company employees and activities. 

Sometimes the writing is done in-house, and the production—including design, 

layout, and printing—is done by an agency. 
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 If you produce your own newsletter, you are limited only by expense and 

imagination. A standard newsletter is usually 8½  ⫻  11 inches or 11  ⫻  17 inches 

folded in half. It averages in length from two to four pages and is frequently folded 

and mailed. Many are designed with an address area on the back for mailing. 

 Article length varies. Some newsletters contain only one article, whereas oth-

ers include several. An average four-page newsletter uses about 2,000 words of 

copy. Depending on the focus of the newsletter, articles can range in length from 

digest articles of less than 100 words to longer articles of 600 words for newslet-

ters that cover only one or two topics per issue. The trend today is toward shorter 

articles, especially for the newsletter aimed at the businessperson or corporate 

executive. Even for the average employee, newsletter articles usually need to be 

brief. Most newsletters make use of simple graphics or photographs. Although 

most are typeset or, increasingly, desktop published, many are simply typed. 

 Because newsletters inform and entertain, articles should be written in an 

entertaining way. Usually, news about the company or strictly informational 

pieces utilize the standard news story style, except that there is no need to use the 

inverted pyramid because newsletter stories are seldom edited for space from the 

bottom up. Employee-interest pieces tend to use the feature story style. Feature-

(see more detailed discussion of feature writing later in this chapter).  

  Story Ideas 
 There are many ways to come up with acceptable ideas for articles. Sometimes 

you might receive ideas from employees or management. Sometimes a news 

release or a short piece done for another publication will spark enough interest 

to warrant a full-blown newsletter article. Whatever the source of the idea, you 

must evaluate the topic based on reader interest and reader consequence. 

 If you’re familiar with your audience members’ tastes, you can quickly deter-

mine their interests. To evaluate consequence, ask yourself what they will learn 

from the article. Although light reading is fun for some, an organizational publi-

cation isn’t usually the place to engage in it. 

 Every newsletter editor will tell you that getting story ideas isn’t all that hard. 

Finding someone to write the stories is. There are several methods for enlisting 

writers. If you are putting out an in-house publication, try assigning beats like 

at a newspaper. If you’re lucky enough to have a staff, assign them to different 

types of stories perhaps by department or division or by product or service. If you 

don’t have a staff, rely on certain people in each department or division to sub-

mit stories to you. Sometimes the simple promise of seeing their name in print is 

enough inducement. 

 You can also send employees a simple request form, spelling out exactly what 

you are looking for. The information you get back will be sketchy, but you can 

flesh it out with a few phone calls (see  Exhibit 8.3 ). This is an especially good 

method of gathering employee-related tidbits that don’t deserve an entire story 

but should still be mentioned. One method for organizing your shorter stories is to 

group them according to topic. For example, group all stories relating to employee 

sports, employee community involvement, employee promotions, and so on. 
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         Of course, if your publication is a narrowly focused horizontal publication, 

you may end up doing most of the research and writing yourself. Many such 

newsletters are truly one-person operations. Because desktop publishing allows 

a single person to act as reporter, editor, typesetter, and printer, this type of pub-

lication is enjoying a rebirth. 

 Whatever system you use to gather stories, as editor you will probably be 

doing most of the writing as well as the editing.  

  Researching Stories 
 If you write most of your own stories, you know that every topic must be 

researched thoroughly. The first step in a normal research process is to do a lit-

erature search to determine whether your article has already been written. If it 

has, but you still want to explore the topic for your specific audience, then try 

another angle. 

 ou can’t write 

about something you don’t know a lot about personally. It also pays to get first-

hand information. Interview people who know something about your topic. You 

will not only get up-to-date information but also may end up with some usable 

quotes and some new leads. (See Chapter 3 on interviewing tips.) 

 Don’t forget the library. Many a fine article has been written based on a library 

visit. Library research is among the most valuable and one of the cheapest forms 

of research. In any event, most articles will be fairly complete and accurate if 

you do a little background research and conduct an interview or two. Because 

newsletter articles are usually short, this is about all the information that you 

can use.  

  Design Considerations 
 No discussion of newsletters would be complete without some mention of 

design. Most people who engage in newsletter writing and editing today also lay 

out their own newsletters. With the advent of desktop publishing, that job has 

become increasingly easy. 

 We’ve already seen how most newsletters are simply 11  ⫻  17-inch pages 

folded in half, giving us four panels, or pages, to work with. However, once we 

include the design elements that will make our newsletter attractive enough to 

be picked up by readers, there’s not all that much room left for words. Exactly 

how much room will depend on your design capabilities. 

 What most designers especially love about newsletters is the wide variety of 

available formats. Just picking one can be a challenge. A newsletter can take 

on any number of disguises, ranging from the standard 11  ⫻  17-inch format 

folded down to a four-page 8½  ⫻  11-inch size, to a lengthy magazine-like for-

mat folded and stapled, to a tabloid newspaper, to a tabloid-sized magazine-type 

format known as a magapaper. Audience needs and cost are the most important 

deciding factors in picking a format for your newsletter. 
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 No matter what format you ultimately decide on, you will be stuck with it for 

quite some time. If you are going to have enough information to fill a 12-page 

magazine format four times a year—good, use a magazine format. If not, try 

something smaller. If you need to insert your newsletter in a monthly billing 

envelope, try something even smaller. If size is what attracts your audience and 

you usually don’t have to mail your newsletter, try a magapaper or a tabloid 

(even these can be mailed—they just cost a lot more). 

 Whatever you decide, remember that your design elements must fit your format. 

Large formats call for larger artwork. Small formats call for shorter articles. White 

space is an extravagance in a bill stuffer but not in a tabloid. Folding and mailing 

differ immensely among the various sizes. Suit your format to your needs. 

 The well-designed newsletter won’t shout “look at my look.” Instead, it will 

simply say “pick me up and read me.” More than anything else, the design that 

you choose and the skill that you use in implementing that design will be nearly 

subliminal to the message you impart. As mentioned earlier, the nonverbal mes-

sage imparted through choices of paper, color, and format is as important as any-

thing you have to say. If you fail to entice your readers through these subtle 

nuances, you may not have any readers. 

 To get the most out of a newsletter, you must design it with your target 

audience always in mind. Are they a conservative, business executive group? 

Shouldn’t your newsletter reflect that conservatism? Are they an artistic, easy-

going audience? Shouldn’t your newsletter appeal to their sense of freedom of 

expression? In fact, your newsletter has to appeal to your readers’ sense of what 

is correct for them—both in the information that you provide and in the packag-

ing providing that information. 

 Take a look at  Exhibit 8.4  for some of the essential elements of a newsletter front 

page. Although there isn’t time or space to cover newsletter design in detail here, 

refer to Chapter 7 for more information on design and working with printers. 

       Style Sheets 
 To maintain consistency in your newsletter from issue to issue, you will need 

to develop a style sheet. A    style sheet   

that you use in your newsletter. It should be as complete as possible, and every 

member of your staff should have a copy. Style sheets are especially important if 

you are sick or on vacation and someone else has to produce an issue or two of 

your newsletter. It will tell at a glance what it probably took you hours to deter-

mine when you first started. As you can see from the simple style sheet shown 

in  Exhibit 8.5 , you’ll have to make numerous design considerations as editor of 

your own newsletter. The fun is in the experimenting. Don’t give up until you 

have it the way you want it.                

  MAGAZINES  

 When we speak of magazines, most of us think of our favorite consumer pub-

lication (for example,  Time, Newsweek, National Geographic,  and  Atlantic Monthly ); 
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however, we are speaking primarily but not exclusively of the house publication. 

Recent research has shown that house publications are the least looked to form 

of organizational communication. Guess what’s first? Face-to-face communica-

tion. That’s not surprising, but it doesn’t mean that the house magazine is dead 

(although it has taken on some new forms in the computer age). What it does 

mean is that the magazine should contribute to open communication rather than 

be relied upon as the sole source. It also plays another role. Unlike most print 

media an organization that might have access to, the house publication is a totally 

controlled medium—that is, the organization producing it has sole editorial con-

trol. The company can go on record through its house organ, state its position 

on a controversial issue, or simply tell its story its way. In other words, the house 

organ is still a good public relations tool. 
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 The typical house organ is meant for an internal public—usually employees, 

shareholders, and retirees. Sometimes, though, it is offered to the external pub-

lic. A publication like  Weyerhaeuser Today  stresses a broader emphasis with articles 

often dealing with the industry as a whole and subjects of interest to those out-

side the company. Because the house organ is, at bottom, still a public relations 

piece, its thrust remains company oriented. Even a seemingly unrelated story 

will, in some way, eventually relate to the organization. 

 The house publication is usually in either magazine or newspaper format (or 

sometimes in the hybrid magapaper format). Both communicate with their vari-

ous publics efficiently. Unless the company is large enough to produce a slick in-

house publication, the house organ will be sent out to an agency for design and 

printing. Sometimes the agency will even provide writers to work up the stories; 

however, the best articles still come from writers inside the company who know 

and work with the people they write about.  

   Content and Format 
 Like their smaller cousin, the newsletter, house magazines usually present the 

following editorial mix:

      50 percent information about the organization—local, national, and 

international  

     20 percent employee information—benefits, quality of working life, raises, 

and so on  

     20 percent relevant noncompany information—competitors, the community, 

and so on  

     10 percent small talk and personals    

 How you organize these elements is important. You should lead your reader 

through your magazine in a logical order that is pleasing and interesting. There 

is no single organizational format for house magazines. What is important is that 

you find a place for all relevant information, a place inclusive enough to house 

similar information from issue to issue. 

 Before you even start (or if you’re overhauling an existing publication), you 

need to set some objectives. To make sure that your reasons for publishing a 

house magazine are realistic, ask yourself some questions:

      Are my goals and objectives consistent with the goals and objectives of the 

organization itself? What am I really trying to get out of this? The temptation 

is very real, especially for creative people, to produce a magazine for simple 

ego gratification. Don’t succumb to it. Have good, solid reasons for publishing.  

     Can I attain these objectives through another, more effective method? Can I 

achieve good downward communication through an existing newsletter or 

more frequent meetings?  

     Can I attain these objectives in a more cost-effective way? House magazines 

are expensive to produce. As usual, budget restrictions will have the final say.    
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 Once you have answered these questions and you have satisfied yourself that 

your prospective audience will benefit from your publication, you can decide on 

its proper organizational format. 

 

tion as newsletters. The following items are listed in the approximate order in 

which they might appear (allowing for overlap in the case of articles):

       Table of contents.  Usually runs on the front page.  

      Masthead.  Gives publication information (for example, editor and publisher) 

and usually runs on the table of contents or second page.  

      Editorial.  Can be in the form of a “President’s Column,” a signed editorial 

from management or the publication’s editor.  

      Letters.  If the publication is designed for two-way communication, a letters 

column is a common addition.  

      News notes.  A quick (and brief) look at what’s happening around the organi-

zation. You can get a lot of these in two or three pages. This is a good place 

for employee information as well.  

      Articles.  News and feature articles make up the bulk of the magazine and 

should have a consistent order of their own. For instance, the cover story 

should always appear in the same approximate location in each issue.  

      Announcements.  Usually boxed but sometimes run as regular columns for job 

placement, promotions, and so on. This is another good place for employee-

interest pieces.  

      Calendar.  Upcoming events of interest to readers.    

 Remember, there is no hard-and-fast rule for formatting your magazine, but 

stick to whatever method you choose. Your readers look for consistency. If the 

format changes every two issues, you’ll quickly lose your readers.  

  Types of Articles 
 House publication articles range from straight news to complete fiction and 

include everything in between. Most, though, are either straight news or fea-

ture. A vast array of writing styles can justifiably be called magazine writing. 

Articles or ideas for articles that don’t seem to fit one particular magazine format 

or even one section of a magazine may well fit into another. For example, let’s 

say that you interview an employee on a job-related topic such as benefits. In the 

course of your conversation, you discover that he builds model ships for a hobby 

and in fact has won several competitions. You gather enough information for a 

how-to article on building model ships as well as enough for a feature on the 

employee. Neither of these ideas may fit into the story that you originally set out 

to do; however, they may fit into another section on employees or one on hob-

bies. The lesson, of course, is never discard information just because it doesn’t fit 

into your present assignment. Even if the tone or style of the article or informa-

tion doesn’t seem to fit one category, it may well fit another. 
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 Articles for house publications tend to be shorter than those for consumer 

magazine articles or even trade journals (dealt with next). The average length of 

most house publications in magazine format is around 12 pages. Article length 

runs about 1,000 words or less for features (about 4 typed pages). Considering 

that magazine column width is about 14 picas for a three-column spread and 

that articles are usually accompanied by photographs or artwork and headlines, 

subheads, and blurbs, a 750-word article may cover several pages.    

  TRADE JOURNALS  

 

a specific industry. They provide news and stories dealing with the concerns and 

products of that industry. Trade journals accept product press releases readily 

and are an excellent target for placement. They usually have a section devoted 

specifically to new products and will usually place your release, edited, of course, 

in this section. 

 For those desiring more attention, trade journals also accept articles written 

on products, concepts, and services of interest to their specific audiences (that is, 

the industries that they serve). These are normally submitted in the manner of 

any freelance magazine article. First, you query the journal by letter explaining 

that you have an article idea, what it is, and why you think it might fit the jour-

nal’s format and be of interest to its readership. If you receive a positive response, 

send the article, carefully following the journal’s editorial style. Trade journals, 

like consumer magazines, often have author’s guidelines explaining their style, 

average length, manuscript requirements, and so on. Follow these guidelines 

explicitly if you want to get published or get your client the publicity you were 

hired to provide. 

 The variety of trade journal articles is immense. They can range from feature-

type articles using human interest, through straight news stories on products and 

services, to light-fluff articles on travel and entertainment. To determine what 

style best fits your idea and their magazine, obtain a copy of the publication and 

read it thoroughly. Never submit an article to a magazine that you haven’t read. 

 Get a copy of one of the numerous media directories that list all of the publica-

tions by industry (see Chapter 3). For my money,  Standar   

provides the most comprehensive look at trade publications of any on the mar-

ket. Almost every industry has a trade journal, sometimes a number of them. For 

instance, there are trade journals for golf course groundskeepers, racetrack own-

ers, thoroughbred breeders, paper manufacturers, supermarket owners, food 

servers, bartenders, railroad workers, airline workers, and almost every other 

trade imaginable. One or more of these will fit your needs.   

  FEATURE WRITING FOR NEWSLETTERS AND MAGAZINES  

 We have seen that much of what public relations writers produce is in so-

called straight news format, or inverted pyramid style. This is always true of 
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news releases and can be true of anything written that is deemed straight news 

as opposed to a feature. We now know what straight news is, but what is a 

feature? 

 A feature can be construed as almost anything that isn’t straight news. In fact, 

 feature  has several meanings. As used in the term  ,  it simply means 

the main story or cover story in the publication. In its broader sense, it means 

an article that features something as its central point or theme. This something 

may not necessarily be the message of the story or its publicity angle. It is most 

often the story itself. For example, you’ve been asked to do a story on a new 

product—say, a plastic lining that can be used as a bed for soil or sod to keep it 

from eroding or slipping. Instead of doing a straight news story on the product 

itself, you opt to do a feature story on a user of the new product. Maybe you find 

a golf course that’s using the new underliner to rebuild its greens, and the focus 

of the story becomes the golf course. The publicity angle or the message about 

the new product becomes almost secondary. Featuring the golf course adds an 

extra dimension to your product story and sets it in context. In fact, the most 

useful element of a feature story approach is that it presents a context. Not every 

straight news story can do that.  

   Feature Style 
    Feature style    is usually less objective and provides less hard information than 

straight news style. Features generally take a point of view or discuss issues, peo-

ple, and places. The style is more relaxed, more descriptive, and often more cre-

ative than straight news style. Read over the straight news story in  Exhibit 8.6 . 

Next, look at the opening paragraphs of the feature story in  Exhibit 8.7 . This 

story is on the same topic as the straight news example, but the approach is quite 

different. 

     The facts are still here, but the focus is on creative information presentation. 

The lead is a question (a typical delayed lead strategy). Answering that question 

becomes part of the story itself. Quotes are used liberally. They not only validate 

and lend credibility to the subject discussed but also add human interest. 

 Human interest is a key characteristic of much feature writing. It can be sim-

ple inclusion of the human voice in a story, or it can be an entire profile featuring 

a single person. Although the term  profile  usually refers to a feature story done 

on a person or on one aspect or issue relating to a person, individual companies 

or products may be profiled as well (discussed in more detail later). 

 The following is from a profile on a corporate legal department and its new 

head. Notice how the scene is set in the lead before the subject is introduced. 

  Sitting behind a cluttered desk, boxes scattered around the office—some still 

unopened—is the new head of Associated Products Corporation’s Law Department, 

Ed Bennett. Ed is a neat man, both in appearance and in speech. As he speaks 

about the new Law Department, he grins occasionally as though to say, “Why take 

the time to interview someone as unimportant as a lawyer?” That grin is deceiving 

because, to Ed and the other attorneys who work for Associated Products Corpora-

tion, law is serious business.  
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 To add human interest is merely to add the human element to a story. Infor-

mation without this element is only information. With it, information becomes 

more interesting, more personal, and more attuned to readers’ experiences. As a 

further example, consider the following lead: 

  Somewhere north of Fairbanks, long after the highway disappears into the low 

growth and stubby trees, Seth Browner is stalking an elusive prey—his health. Seth 

is one of 20 hikers involved in the inaugural “hiking for health” program. Seth 
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hopes the program will give him an opportunity to see the outdoors up close for 

the first time in his life and provide him with something he badly needs right now. 

Six months ago, Seth’s doctor told him if he didn’t exercise he would die.  

 And, if you’re trying to reach people with your message—I mean really reach 

them—injecting human interest is often the best way to do it.  

  Writing the Feature Story 
 Feature stories, unlike straight news stories, must have a definite beginning (the 

 lead ), middle (the  body ), and end (the  ending ). Developing these elements takes 

patience, practice, and organization.  Exhibit 8.8  points out the elements of a 

feature story. 

  The Lead  

Always start at the beginning. A good lead is the hook that entices the reader 

into reading the complete piece. 

 Your lead must tell the reader what the story is about. It is not necessary to 

cram everything into the lead; however, you must include enough information 

so that the reader doesn’t have to search for your topic. For straight news articles, 

the lead needs to come right to the point with the facts up front. For a feature, the 

delayed lead may be used. In this type of lead, you create ambiance and then place 

your story within the environment you have created, but it must still come to the 

point before the end of the second paragraph. Consider the following leads: 

  For a Horse-Racing Trade Magazine 

 For some time now, the sound of heavy machinery has been echoing through the 

rolling green countryside and heavily forested groves of eastern Maryland. But that 

sound will soon be replaced by the sound of galloping horses as they take to the 

newly banked turns and straightaway at what is being billed as “the most innova-

tive thoroughbred training and sports medicine facility in North America.”  

  For the Hospital Industry 

 The scene is a standard hospital room designed with fire safety in mind: a very low 

fuel load, floors of asbestos tile, walls of gypsum board on steel studs, and a ceiling 

of fiberglass panels. The hospital is built in accordance with the National Fire 

Protection Agency Life Safety Code and has received the Joint Commission on 

Accreditation of Healthcare Organization’s maximum 2-year approval. 

 Late in the evening, a patient accidentally ignites the contents of his trash can, 

which in turn ignite the bed clothes and, eventually, the mattress. The ensuing fire 

is a disaster, and despite the correct operation of all fire systems, multiple fatalities 

occur and the entire hospital wing is a total loss. Why? There are no fire standards 

on the upholstered furniture in this hospital, and the mattresses meet a federal code 

designed to retard fires from smoldering cigarettes, not open flames.  

  For a New Product Aimed at Highway Engineers 

 You’re traveling along at high speed—the familiar clackety-clack of the rails beneath 

your feet. But wait a minute. You’re not on a train, you’re in an automobile, and 

that familiar sound beneath your feet is the result of deteriorating pavement joints 

that have been repaired with the usual “hot pour” method.  
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  For an Article for Golf Course Superintendents 

 Valleyview Country Club had a problem—the 12th hole was sinking again. For 

almost 40 years, the facilities people at Valleyview had been rebuilding the green. 

 In fact, it had been rebuilt three times over that period of time, but each time 

with the same results—in a matter of a few years, the green would begin to sag 

again. This time, it was almost bowl-shaped and was acting as a funnel for rainwa-

ter that was draining from its outer edges into its concave center.  

 Although you may not have guessed it, all these leads come from articles 

announcing new products or new applications for established products. Remem-

ber, even the most mundane subject can benefit from a creative treatment. Your 

readers will read your story only if they like your lead. 

 Other techniques for beginning your story include leading with a quote and 

placing it in context or using metaphor, simile, analogy, anecdote, and other 

interest-getting devices. Although most of us forgot these literary tools the minute 

t assume that good writing can get 

, simile, and 

analogy and then compare them with the feature article leads that follow them:

      A metaphor says that one thing is another:

  CAULIFLOWER IS NOTHING BUT A CABBAGE WITH A COLLEGE 

EDUCATION. 

 —Mark Twain  
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  TREE YOU ARE,  

  MOSS YOU ARE,  

  YOU ARE VIOLETS WITH WIND ABOVE THEM. 

 —Ezra Pound    

     A simile says that one thing is like another:

  THOUGH I MUST GO, ENDURE NOT YET  

  A BREACH, BUT AN EXPANSION,  

  LIKE GOLD TO AIRY THINNESS BEAT. 

 —John Donne  

  IN TIME OF PERIL LIKE THE NEEDLE TO THE LODESTONE, 

OBEDIENCE, IRRESPECTIVE OF RANK, GENERALLY FLIES TO HIM 

WHO IS BEST FITTED TO COMMAND. 

 —Herman Melville    

     Analogies make hard-to-understand ideas easier to grasp by placing them in 

reader context or, as in the following example, by making a point of view 

more understandable through humor:

  SOAP AND EDUCA

THEY ARE MORE DEADLY IN THE LONG RUN. 

      

 The following leads show even the most mundane subject is of interest to some-

one and deserves the most interesting treatment possible. Pay particular attention 

to the number of scene-setting or descriptive words used in these leads: 

  Leading with a Quote 

 “Steelhead trout are an elitist fish; they’re scarce, big, beautiful and they’re good 

fighters,” says Bob Hooton, Fish and Wildlife biologist responsible for steelhead 

on Vancouver Island. ( Salmonid,  newsletter of the Canadian Dept. of Fisheries and 

Oceans)  

  Leading with an Anecdote 

 If past experience is an indication, the telephones at our Client Services Center in 

Laurel, Maryland, will rarely stop ringing on December 16. That day the Center 

begins accepting calls for appointments to review diaries from the fall radio survey.  

( Beyond the Ratings,  national newsletter of Arbitron) 

 April 1 marks the beginning of a new era in banking—and a new dawn of satellite 

s Long Island, New York, office will 

make history by picking up the phone and dialing a Citicorp office in California. 

( Telecommunications Week,  national newsletter published by Business Research Publi-

cations, Inc.)  

  Leading with an Analogy 

 You’ve heard the adage “two heads are better than one.” What about 40? The divi-

sion’s plants, more than 40 of them, are “putting their heads together” in the form 



Feature Writing for Newsletters and Magazines  185

of a division-wide information sharing project recently released. ( Action Connection,  

employee newsletter of Weyerhaeuser Packaging Division)  

  Setting the Scene 

 It’s 5:30 on a Monday afternoon and you’ve just finished one of those days. Not 

only did the never-ending pile of work on your desk cease to go away, but you just 

received two additional A priority assignments. On top of that, the phones wouldn’t 

stop ringing and the air conditioning wouldn’t start working, even though the tem-

perature hit 95. ( Spectra,  employee newsletter of the SAIF Corporation) 

 It’s pretty quiet at Merwin Dam in southwest W

ning. The water level is down a little so folks along the reservoir can repair some 

docks while the weather stays nice. 

 For the 21 people working at the dam, it’s business as usual. But, there is a sub-

tle change. There’s no longer a threat hanging over their heads that Pacific might 

not own or operate the dam. The court case that could have forced Pacific to give 

it up was finally resolved at the end of February. ( Pacific Power Bulletin,  employee 

newsletter of Pacific Power)  

  Leading with a Metaphor or Simile 

 Recession fears faded like presidential candidates this spring. Markets were jolted 

by the February employment release, which showed an increase in employment of 

over 500,000. . . . The mood has gone full circle as there is renewed focus on the 

strength of the economy with its 5.4 percent unemployment rate, and the whiff 

of higher inflation in the air. ( Northwest Business Barometer,  a quarterly economic 

review for customers from U.S. Bank)   

  The Body  

Once the lead is conceived and written, the story must elaborate on it. If possible, 

make points one by one, explaining each as you go. Get the who, what, when, 

where, and how down in the most interesting way possible—but get to the point 

early.  The “why” element is developed in the rest of the story.

 The body of the article must support your main point, preferably already made 

in the lead, and elaborate on it. It should contain all the information that your 

reader needs to understand what you are trying to say. Obviously, it’s in your 

best interest to present your ideas clearly. Working from an outline is the best 

way to ensure that you have covered all your key points in a logical order. 

 You should anticipate questions that your reader might have and answer 

them satisfactorily. Remember to use logical transitional devices when moving 

from one point to another. Subheads, although helpful to the reader, don’t alle-

viate the need for thoughtful transitions. Back up your statements with facts 

and support all generalizations with specifics. Although magazine and newsletter 

feature stories seldom use footnotes, they are not completely inappropriate. Usu-

ally, however, citations can be taken care of in the body of the text. If, however, 

you are quoting someone, be sure to use attribution. Don’t just give the person’s 

name. A person’s title or job may lend your quote authority if that person is con-

sidered knowledgeable or an expert on your subject. 

 In a feature, cover the news angle in a more people-oriented way. Paint word 

pictures to help readers hear, smell, and feel the story. If your story has a possible 
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human-interest angle, use it. It helps your readers relate to the message through 

other human beings. Above all, don’t be afraid to experiment with different 

approaches to the same topic. Try a straight news approach, then a human-

interest angle or maybe a dramatic dialogue. Whatever approach you use, try to 

make your story specific to your audience. Remember, they are major players in 

your scripts, in reality or vicariously.  

  The Ending  

The most powerful and most remembered parts of your article will be the begin-

ning and the end. Good endings are as difficult to write as good beginnings. 

However, there are only a few ways to wrap up an article and bring your readers 

to closure (a sense that they are satisfactorily finished): Summarize your main 

points (   summary ending   ), refer back to the beginning in some way (   referral 

ending   ), or call for action (   response ending   ), although this last type of ending 

is rarely used in feature article writing. Consider the following leads with their 

respective endings: 

      Posing a question in the lead/summary ending:

  Lead 

 Name the oldest civilization in North America. If your anthropological information 

is such that you pinpointed the Aleut peoples of Alaska, you are both well informed 

and correct.  

  Ending 

 “Intellect and knowledge, technical skills, helpfulness, and concern for the truth 

are still the hallmarks of Aleut culture,” observes the Connecticut anthropologist, 

Laughlin. Such virtues are valuable assets, ever more useful as the 21st century 

approaches, and the bedrock on which the best that is Aleut may find permanence 

and continuity. (Richard C. Davids for   )    

     Setting the scene in the lead/referral ending:

  Lead 

 For one emotion-filled moment on July 28, when the Olympic torch is lit atop the 

into an arena of challenges and champions. But that magic event, shared with two 

billion television viewers around the world, will mark more than the beginning of 

 

  Ending 

 For GTE employees worldwide, perhaps some of that special thrill can be shared by 

just watching the Games on television, and knowing that whenever gymnastics, 

fencing, water polo, volleyball, yachting, or tennis are televised, those images and 

sounds will have passed through the hands of 425 fellow employees—GTE’s team 

at the Olympics. (Bill Ferree for  GTE Together )    

     An anecdotal lead/summary and referral ending:

  Lead 

 In 1737, Benjamin Franklin wrote in the  Pennsylvania Gazette  of an auroral display 

so red and vivid that some people thought it was a fire and ran to help put it out.  
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  Ending 

 Although the effects of auroral activity on the lower levels of the earth’s atmosphere 

are more apparent, the effects on the upper atmosphere are not, and we are only 

now beginning to understand them. With more understanding, we may eventu-

ally view the aurora with a more scientific eye, but until that day comes, it still 

remains the greatest light show on earth. (Tom Bivins for National Bank of Alaska 

 Interbranch )       

  Common Types of Features 
 Although several standard types of feature articles are appropriate for magazines 

and newsletters, the most common is the profile. The    profile   

feature story written specifically about a person, a product or service, or an orga-

nization or some part of it. It literally profiles the subject, listing facts, highlight-

ing points of interest, and—most important—tying them to the organization. 

Regardless of the subject of your article, you are writing for a specific organiza-

tion and the article must have some bearing on it: direct or indirect. 

  The Personality Profile  

Personality profiles are popular because people like to read about other peo-

ple, whether these people are just like them (so that they can easily relate) or 

very different (so that they can aspire or admire). Of course, a personality profile 

should do more than just satisfy human curiosity, it should inform the reader of 

something important about the organization itself by putting it in the context of 

a biographical sketch. For example, this lead was written for a brief profile on an 

award-winning engineer: 

  When Francis Langly receives the Goodyear Medal this spring, it will represent the 

symbolic crowning of a lifetime of dedication to the field of chemistry. Awarded 

by the Rubber Division of the American Chemical Society, the Goodyear Medal is 

the premier award for work in the field of specialty elastomers—an area that Lan-

gly helped pioneer. When Langly makes his medalist’s address to the gathering in 

Indianapolis in May, his comments will be a reflection of almost 50 years of innova-

tion and development, which began in 1957 when he joined Rogers Experimental 

Plastics Company as a research chemist.  

 What does this say about the organization? It implies, for one thing, that the 

company is obviously a good one to have such a well-respected person work for 

it for so long. A profile like this calls attention to the merits of the organization 

by calling attention to someone who has something to do with it—or, in some 

cases, to someone who benefits from its services or products. Consider the fol-

lowing lead: 

  Guy Exton is a superb artist. His oils have hung in galleries all over the country. 

But, for nearly 5 years, he couldn’t paint anything. T

fingers and a hand, and Guy lost his right hand in an auto accident in 1993. But 

now, thanks to a revolutionary new elastomer product developed by Rogers 

Experimental Plastics Company (REPC), Guy is painting again. He can grip even 

the smallest of his paintbrushes and control the tiniest nuance through the use of 

a special prosthetic device designed by Medical Help, Inc., of Franklin, New York. 
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The device, which uses REPC’s Elastoflex membrane as a flexible covering, pro-

vides minute control of digits through an electromechanical power pack embedded 

in the wrist.  

 One of the most common types of personality profiles is the Q & A (question-

and-answer) format. This style typically begins with a brief biographical sketch of 

the person being interviewed, hints at the reason for the interview, and sets the 

scene by describing the surroundings in which the interview took place. For the 

remainder of the piece, speakers are tagged Q or A. Sometimes, the interviewer 

is designated with the publication’s name (for example,  The Corporate Connection  

might be shortened to  CC ). Likewise, the interviewee might be designated by his 

or her last name. 

 The descriptive narrative tells the story of the individual being profiled from a 

third-person point of view. Naturally, quotes from the subject may be included, 

but sometimes a successful profile is simply a biographical sketch and won’t nec-

essarily need quotes. The profile in  Exhibit 8.9  is a mixture. Although some brief 

quotes are included, most of the profile is simple biography. 

         The Product or Service Profile

  Profiling a product or service means describing it in a way that is unusual to 

draw attention to the product and the organization. This is often done in subtle 

ways. For example, the personality profile on the artist Guy Exton is really a way 

of mentioning a product. Clearly this doesn’t detract from the human-interest 

angle, but it does accomplish a second purpose (probably the primary purpose), 

which is publicity. The same techniques you use in other article types can be 

used in profiling products.  

  The Organizational Profile  

In the organizational profile, an entire organization or some part of it is profiled. 

The organizational profile and the personality profile are accomplished much the 

same way, except that you need to interview a number of key people in the unit 

you are profiling in order to obtain a complete picture of that unit. The profile in 

 Exhibit 8.10  looks at a department within a large corporation. 

            EDITORIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR DISPLAY COPY  

 Display copy, from an editorial viewpoint, includes headlines, subheads, captions, 

and pull quotes. Each of these elements has to be written for best effect. Ideally, 

each should contribute to the article to which it refers by adding to, elaborating 

or amplifying on, or drawing attention to information already presented in the 

article.  

   Writing Headlines 
 Headlines for magazines and newsletters are similar; however, there are some 

exceptions. First, some definitional differences exist. A headline, strictly speaking, 
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is for news stories, whereas a title is for features. For example, a news story on a 

new product might have a headline like this: 

  New software will “revolutionize education,” says APC president  

 Now, contrast that headline with the following title: 

  Talking to the past—Learning about the future  

 The headline tells something about the story, so that even the casual reader 

can glean some information from reading it alone. The title, by contrast, entices 

the reader or piques his or her interest. For the following discussion, however, 

I use the term  headline  to indicate both types. To begin with, a basic rule for writ-

ing headlines is to use headlines for news articles and titles for feature articles. 

And, as with all writing, try to be clear. If your headline or title confuses the 

readers, they won’t read on. 

 Remember, whether headline or title, it should grab the reader’s attention 

and make him or her want to read the article. It should be informative and brief. 

Here are some guidelines that should help you in constructing good headlines:

       Keep them short.  Space is always a problem in any publication. Be aware of 

column widths and how much space that sentence-long headline that you 

are proposing will take up. Every column inch that you devote to your head-

line will have to be subtracted somewhere else. Headlines don’t have to be 

complete sentences, nor do they have to be punctuated unless they are.  

      Avoid vague words or phrases.  Your headline should contribute to the article, 

not detract from it. Cute or vague headlines that play on words should be 

left for entertainment publications like  Variety  (famous for its convoluted 

headlines).  

      Don’t use standing heads for recurring articles  such as “President’s Message” or 

“Employee Recognition.” It is better to mention something of the article’s con-

tent in the headline, such as “Packaging Division wins company-wide contest.”  

      Use short words.  A long word in a headline often has to be hyphenated or left 

on a line by itself. You can always come up with a shorter alternative.     
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  Writing Subheads and Crossheads 
    Subheads    are explanatory heads, usually set in a smaller type (or italics), that 

appear under the headline. For example:

    ACME buyout impending   

   Statewide Telecom makes takeover bid     

 In most cases, a headline is sufficient; however, there are times when a rather 

lengthy subhead is necessary

    “A drama of national failure”   

   A best-selling author talks about reporting on AIDS     

 Subheads should be used sparingly, if at all, and only for clarity’s sake. 

    Crossheads    are the smaller, transitional heads within an article. You shouldn’t 

useful is in a longer article—perhaps a newsletter devoted to a single subject 

or a magazine article. Crossheads should be very short and should simply indi-

cate a change in subject or direction. Most writers use crossheads in place of 

elaborate transitional devices. Space is always a consideration, and using a cross-

head instead of a longer transitional device may save you several column inches. 

However, if you do use crossheads, make sure that more than one is warranted. 

Like subpoints in an outline, crossheads don’t come solo. Either delete a single 

crosshead or include another one.  

  Writing Captions 
    Captions,    or    cutlines,    are the informational blurbs that appear below or next to 

photographs or other illustrations. They are usually set in a smaller point size. 

 Like headlines, they should contribute to the overall information of an article, 

not detract from it:

       Keep captions brief.  Make sure they relate directly to the photograph. (The best 

captions also add information that may not be included in the article itself.)  

      If your caption is necessarily long, make sure it is clear.  If you are naming a num-

ber of people in a photo, for example, establish a recognizable order (clock-

wise from the top, right to left, from the top, from the left, and so on).  

      Captions, like headlines, should not be vague or cute.  You simply don’t have 

enough space to waste developing that groaner of a pun.     

  Writing Pull Quotes 
    Pull quotes    are relatively new to newsletters. Traditionally a magazine device, 

they draw a reader’s attention to a point within an article. They almost always 

appear close to the place in the article from which the quote is taken. 

 Pull quotes don’t have to be actual quotes, but they should at least be an 

edited version of the article copy. Pull quotes usually suggest themselves. If you 

have a number of good quotes from an interviewee, you can always find a good 
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one to use as a pull quote. Or, if you simply want to stress an important point in 

an article, use it as a pull quote. 

 Pull quotes are useful as both editorial and design elements. Editorially, a pull 

quote draws attention to your article by highlighting an interesting quote. As a 

design element, a pull quote can create white space or fill up unused space left 

over from a short article. If, for instance, you have several inches left over on 

your page, simply add a pull quote to the middle of the article in the length you 

need to take up the extra space. A good pull quote can be as long or as short as 

you want and still make sense. It can span several columns, be constrained to a 

single column, head the page, appear in the center of a copy-heavy page, or help 

balance some other graphic element on the page. 

 Remember, good pull quotes reflect the best your article has to offer. A mun-

dane pull quote is wasted space.    

  EDITING YOUR ARTICLES 

  Feature articles probably get and deserve the most editing of the various types of 

writing discussed in this book. Length has something to do with it, but more than 

that it’s the freewheeling attitude of some article writers (especially novices) that 

contributes the most to this need. Because many writers of basic company pub-

lications end up dealing with pretty dry topics, an assignment to do an article 

for the house magazine might be seen as an invitation to creativity. This usually 

leads, in turn, to a looser style, wordiness, and lack of organization. Whatever 

the reason, even the best-written article can benefit from intelligent editing. 

 A quick word here about the term  intelligent editing.  This implies that you are 

being edited by someone (or yourself, if you’re doing the editing) who knows 

about writing—both grammar and style. Unfortunately, as many of us who 

have worked on in-house publications for years know, editors are often chosen 

because of their position within the organizational hierarchy (or the obligatory 

approval chain) and not for their literary talents. One of the best (if perhaps a 

little cynical) rules of thumb for dealing with inexpert editing is to ignore about 

80 percent of it. You quickly get to recognize what is useful to you and what is 

not. Basically, editing that deals with content balance and accuracy is usable. 

Most strictly editorial comment is not. A vice president’s penchant for ellipses or 

a manager’s predilection for using  which  instead of  that  are strictly stylistic pref-

erences (and often ungrammatical). In many cases, even if you do ignore these 

obligatory edits, these same “editors” won’t remember what they said when the 

final piece comes out. A rule of thumb for most experienced writers is to try to 

avoid being edited by noneditors. If you can’t, at least see how much you can 

safely ignore. 

 As for editing yourself, there are several methods for cutting a story that is too 

long, even if you don’t think you can possibly do without a single word:

       Look at your beginning and end to see if they can be shortened.  Often we write 

more than we need by way of introduction or closing when the real meat is 

in the body of the article.  



196  Chapter 8 Controlled Publications

        Keep only those 

that contribute directly to the understanding of your story.  

      Are there any general descriptions that, given later details, may be redundant?  Cut 

them.  

        Cut 

them. (Be careful not to cut both the general description and the details.)  

      Are there any people who can be left out?  For instance, will one expert and his or 

her comments be enough, or do you really need that second opinion?  

      Finally, look for wordiness—instances in which you used more words than you 

needed.  This type of editing hurts the most because you might have struggled 

over that wording for an hour.    

 Your goal is to get the article into the size that you need without losing its best 

parts or compromising your writing style.  Exhibit 8.11  shows how some of these 

guidelines can be applied. 

          EVALUATION  

 Like other forms of writing, newsletters and magazines can and should be evalu-

ated for effectiveness. And, like other forms of writing, the best approach is to 

test your message and your format on members of your target audience.  

   Methods of Evaluation 
 Focus groups have been covered earlier; however, they are useful as both pre- 

and posttesting measures of evaluation. In addition to focus groups (generally 

formal research is the survey. And, one of the most common forms of survey for 

our purposes is the  readership survey.  

 Readership surveys are simple questionnaires, usually included with your 

newsletter or magazine, that seek to find out whether anyone out there is paying 

attention (see  Exhibit 8.12 ). A few, plainly put questions—about what interests 

your readers the most, the least, what they would change if they could, what 

they would include or leave out—will tell you a lot. Most commercial publica-

tions run an occasional readership survey just to make sure they’re operating on 

the same wavelength as their readers. 

   Evaluating Your Production Schedule 
 In addition to evaluating the success of your publication with its target audi-

ences, you’re probably going to want to take a close look at your publication 

schedule. The first time that you produce your newsletter, you are going to have 

precious little time to reflect on how it’s going during the publication process. 

However, after the dust has settled, you need to get together with your staff (if 
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you have one) and your supervisor or publisher (unless you’re doing it all your-

self). Regardless of how many people are involved, or even if you’re the only one 

involved, you should look at every aspect of your publication schedule to see 

where problems occurred and to make recommendations for streamlining the 

process for the next issue. 

 Among business management strategies for maximizing efficiency, there is a 

fairly complex strategic planning method known as PERT analysis. PERT analysis 

is used to allocate resources based on how much time it takes to accomplish the 

   in a given project. The assumption is that you can’t 

get a job done any sooner than it takes to do the most time-consuming part of it. 

The trick, then, is to locate activities that don’t take as long to accomplish and see 

if the people who worked on those jobs can help speed up the slowest activity. 

A simplified version of PERT analysis can be used to determine ways in which 

your own newsletter production schedule can be streamlined. 

 The first step is to develop what is known as a Gantt chart. A Gantt chart 

is a quick, visual representation of the order in which various parts of a job 
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occur and how long it takes for each part. You will need to take your original 

schedule and construct a Gantt chart based on various jobs listed on it (see 

 Exhibit 8.13 ). 

                   Once you’ve got a Gantt chart made, the rest of the process goes something 

like this. 

     1.  Look at your schedule. Go over it item by item.  

    2.  Locate the blockages as well as the places where things went faster or smoother 

than you had expected.  

    3.  Calculate an average time for each item on your schedule. List the times by 

each of the scheduled items on the Gantt chart.  

    4.  Locate the most time-consuming activity.  

    5.  Locate the least time-consuming activity.  

    6.  Ask yourself if any resources allocated to the least time-consuming activity can 

be transferred to the most time-consuming activity in order to speed it up.  

    7.  If the answer is no, locate another activity that took less time than the longest 

activity and ask the same question.  

    8.  Continue this way until you can reallocate some of your resources to help 

shorten the longest part of your schedule.   

 You will notice that activities usually break down into two basic categories: 

those handled in-house (such as interviewing and writing) and those jobbed out 

(such as photography and illustration). The only way to speed up activities that 

freelancers have done is to set tighter deadlines or contract faster freelancers. 

However, at the points at which you become involved (selection and sizing of 

photos and artwork, for instance), you may find ways to cut down on the time. 

Otherwise, your best bets for streamlining are in-house activities—those that 

involve people under your direct control, including you. 

 Let’s say that after looking at your schedule, you discover that the job that 

took the longest in-house time was obtaining critiques of the first and second 

drafts of your articles. Perhaps you have a long list of supervisors who must sign 

off on each draft, and the copy tends to spend too much time in interoffice mail. 

You might try hand-carrying the copy through the approval chain, set stricter 

deadlines, try to reduce the number of approvals needed, or back-time the dead-

line for receipt of the first and second drafts to accommodate the delay at the 

approval’s end. 

 Or, perhaps the most time-consuming activity turns out to be gathering infor-

mation and writing the stories. You might be able to assign an extra writer to the 

job, handle the feature story yourself each issue to ease the load on the other 

writers, or set stricter deadlines. 

 If there are areas in which others can help, pinpoint these activities and seek 

in-house support. For instance, your secretary or assistant might be able to help 

you edit the copy or set it on the computer. If you have writing help (lucky you), 

they could develop their own headlines, captions, and pull quotes. 

 The real key is making yourself delegate part of  your  job to others who can help 

you out. If you’re like most newsletter editors, you probably hate to relinquish 
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any part of your control to others. You’re afraid that they won’t take the same 

care that you do. Don’t worry. Tell them exactly what you want, how to do it, 

and when you want it. You will still be the editor, and as such, you retain ulti-

mate control over your newsletter. Remember, an editor edits. He or she doesn’t 

have to create everything from scratch.    

  BROCHURES  

 Like newsletters, brochures often are written and designed by the same person. 

This is not universally true, of course, but in many nonprofit agencies or small 

offices a single person is put in charge of “making” a brochure. The following 

discussion therefore includes a bit about brochure design as well as writing. It 

is my belief that this particular medium unites design and copy in a unique and 

nearly inextricable way. 

 Most brochures are used to arouse interest, answer questions, and provide 

sources for further information. Even when used as part of a persuasive cam-

paign, brochures are seldom persuasive in themselves; rather, they are support 

pieces or part of a larger media mix. Brochures can serve as stand-alone display 

rack literature, as a component of a press kit, or as part of a direct-mail packet. 

Brochures vary enormously in length; the amount of information to be imparted 

is the determining factor. Most brochure copy is abbreviated, however. Longer 

copy is best suited to other formats such as booklets or pamphlets. Be aware 

that an odd-sized brochure probably will be more expensive to produce because 

printers will have to make special adjustments to their equipment to accommo-

date the brochure. 

 Brochures usually are formed of a single sheet of paper folded one or more 

times. The folded brochure often is pocket sized, but it doesn’t have to be—

part of the fun of designing a brochure is choosing its size and number of folds. 

Although writing for a brochure implies that you already know what size and 

shape the finished product will be, you can also write first and then determine 

the size and shape that fits your copy. As with any in-house publication, you can 

work it either way, fitting copy to design or design to copy. Take the approach 

that works best for you, though you may need to cut costs by trimming your 

copy or accommodate mandatory information by expanding it.  

   Planning Your Brochure 
 Before you begin to write, you need to plan your brochure and determine 

exactly what your message is and how it can best be presented. Who is your 

intended audience? Are you trying to inform or persuade? Is a brochure the best 

medium for your message? Your format and your style must match your audi-

ence’s expectations and tastes. 

  Know Your Intended Audience  

In addition to following the procedures discussed in Chapter 3 for knowing your 

intended audience, begin by assuming that your audience is seeking or processing 
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an abbreviated amount of information. Most readers understand that brochures 

aren’t intended to provide long, involved explanations. 

 You should consider three other audience-centered questions before you 

begin writing for your brochure:

       Is your audience specialized or general?  If it is specialized and familiar with your 

subject, you can use the trade language or jargon familiar to readers, no mat-

ter how technical it might be. For example, in a brochure on a new chemi-

cal product (a copolyester, let’s say) you can deal with durometer hardness, 

temperature-related attributes, resistance to pollutants and weather, and 

stress characteristics. None of these concepts should be new or surprising to 

a specialized audience of chemical engineers or designers who use polymers. 

By contrast, if you are writing a brochure for a lay audience, you will have to 

deal in lay terms, or generalities.    

 Here are two examples of a piece on an imaginary copolyester—one for a 

technical audience (engineers) and one for a less specialized audience (retail-

ers of a manufactured product made from the raw product): 

  Technical 

 The results of laboratory testing indicate AXON 11 ®  polyester elastomer is resistant 

to a wide variety of fuels including leaded and unleaded gasoline, Gasohol, kero-

sene, and diesel fuel. With a hardness range of 92A to 72D durometer, tests show 

the most fuel-resistant type of copolyester to be the 72D durometer; the other fam-

ily types also show an impressive amount of fuel resistance.  

  General 

 ®  polyester elastomer offers design potential plus for applications in a vari-

 ®  is proving to be the design mate-

rial of the future. Its unique properties and flexibility in processing make it applicable 

in areas previously dependent on a range of other, more expensive products.  

       Are you persuading or informing?  If you are persuading your audience, you can 

use the standard persuasive techniques covered in Chapter 3, including emo-

tional language, appeal to logic, and association of your idea with another 

familiar concept. As with print advertising, the tone of the brochure (whether 

persuasive or informative) is set in the introductory headline. For example, 

here are two cover titles or headlines from two brochures on graduate pro-

grams in journalism. The first is persuasive, and the second is informative:   

  Persuasive 

 Is one graduate program in journalism better than all the others? Yes. 

 The University of Northern Idaho.  

  Informative 

 Graduate studies in journalism at the University of Northern Idaho 

    Regardless of your intent, the brochure copy should always be clear on what 

you expect of your audience. If you are trying to persuade, state what you 

want the reader to do—buy your product, invest in your stock, vote for your 

candidate, or support your bond issue. Persuasion works only if people know 

what it is you want them to be persuaded about.  
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       How will your audience be using your brochure?  Is the brochure intended to 

stimulate requests for information on a topic for which detailed informa-

tion can be obtained in another form? Will it urge readers to send for more 

information? Is it meant to be saved as a constant reminder of your topic? 

Many health-oriented brochures, for example, provide information meant 

to be saved or even posted for reference, such as calorie charts, vitamin dos-

ages, and nutrition information. If your brochure is designed to be read and 

discarded, don’t waste a lot of money on printing. By contrast, if you want 

the brochure to be saved, not only should you make the information valu-

able enough to be saved, but also the look and feel of the brochure should 

say “don’t throw me away.” The same is true of any publication. Newspapers, 

by their inexpensive paper and rub-off ink, say “read me and then throw me 

away,” whereas a magazine like  National Geographic  says “throw me away 

and you’d be trashing a nice piece of work.”    

  Determine a Format  

   Format    refers to the way you arrange your brochure—its organizational char-

acteristics. As with everything else about brochures, format can go two ways: 

You can either fit format to your writing or fit your writing to a predetermined 

format. For instance, if you are told to develop a Q & A (question-and-answer) 

brochure, you’ll have to fit both writing and design to this special format. If you 

are writing a persuasive piece, you might decide to go with a problem-solution 

format, spending two panels of a six-panel brochure on setting up the problem 

and three on describing the solution (the sixth panel is reserved for the cover). 

 Some organizational formats work well in brochures, and some don’t. Space 

organization (up to down, right to left, east to west), which can work well in 

book form or in magazine articles, doesn’t seem to fit in a brochure. Neither does 

chronological organization. The reason for this may be the physical nature of the 

brochure itself. Magazine and book pages are turned, one after the other, and 

each page contains quite a lot of information. A brochure demands a more con-

centrated effort, one that is less natural than leafing through pages. Because each 

panel is limited in space, development has to take place in “chunks.” Organiza-

tional formats that require continuous, linked development or constant referral 

to previous information aren’t suited to brochures. The sole exception would be 

brochure points that are numbered, which by definition means the points are 

sequential if not chronological. 

 More common formats for brochures include Q & A or FAQs (frequently asked 

questions), problem–solution, and narrative (storytelling). Pick a format that is 

suited to your topic and then design your brochure to suit your format. Creative 

brochure design is part of the fun of working with this type of publication.  

  Position Your Brochure  

   Positioning    refers to placing your piece in context as either part of some larger 

whole or as a standout from other pieces. Is your brochure to be used as part of 

a larger communication package (a press kit, for instance), or is it meant to be 
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a stand-alone piece? If it is part of a larger package, then the information con-

tained in the brochure can be keyed to information elsewhere in the package. If 

it is a stand-alone piece, it will need to be fairly complete—and probably longer. 

Knowing how your brochure fits into a larger communication program helps 

you position it properly. 

 If your brochure is part of a larger program, you also need to be sure that 

your writing style mimics the style of the overall package. Obviously, this doesn’t 

mean that the brochure should read like a magazine because it is packaged with 

a magazine, but it should resemble the companion pieces as closely as possible. If 

the other pieces are formal, the brochure should be formal; if they are informal, 

the brochure should be also. The key is consistency.  

  Decide on Length  

Succinctness is an art. Almost all writers are able to write long, but very few 

can write short without editing down from something originally longer. Your 

information will probably be edited a number of times to make it as spare and 

succinct as possible because short copy is the ideal for brochures—for space limi-

tations, to leave enough white space for aesthetic value, type size considerations 

(for example, a brochure for senior citizens must use a fairly large typeface), or 

cost considerations. Whatever the reason, you must learn to write short and edit 

mercilessly. 

 The brochure in  Exhibit 8.14  uses what can be considered the most common 

style. The two-fold brochure has a cover and five following panels combining 

graphics and subheads to lead the reader easily through the layout.  Exhibit 8.15  

shows a two-fold brochure that is laid out horizontally to take advantage of a 

flyer-style inside spread. This format allows for more copy and greater flexibility 

of its placement within the layout.  Exhibit 8.16  shows a larger-format brochure 

with not that much copy but a heavy use of large graphics. 

                 Remember, there are few design restrictions on brochures. They simply have 

to appeal to your target public to be successful. 

 The key to editing brochure copy is to realize exactly how much your reader 

would need to know about your subject. If you include too much in a piece 

designed merely to attract attention, you may lose your readers. By contrast, if 

you don’t provide enough basic information, you may never pique their interest. 

Although some edited elements may in fact influence the final decision-making 

process, they may not be important in the awareness stage of the adoption pro-

cess. Once you have decided on the purpose of your brochure, writing and edit-

ing become a much easier job.   

  Fitting It All Together 
 Whether you write for a specific size or you fit the size to the amount of informa-

tion that you have (especially if your boss simply can’t live without that detailed 

explanation of how beneficial your new widget is to Western technology), your 

copy will have to fit the unique characteristic of the brochure—the number of 

folds. 
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 Brochures are designated by how many folds they have (see  Exhibit 8.17 ). 

A    two-fold,    a sheet with two creases, has six panels—three on one side and 

three on the other. A three-fold has eight panels, and so on. Each fold adds two 

or more new panels. Although some very interesting folds have been developed, 

the usual configuration consists of panels of equal size. 

       Each panel may stand alone—that is, present a complete idea or cover a single 

subject—or may be part of a larger context revealed as the panels unfold. Either 

way, in the well-designed brochure, careful attention is paid to the way the pan-

els unfold to ensure that the information is presented in the proper order. Good 

brochures do not unfold like road maps but present a logical pathway through 

their panels. 

 Research indicates that the first thing that a reader looks at in a direct-mail 

package is the brochure. The last thing is the cover letter. Exactly how you pres-

ent the brochure may determine whether it gets read or is thrown away. 

  The Order of Presentation  

The first thing you must do is establish where the front panel is and where the 

final panel is. The first panel or front cover need not contain any information, but 

it should serve as an eye catcher that draws the reader inside. It should employ 

a hook—an intriguing question or statement, a beautiful photograph, an eye-

catching graphic, or any other device that will get the casual peruser to pick up 

and read the complete brochure. 

 If you begin your printed matter on the front cover, the headline or title 

becomes important. Most informational brochures use a title simply to tell 

what’s inside. After all, most people looking for information don’t want to wade 

through a lot of creative esoterica. A brochure headline should be to the point. 

Headlines that tell the reader nothing (called    blind headlines   ) are of no use in 

a brochure. For example: 

  Reaching for the stars?  

 Is this headline for a product (maybe telescopes)? A service (astrology)? 

  In the U.S. Air Force, you can reach for the stars!  

 Now, both the intent and the sponsor are clear. For the information-seeking 

reader, a blind headline might work; however, if you really want to be sure—and 

 The second panel, at least in a two-fold brochure, is the first panel of the inside 

spread. Its job is to build interest. The opening section should explain the purpose 

of the brochure and refer to the title or headline. This is the    bridge.    It is usually 

copy heavy and may contain a subhead or crosshead. In fact, panels may be laid 

out around crossheads. But make sure that the reader knows which panel follows 

which. Never let your copy run from panel to panel by breaking a sentence or a 

paragraph or (worst of all) a word in half. Try to treat each panel as a single entity 

with its own information. This isn’t always possible, but it’s nice to strive for. 

 The rest of the inside spread (panels 3 and 4) carries the main load. It may be 

constructed to present a unified whole with words and graphics bleeding from 

one panel to the next, or the panels may retain their individuality. 
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 The back panels (panels 5 and 6) serve various purposes. Panel 5 may be used 

as a teaser or short blurb introducing the inside spread, or it may be incorporated 

into the design of panel 2 (especially useful because this panel is often folded in 

and seen as you open the front cover). It may also simply continue the informa-

tion begun on panels 2, 3, and 4. Panel 6 may be left blank for mailing or contain 

address information. It doesn’t usually contain much else. 

 Most of us are used to seeing two-folds folded so that the far right panel (inside 

panel 4 and outside panel 5) is folded in first with the far left panel (outside 
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panel 1 and inside panel 2) folded over it (see  Exhibit 8.18 ). But this approach 

has always presented problems. For instance, what do you put on panel 5? It 

is the first panel you see when you open the cover, yet it is technically on the 

back of the brochure. You can use it as a teaser or simply as the informational 

panel that follows the inside spread. Or, you can experiment with the fold (see 

 Exhibit 8.19 ). So much depends on the presentation of your information, and 

because they are folded, brochures are among the hardest collateral pieces to 

present properly. If readers are even slightly confused, you’ve lost them. 

           Crossheads  

Crossheads, or subheads, should be used liberally in a brochure. They help break 

up copy and give your brochure a less formidable appearance. Studies have shown 

that copy formed into short paragraphs, broken by informative crossheads, gives 

the reader a feeling that he or she can read any section independently without 

being obligated to read the entire piece. Although in some instances this may be 

self-defeating, reading one pertinent paragraph is often better than reading none; 

and if you run your copy together in one long, unbroken string, you’re going to 

limit readership to a hardy few. Your brochure will look better with the increased 

white space crossheads can add, and white space encourages readership as well.  

  Copy Format  

As you create your brochure, you may have to present the copy to others for 

approval. It helps to place it into a format that conveys the look of the finished 

product. The best way to show anyone how a finished piece will look is to mock 

it up; however, copy often must be approved prior to any mockup, so indicating 

-

tant visual aspect of the brochure copy format. This type of format is like the script 

for a play, which traditionally describes visual action that takes place along with 

dialogue or monologue. Remember reading those Shakespearean plays in school?  

 ACT I 

 SCENE I    Elsinore. A platform before the castle.  

  [FRANCISCO    at his post. Enter to him  BERNARDO] 

BERNARDO  Who’s there?  

 FRANCISCO    Nay, answer me: stand, and unfold yourself.   

 This play script sets the scene, introduces the players, and indicates dialogue. Using 

a brochure “script” accomplishes much the same thing, as  Exhibit 8.20  shows. Visu-

als (the scene) are described, and copy (dialogue) is indicated. If a visual change 

is indicated, it appears in the spot in which it would appear in the finished piece, 

with copy interrupted to account for the visual—much the way a scene change is 

indicated in a script. Indicating headlines and visuals this way will help you formal-

ize your thoughts if you are doing the entire brochure yourself and will enhance 

 

 Producing a script is as far as most writers go; however, if you work for a small 

firm or nonprofit agency, you may be solely responsible for producing collateral 

pieces from writing to layout. Remember, you can write first and then develop 
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a length and size to fit your editorial needs, or you can limit your copy to a 

preset design and size. Either way, you have to be aware of copyfitting require-

ments. Once you know how much you must write, stick to your guns. If you find 

that you have written more than will fit your original design concept, you can 

increase the number of folds and, thus, the number of available panels, or you 

can edit your copy to fit the original design. 

 If your supervisor isn’t clamoring for every ounce of information that you 

can provide in 93 ½  square inches of space, stick with editing your copy. The best 

brochures are almost always the short ones.     

  OTHER INFORMATION PIECES  

 In addition to brochures, a wealth of other formats is used to impart informa-

tion in print. These range from near-magazine-length booklets to single- and 

double-sided flyers to posters and pamphlets. Each is designed for a slightly dif-

ferent purpose, but they all aim at the same target publics as brochures and all 

are written roughly in the same manner. The only real difference is length. The 

longer the piece, the more organized the writing has to be and the more unified 

the design. (See Chapter 7 for more on unity and design.)  

   Flyers 
 Flyers are a quick way to disseminate information, even to large audiences, 

cheaply. A flyer is typically a single sheet of paper, usually letter sized, printed 

on one or both sides (see  Exhibit 8.21 ). A flyer is most often photocopied but is 

sometimes printed if slickness is important.         
 Flyers can be folded, but this is most often done only for mailing purposes. 

Usually, they are distributed flat because the most common form of flyer dissemi-

nation is still by hand. In fact, the term    refers to the rapidity with which they 

can be delivered—historically by children running through the streets handing 

them out. 

 Flyers are handed out on street corners, at entrances to events, and practi-

cally anywhere that large numbers of people gather. Flyers are distributed in 

employee mailboxes and door-to-door. They are pinned on bulletin boards and 

office doors. In short, flyers are one of the most useful—and ubiquitous—forms 

of information dissemination around. 
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 Unlike brochures, good flyers are often laid out like good print ads or some-

times, depending on the amount of information needed, like a good newsletter 

page. But, like a brochure, the copy is written and the graphics designed to work 

together to bring the reader’s attention directly to the message being imparted. 

The same script format is therefore used for flyers and posters as for print ads and 

brochures. 

 When writing for flyers, keep in mind how much information that you need to 

impart versus how much space that you have to work with. In most cases, you have 

 

of the restrictions that panels impose. This leaves plenty of room for creativity. 

 If you have a lot to say, consider using a newsletter- or magazine-style 

approach to layout. Divide the page into columns and work within those borders 

with both words and graphics. Use subheads to break up the copy and plenty of 

bulleted items for clarity. You might also mimic print ad layout by using one of 

the common layouts mentioned in Chapter 7. 

 Choose your graphics carefully and for full impact. Only the most striking 

graphics should appear on flyers because you usually have only one shot to cap-

ture attention. Why? Because you are competing for attention against dozens of 

other information pieces just like yours. 

 If you have only a little to say (maybe an announcement of an event), then 

use full-impact language—as in advertising. Get readers’ attention with a big 

headline and striking graphic. Make them pay attention to your copy, brief 

though it may be. 

 The main selling points of a good flyer are its ease of production, the easy way 

it lends itself to creativity, and its relatively low cost.  

  Posters 
 The only real differences between posters and flyers are size and cost. Whereas 

most flyers are inexpensive to produce, posters are usually more costly for a 

number of reasons. First, they are larger, anywhere from 11  ⫻  17 inches to sev-

eral square feet in size. Second, although some are in black and white, most are 

in color. The most common use for posters is announcements. They have histori-

cally heralded plays, movies, gallery openings, rallies, and other special events. 

They have called us to arms and called us to save the planet. Posters are incred-

ibly useful communication devices; however, their prohibitive costs have usually 

limited their usefulness to public relations. 

 A resurgence of sorts began in the late 1980s with corporations realiz-

ing that posters could be used in the workplace to keep employee morale up. 

Since that time, they have proliferated in some corporations and businesses (see 

 Exhibit 8.22 ). Their usefulness depends on the purpose for which they are cre-

ated. The most useful employee posters seem to be those designed with infor-

mation in mind; however, posters can be used for everything from enhancing 

employee morale to imparting historical company information. Advancements 

in computer printing techniques have allowed even small-run posters (fewer 

than what would be cost effective using traditional printing techniques) to be 
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simply wouldn’t allow for the printing of a single poster—a job that can now be 

done by most print shops and many copy shops for under $100. 

     Displays, especially internal company displays, are often posterlike in presen-

tation. A number of organizations have chosen to decorate their premises with 

displays geared specifically to the employee public. The objective is to enhance 

morale, in many cases, as well as to provide information about company ethos, 

history, and mission.  

  Booklets and Hybrids 
 Booklets are produced for nearly every imaginable reason. Usually, the subject is 

too complex or too lengthy to fit into a brochure, yet a print publication is needed 

because of its semipermanence. Booklets also run the range of sizes, depending 

on the use to which they are put (see  Exhibit 8.23 ). A small “facts and figures” 
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booklet might be sized to fit into a pocket, much as the standard brochure is 

designed to be pocket sized. Or it might replicate a magazine in size and heft and 

be designed to be kept and referenced frequently. 

     Writing style varies according to the purpose of the booklet; however, you will 

rarely see anything resembling feature style in even a lengthy booklet. They are 

sales pieces and, like brochures, need to stick to the details. Space is still limited, 

and production costs will often dictate size and length. Format is the same as for 

brochures and includes notation of graphics and copy in the order in which they 

will appear in the booklet. 
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 Hybrids include basically anything that is neither a brochure nor a booklet. 

This can be what might otherwise be termed a large-format brochure. It could 

also be a large-format booklet with covers designed to hold additional informa-

tion, much like a press kit (see  Exhibit 8.24 ). 
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     ANNUAL REPORTS  

       are probably the least read of all house publications. Recent 

research indicates that about half the stockholders who receive them spend less 

than 10 minutes looking at them. And 15 percent of all stock analysts don’t read 

them at all. Nonetheless, over 10,000 U.S. corporations are required to produce 

and issue annual reports. Closer to 50,000 reports may be produced annually 

because a great many nonprofits, public agencies, universities, and countless 

other organizations also produce them, even though they’re not required to do 

so (see  Exhibit 8.25 ). 

   

  

   

  



Annual Reports  227

 Exhib i t  8 .25 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 Beginning in 1980, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) mandated 

that additional information be added, including financial data covering the past 

5 years and an expanded discussion and analysis of the company’s financial con-

dition. It’s not surprising, then, that annual reports increase in size and complex-

ity each year—so much so in fact that a few years ago General Motors asked the 

SEC to allow it and other companies to develop and file an abbreviated, sum-

mary annual report. 
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 In 1987 the SEC ruled that companies could publish such a report as long as 

they included all the elements required by law as either appendices to the abbre-

viated report or in another formal document, such as the already required Form 

10-K. Critics worry that this new flexibility allows companies to selectively cut 

bad news from their most visible communication vehicle. They argue that most 

stockholders will read only the annual report, believing it complete. Although 

some companies have experimented with the summary annual report, at this 

writing, most companies still produce the lengthy report already familiar to 

stockholders. 

 These days, most large corporations and many small ones have their own Web 

sites on the Internet. Most of these sites include links to their annual reports. 

However, many of these abbreviated reports include only what the company 

considers to be important sections (generally the president’s letter and some 

summary tables). It appears that hard-copy annual reports are still the best 

way to get a complete financial picture of an organization, at least for the time 

being.  

   Audiences 
 The SEC requires that every stockholder of a publicly traded corporation be given 

a copy of its annual report. In most cases, stockholders are considered internal 

audiences. Thus, when you produce an annual report, you’re writing for a pri-

marily internal audience, one with a vested interest in the well-being of your 

organization. That’s why many annual reports gloss over the bad news, even 

though research shows that most stockholders would feel a lot better about a 

company if it were open and honest with them.    

  Contents  
 No two annual reports are alike; however, the SEC does require certain elements 

to be present, including the following:

      Certified financial statements for the previous 2 years  

     An explanation of any difference between these financial statements and 

statements filed in another form with the SEC  

     A summary management analysis of operations for the past 5 years  

     Identification of the company directors’ principal occupations  

     Stock market and dividend information for the past 2 years  

     A brief description of both business and line of business  

     Any material differences from established accounting principles reflected in 

the financial statements  

     Supplementary inflation accounting    
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 The form this information takes is what makes annual reports different from 

each other. To accommodate the SEC guidelines, annual reports have developed 

certain standard mechanisms for housing the required information:

      A description of the company, including its name, address (headquarters, 

subsidiaries, and plant sites), its overall business, and a summary of its opera-

tions, usually in both narrative and numerical form.  

     A letter to stockholders including an account of the past year’s achievements, 

an overview of the industry environment and pertinent markets, and a dis-

cussion of future business and investment strategies.  

     A financial review as set forth by SEC regulations listed above.  

     An explanation and analysis of the financial review that outlines the factors 

influencing the financial picture over the past year.  

     A narrative report covering anything from a discussion of subsidiaries to 

details on corporate philanthropy.    

 Many companies use the annual report as a forum in which to discuss social 

issues or beat their own public relations drum because it is one of the best public-

ity tools available. 

 According to the Annual Reports Library in San Francisco, annual reports 

usually have ten distinct sections. Most are required.

    1.  Letter from the board chairperson.  This is one or two pages (maximum) and 

placed within the first five pages. It covers changing developments, goals 

achieved (or missed), actions taken, and industry conditions.  

   2.  Sales and marketing.  Closest to the front and usually written by the marketing 

department, it describes where the company sells and where it makes most 

of its money. The scope of lines, divisions, and operations should be clear.  

   3.  Ten-year summary of financial figures.  Placement in front of report is better, and 

it is usually provided by the chief financial officer (CFO).  

   4.  Management discussion and analysis.  Placed before financial statements and 

written by the CFO, it discusses significant trends over past 2 years.  

   5.  Certified public accountant’s (CPA) opinion letter.  Placed either before or after 

financial statements, it is written by a certified public accounting firm.  

   6.  Financial statements.  Provided by CFO or chief accounting officer.  

   7. Notice of Form 10-K availability.  

   8.  Subsidiaries, brands, and addresses.  Placed in the last few pages, it is usually 

provided by the Legal Department.  

   9.  List of directors and officers.  Placed as the last or second-to-last page, it is usu-

ally provided by the corporate secretary.  

   10.  Stock price.  Because analysts want this, it’s best to have near front of report. 

Usually provided by the corporate secretary, it should contain the following: 

where traded, stock symbol, high/low history, and price and dividend trends 

over time.     
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   Writing for Annual Reports 
 There are generally two ways to produce an annual report: You can write it in-

house, or you can farm it out to an agency. Frankly, agencies—including those 

that specialize in annual reports—produce the bulk of these publications. How-

ever, with the advent of desktop publishing, more organizations are considering 

in-house writing and production. 

 No matter who writes it, the bulk of an annual report is taken up with tables, 

charts, and flashy photographs. In fact, critics charge, annual reports often try 

too hard (and too blatantly) to sweeten a bitter financial pill with a lot of pretty 

sugar coating. Many annual reports stand guilty of this charge, but countless 

others perform a valuable informational service to shareholders and members. 

In fact, because they are good message vehicles, a great many nonprofit organi-

zations are now producing annual reports even though they don’t have to (dis-

cussed later in this chapter). The modern annual report has become a major tool 

in any organization’s public relations arsenal. 

 Writers produce only a small portion of the annual report, but it includes the 

sections most often read by shareholders: the president’s letter and the narrative 

report. 

  The President’s Letter  

Some really awful president’s letters can be found in annual reports. The reason 

cited most often for this quality problem is the SEC guidelines telling them what 

they have to talk about. Fortunately, these guidelines don’t tell writers how to 

talk about what they have to talk about. There is no reason these letters have to 

be crashingly dull, wordy, and confusing. What impresses the everyday share-

holder is honesty, a straightforward writing style, and no fluff. 

 The following examples opt for the numbers-up-front approach in the mis-

taken belief that readers want it that way: 

  [Company name] expanded its financial base in 2009 and substantially increased 

the number of property interests in its investment portfolio. A $47 million common 

stock offering, completed in June, plus a $40 million public offering of mortgage 

notes and common stock purchase warrants in December 2006 were among the 

financial resources that permitted [company name] to increase the number of its 

property interests to 191 by adding 99 real estate investments during the year. 

 The year 2006 was a successful one for [company name]. Net income was up sub-

stantially, over 27 percent greater than 2005’s results, to a record $305.6 million, as 

the economy moved into a strong recovery. On a per-share basis, our earnings were 

$9.50, an increase of 13 percent, reflecting both the issuance of additional common 

stock during this past year, as well as the preferred stock issued during 2006.  

 The next example at least begins with an interesting image of a “corporate 

renaissance”: 

  We are in the midst of a corporate renaissance, and 2009 was a strong reflection of 

 We had a record performance in 2006 in many areas. For the first time, net 

income exceeded $1 billion, at $1.2 billion. Sales reached an all-time high of 
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$13.4 billion—up more than $2 billion from the 2005 level. The list of records also 

included earnings per share at $6.47; and operating income, which at $2.3 billion 

was up 69 percent from the previous record.  

 And what about bad news? This letter buries it under a barrage of industry 

buzzwords such as  maximizing profitability:  

  [Company name] continued its strategy of maximizing profitability in basic markets 

and businesses in 2006. All these areas of the Corporation had a truly excellent 

year. Unfortunately, the property and casualty reinsurance lines of the Insurance 

Group, which are not a part of our basic long-term strategy, incurred continuing 

heavy losses, significantly lowering our overall profitability. Reflecting this impact, 

[company name]’s consolidated net income of $106.3 million was about flat with 

2005, although earnings per share increased marginally to $4.02 from $3.96, 

reflecting a slightly reduced number of common shares outstanding.  

 Finally, here’s a letter that approaches a mixed year with an interesting, 

number-free narrative approach: 

  External forces produce both opportunities and challenges—and 2006 had its share 

of both for [company name] and its businesses. 

 During the year, some of the external forces facing our four business segments 

served to expand revenues and growth. Others had a dampening effect, calling for 

effective counter-measures. 

 The mix of forces at work included . . . [ bulleted list follows ]  

 We worked to take advantage of those external forces that offered opportunities, 

and to overcome the challenges posed by others. 

 If you can write the letter yourself and simply route it for the president’s 

approval, you’ll get better results than you would if the president drafted it. 

When you do it yourself, keep in mind a few points. Because most of the rest of 

the report is numbers, it’s best to keep numbers in the letter to a minimum. Keep 

your letter short and keep its language friendly and simple. This way, you’ll be 

able to cover the SEC bases without boring your readers.  

  The Narrative Report  

The body of the annual report is your only chance to write anything without 

numbers—or, at least, with a minimum of numbers. Here is where you get to 

describe the company, its operations, its people (a favorite focus of many reports), 

and its future in detail. The only problem is one of space. Remember, you can’t 

leave out anything required by the SEC. And you don’t want to leave out any-

thing that makes your company look good. 

 One of the best ways to decide on content is to have the people in charge of 

the various divisions or subsidiaries submit brief lists of the year’s highlights from 

their down-in-the-trenches perspective. Make your needs known in plenty of 

time to get responses from your contacts. And leave the final compiling and writ-

ing to one person so that the entire report has a single style. 

 A quick word about that style. Depending on a company’s image, the style 

of an annual report can vary greatly. Some are formal to the point of being stiff. 
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Others are too informal and leave shareholders with a feeling that the company 

is being loosely run. The best and most appropriate style is somewhere in the 

middle. 

 As with the president’s letter, you don’t have to begin your narrative report 

with numbers. In fact, it benefits greatly from a little introduction. There is no 

reason why annual reports have to be boring reading. The following introduc-

tions to the narrative report sections of two different annual reports are fairly 

good examples of what can be done to lend a modicum of interest to an other-

wise often dull subject: 

  To come up with a winner in global competition, you have to provide the highest 

quality . . . the greatest number of choices and the most innovative solutions to a 

customer’s needs, regardless of location. 

 In meeting that challenge, [company name] uses a system of “global network-

ing”: to choreograph its worldwide response by product, function, and geographic 

area. Networking teams enable [company name] to draw upon its resources 

around the world and to respond quickly no matter where customers may be 

headquartered. 

 There are many ways to define shareholder value . . . and many ways that 

companies strive to create it. But at [company name], the strategy has been three-

pronged: 

   •  Utilizing existing resources within the company to diversify into four separate 

businesses.  

  • Acting on opportunities to build and strengthen these existing businesses.  

  • Keeping abreast of trends that hold promise for the future.    

 Use numbers to augment your narrative—don’t let numbers be the entire 

focus. Although annual reports are intended to spell out a company’s financial 

environment, they communicate more often with average people than with 

financial analysts. Financial analysts won’t rely on an annual report as their sole 

information source. Many shareholders will, so it has to be written in a style that 

they will understand. 

 Striking just the right tone, in both writing and design, is the most important 

ingredient in producing an annual report. In fact, so much depends on design 

that many annual reports emphasize form at the expense of function. 

 Design for design’s sake is still common. Be careful not to let the report’s 

look overpower the written information. Ideally, form and function should work 

together to achieve a real sense of the company that readers care enough to 

own. 

 These days, it’s quite common for annual reports to appear online; however, 

most are still presented in PDF format, preserving the look of the original print 

publication.   

  The Nonprofit Annual Report 
 Increasingly, annual reports are being produced by organizations other than 

publicly traded corporations. The overriding reason is that stakeholders always 

benefit from seeing where their money is being spent or how their efforts are 
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being rewarded. A donor to a local charity wants to know where his or her 

money went. Did it go directly to support the charity’s constituents? Was part of 

it diverted to administrative costs? An accounting of expenses and an assessment 

of how the organization did during the previous year will go a long way toward 

ensuring continued involvement. 

 There really isn’t much difference between writing for a social responsibil-

ity report and an annual report. The only real difference is the lack of SEC or 

any other legal regulations. You can put in pretty much whatever you’d feel is 

important. 

 Like its corporate counterpart, the nonprofit annual report should be targeted 

to all your stakeholders. Here is a list of potential stakeholders:

      Volunteers and fund-raisers  

     Boards of directors, management, or trustees  

     Staff  

     Service users  

     Members  

     Clients/beneficiaries  

     Potential staff  

     Partners  

     Local groups  

     Voluntary organizations in same field of work  

     Local press  

     Local community  

     Donors—current and potential  

     General public    

  Contents  

Nonprofit annual reports usually consist of four sections:

    1.  Letter from the board chairperson.  The board chair’s letter is much the same as 

than financial capital. Accomplishments are usually described with broad 

strokes because the next section provides the details.  

   2.  Description section.  In this section, the activities of the organization are described: 

what it has accomplished over the past year and who has supported it.  

   3.  List of directors and officers.  Many public agencies and nonprofits have boards of 

directors drawn, usually, from the local community. Listing the board mem-

bers and agency officers gives an idea of the caliber of the individuals associ-

ated with the organization. Most agencies try to cull board members from 

a cross section of the community. They often are officers in other, for-profit 

organizations or are simply well-respected community members.  
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   4.  Financial statement.  As with the corporate annual report, the financial state-

ment is one of the most important areas. This statement often includes the 

following sections:

       CPA opinion letter.  The CPA opinion letter tells the reader whether some-

thing is out of whack with the organization’s finances. Qualifications are 

carefully inserted here and should be an indication of any problems. 
    If there are no qualifications, the letter will be short and simply state 

that the organization has followed standard GAAP (generally accepted 

accounting principles) rules in the United States.  
      Income statement.  The income statement shows what money came in and 

where it went. The percentage of revenues going to salaries, management 

services, and fund-raising expenses are important to consider. For exam-

ple, the National Charities Information Bureau (NCIB) recommends that 

organizations spend at least 60 percent of annual expenses for program 

activities.  
      Balance sheet.  The balance sheet shows where funds have been placed over 

the years. The NCIB recommends that organizations (a) have net assets 

available for the following fiscal year of not more than twice the current 

year’s expenses or the next year’s budget, whichever is higher, and (b) not 

have a persistent or increasing deficit in unrestricted net assets.  

      Footnotes.  Footnotes are important to read because they can alert the 

reader to lawsuits, litigation, IRS problems, loans to directors or officers, 

loans for other purposes, and “extraordinary charges.”        

  Structure  

When structuring your annual report, remember that most of your constituency 

will read it with an eye to accuracy. Opinion surveys show that this is the only 

information about a nonprofit that many people trust. It is your opportunity to 

let people know exactly what you stand for and how you conduct your business. 

Consider the following general guidelines when structuring your annual report. 

      Explain what the organization does and what more needs to be done.  

     Communicate why the organization does what it does, how and on what it 

spends its money, and the rationale behind its actions.  

     Address the assumptions that the public makes about the organization.  

     Demonstrate accountability and transparency.  

     Inspire confidence by showing a spirit of openness about how the organiza-

tion is managed, its policies, and its performance.  

     Demonstrate how the organization’s achievements represent good value for 

donors.   

 Specifically, the following should be considered, although you may not need 

to include everything. 
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  General Information 
      All contact details—full mailing address, telephone and fax numbers, and 

e-mail and Web-site addresses  

     Charity number/Company Limited by Guarantee status and Company Regis-

tration number if appropriate  

     Year of annual report  

     List of members of committee or board and their positions  

     The full title of the organization if it is usually known by its initials  

     Organizational structure    

  What the Organization Does and How Well 
      An explanation of what the organization does, whom it helps, and how it 

does so—with figures and examples  

     The organization’s strategy and how it is implemented  

     Activities in which the organization has been involved  

     An interpretation or measure of effectiveness against some standard or previ-

ous achievement (for example, increase in figures from previous year)  

     Developments and achievements of the past year  

     Future plans, including risks  

     Examples of how what the organization has done fits its aims and objectives    

  The Involvement of Others 
      Partnership activity (for example, local authority, health board, joint work 

with other voluntary organizations)  

     Use of volunteers; effect of their contribution  

     Thanks to personnel—management, staff, volunteers, clients    

  Donors 
      Acknowledgment of support  

     Thanks to donors  

     Use of donors’ logos where required    

  Finances 
      Accurate balance sheet  

     Explanation of unusual items on balance sheet  

     Explanation of support services costs (for example, administration)  

     Details of fund-raising, its effectiveness, and how much it has cost  

     What the money is being spent on  

     Projection of future financial position         



236  Chapter 8 Controlled Publications

   KEY TERMS 

   newsletter  

  downward 

 communication  

  upward 

 communication  

  style sheet  

  feature style  

  summary ending  

  referral ending  

  response ending  

  profile  

  subhead  

  crosshead  

  caption  

  cutline  

  pull quote  

  format  

  positioning  

  two-fold  

  blind headline  

  bridge  

  annual report     
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  Broadcasting is pervasive. Since the advent of radio, people have become more 

and more dependent on the broadcast media for their information and entertain-

ment. Today, more than ever before, the public views the world through the win-

dow of the television. The average U.S. family spends more than 6 hours a day 

watching television, and according to recent research, they find it the most cred-

ible news source by a wide margin. Radio reaches more people each day than 

any other medium, with more than 500 million radios in U.S. homes and cars. 

 For the public relations practitioner, use of these two powerful and influential 

media is often restricted. Whereas approximately 90 percent of the nonadver-

tising content of print media is informational, 90 percent of the nonadvertis-

ing content of broadcast media is entertainment. There is simply very little time 

available for news-related items. Radio usually airs news but often in an abbre-

viated format. Each of the 30-minute network television news shows has only 

22 minutes of actual news, which would fill about one-quarter of the front page 

of a daily newspaper. And although cable news has expanded greatly since the 

early 1990s, it is devoted almost exclusively to national and international news, 

leaving very little opportunity for the local public relations practitioner. 

 There are some obvious advantages to using the broadcast media, however. 

Most obviously, they reach millions of people each day. Moreover, television and 

radio involve their audiences more than print does, and the media can be highly 

memorable. People tend to react more personally to broadcast than they do to 

other media. Think of the influence that television celebrities have on the youth 

of today. Consider the power of national newscasters such as Brian Williams 

or Anderson Cooper in influencing opinion. Even local newscasters display a 

certain amount of charisma. Why would local events such as fund-raisers try so 

hard to get them as hosts otherwise? Think of all the times that you’ve seen local 

radio announcers as “talent” on TV commercials. All of this speaks to the power 

of broadcast celebrity status and the power of broadcasting to influence. 

  REACHING BROADCAST AUDIENCES 

  Although getting public relations material aired on network radio and televi-

sion is difficult, local broadcast media offer some avenues for the experienced 

practitioner. There are five basic methods for the public relations writer to reach 

broadcast audiences: news releases (covered in Chapter 6), video news releases, 

radio and television tapes and actualities, interviews and talk shows, and corpo-

rate advertising and public service announcements.  

   Video News Releases 
    Video news releases (VNRs)    are a fairly new phenomenon. Originally, they 

were simply prepackaged publicity features meant to be aired on local, regional, 

or national television. Now they have become staples of many local news shows 

searching for time-filling informational pieces. 



Reaching Broadcast Audiences  239

 The entertainment industry was among the first to recognize the potential 

in producing its own videos for publicity purposes. For example, the publicity 

department for a new motion picture might produce a tape including collages of 

footage from the film in varying lengths, special behind-the-scenes looks at pro-

duction, and interviews with key stars. Each of these segments has both an “A” 

and a “B” sound track. The A sound track contains both music and voice-over, 

whereas the B sound track contains music only. The varying lengths allow a 

television station to air a segment suited to its particular time requirements. The 

choice of sound tracks allows the station to drop in its own announcers’ voices to 

give the piece a local feel. 

 VNRs are most successful in local television. Filling an hour with local news 

is sometimes difficult for programmers, and program managers are constantly 

seeking out fillers to plug 30-, 60-, or 90-second holes in newscasts. In fact, some 

polls show more than 75 percent of all television stations regularly use VNRs. 

 Organizations and their public relations agencies and departments have been 

quick to capitalize on this opportunity. The key is to produce fillers in various 

lengths that have certain news value yet are not time bound. This way, stories 

can be produced, packaged, and mailed to stations around the country with no 

fear that the news will be old before it is received. Medialink, a New York–based 

company, developed the nation’s first dedicated video newswire and has become 

a leading distributor of VNRs, with Medialink wires in over 600 television news-

rooms around the country

to get even the most time-sensitive news on the air soon enough to be effective. 

For example, a company can stage an important news conference, tape interviews 

and visuals from the event, combine this with preproduced or stock footage of the 

company, and send it out via satellite all over the country in a matter of hours. 

 This publicity vehicle has some problems, however. A major criticism in the 

news industry is that much of what is packaged as video “news” releases is really 

advertising in disguise. This may be true, in part—VNRs are an excellent means 

of plugging a product by wrapping it in a soft news format. The same thing has 

been done for years in product-oriented articles for trade publications; however, 

the difference is that VNRs are being sent to mainstream media outlets that deal 

in hard news, not product publicity. The old advertising adage “Buyer Beware” 

should hold here. Alert journalists should always be aware of the publicity angle 

inherent in any sort of release—print, video, or otherwise. On the public rela-

tions side, practitioners won’t gain any media support by deliberately disguising 

product plugs as hard or soft news. The best approach is to tag clearly any VNR as 

to its sponsor and content and let the media do the gatekeeping. 

 How you write for a VNR depends on the format of the release. Taped press 

conferences and the like should follow a straight news format, as should straight 

news print releases. Features should follow feature style. Most of the following 

techniques discussed also apply to writing for VNRs. Simply be aware of the for-

mat and target media and conform to their accepted styles. Remember, as with 

all other media, the broadcast media will accept only that which fits their needs 

and format.  
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  Radio and Television Tapes and Actualities 
 Radio and television rely heavily on taped actualities in covering the news. An 

   actuality    is simply a firsthand account, on tape, of a news event. Actualities 

lend credibility to any newscast. They may feature news people describing the 

event or interviews with those involved in the event, or they may simply provide 

ambiance or background for a voice-over. 

 Rarely will the public relations writer be in the position to provide a finished 

actuality to a radio or television news program. Most of the time, he or she will 

act as the intermediary or spokesperson for the organization. Or the public rela-

tions practitioner may arrange a taped interview with another company spokes-

medium may be interested enough to send out a reporter or news team to cover 

an event firsthand. In that case, the public relations practitioner usually acts as 

liaison, arranging the schedule and making sure that everything is in order for 

the taping.  

  Interviews and Talk Shows 
 Local radio and television stations often have talk shows or other vehicles for 

which information about your organization is suitable. These shows are usu-

ally listed in media directories (see Chapter 4) or can be gleaned by contacting 

the station personally and asking. The public relations practitioner, here again, 

usually acts as liaison, arranging the interview for a spokesperson, getting pre-

paratory materials together, and making sure that the spokesperson gets to the 

interview or talk show on time. As the media specialist, you may also be called 

on to coach the spokesperson or even write his or her responses (see Chapter 4 

for media interview tips).  

  Corporate Advertising and Public Service Announcements 
 The object of corporate advertising is not usually to sell a product but rather to 

promote an idea or image. Realizing that profit-making organizations don’t usu-

ally need free air time, the Federal Communications Commission requires them 

to purchase time for their ads, even if the messages presented are in the public 

interest. 

 Like corporate public interest advertising, the    public service announce-

ment (PSA)    is aimed at providing an important message to its target audience. 

However, unlike corporate advertising, even that done in the public interest, the 

PSA is reserved strictly for nonprofit organizations—those that qualify as not-

for-profit under federal tax laws. Such organizations may air their public service 

announcements for free. 

 Remember that PSAs and image advertising, though different under the law, 

are identical in format and style. They are an attempt to sell something, whether 

it’s a product, an idea, or an image. The discussion that follows is applicable to 

both.    
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  WRITING FOR TELEVISION 

  Broadcast messages, whether paid-for advertising or PSAs, are called    spots.    Pro-

ducing a complete television spot is usually beyond the expertise of the public 

relations writer and is best left to professional film and video production houses. 

Many practitioners, however, prefer to write their own scripts, so knowledge of 

the proper form is essential. A good script tells the director, talent, or anyone else 

reading it exactly what the spot is about, what its message is, and the image it 

should convey. In a well-written script, virtually nothing is left to the imagina-

tion. A good working knowledge of film and video techniques is necessary so 

that you can visualize your finished product and transmit that vision to someone 

else. Before beginning a script, you therefore need to become familiar with some 

basics of television production and the language of script writing.  

   Basic Concepts 
 Television spots are produced on either film or videotape. Because both formats 

involve similar aesthetics, a discussion of one will cover both. Television spots, 

and all commercials and programs for that matter, are composed of a series of 

scenes or camera shots joined together by transitions. A scene usually indicates 

a single locale, so a 30-second commercial might be composed of a single scene 

composed of several camera shots. Or a 30-minute program might be composed 

of many scenes composed of many camera shots. These scenes and shots are 

joined by transitional devices, usually created by switching from one camera to 

another (a form of on-the-spot editing) or, in the case of a single-camera pro-

duction that is edited later, by switching from one kind of shot to another. The 

script tells the director, camera operators, and talent what sort of composition is 

required in each shot. 

 Camera shot directions are scripted in a form of shorthand. The most common 

designations are described below. We will assume that the shots are of a person:

       CU,  or  close-up.  A shot that takes in the neck and head but doesn’t extend 

below the neck.  

      ECU,  or  extreme close-up.  A much tighter version of the CU, usually involving 

a selected portion of the object, such as the eyes.  

      MS,  or  medium shot.  A shot that takes in the person from about the waist up  

      Bust shot.  A shot of a person from the bust (chest) up.  

      LS,  or  long shot.  A shot of the entire person with little or no room at the top 

or bottom of the screen.  

      ELS,  or  extreme long shot.  A shot with the person in the distance.    

 There are variations on these basic shots, such as MCU (medium close-up), 

MLS (medium long shot), 2-shot (a shot of two people), and 3-shot (a shot of 

three people). When designating shots in scripts, you just need to be in the ball-

park—you don’t have to have it down to the millimeter. Whatever you write in 
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your script may ultimately be changed by the artistic collaboration between the 

director and the camera operators. 

 Camera shots are accomplished in one of two ways: by movement of the optical 

apparatus (or lens) or by movement of the camera itself. The most common des-

ignations for lens movement are  zoom in  and  zoom out.  Physical movements gen-

erally are scripted for studio productions in which cameras can be moved about 

to accommodate certain shots. However, the following terms also are applied to 

scripts in general to indicate certain camera effects that can be accomplished by 

cameras either handheld or mounted in other ways, such as on rails or booms:

       Dolly in/out.  Move the camera in a straight line toward or away from the object.  

      Truck right/left.  Move the camera right or left, parallel to the object.  

      Pan right/left.  Move the camera head to the right or left.  

      Tilt up/down.  Move the camera head up or down.    

 Each of these movements creates a different optical effect, and each will impart 

a different impression to the viewer. Dollies and trucks, for instance, impart a 

sense of viewer movement rather than movement of the object being filmed 

or taped. In other words, the camera becomes the viewer. This type of shot is 

frequently called  point of view,  or  POV.  Pans and tilts appear as normal eye move-

ment, much as if the viewer were moving his or her eyes from side to side or up 

and down. Remember that the camera represents the eyes of the viewer limited 

by the size of the screen. 

 . In the case of a stu-

dio production, such as a live talk show, the director and technical director work 

together—the director giving transitional directions, and the technical direc-

tor following those directions by electronically switching between the cameras. 

Transitions in field productions and single-camera productions are taken care of 

in postproduction editing through a cooperative effort between the director and 

the editor. The following are the most-used transitions:

       Cut.  An instantaneous switch from one shot to another.  

      Dissolve.  A gradual replacement of one image with another.  

      Wipe.  A special effect in which one image is “wiped” from the screen and 

replaced by another. This was used extensively in silent movie days and in 

adventure films of the 1930s and 1940s.  

      Fade.  A gradual change, usually to or from black, designating either the 

beginning or end of a scene.    

 Other shorthand notations are specific to audio directions. The most common 

are as follows:

       SFX,  or  sound effects.  Anything from crashing cars to falling rain.  

      SOF,  or  sound on film.  The sound source is the audio track from a film.  

      SOT,  or  sound on tape.  The sound source is the audio track from a videotape or 

audiotape.  
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      SIL,  or  silent film.  No sound has been added or occurred naturally (ambient).  

      Music up.  Signifying that the volume of the music bed is raised.  

      Music under.  Signifying that the volume of the music bed is lowered, usually 

to allow for narration.  

      Music up and out.  Usually designating the end of a production.  

      VO,  or  voice-over/voice only.  Indicating that the speaker is not on camera.  

      OC,  or  on camera.  Indicating that the speaker or narrator can be seen. This 

is usually used when the speaker has been VO prior to being OC. In other 

words, it indicates that he or she is now on camera.     

  Writing for the Eye 
 When you write for television, you write for the eye as well as the ear, which 

means that you have to visualize what you want your audience to see and then 

put that vision on paper. Your image must be crystallized into words that will tell 

others how to re-create it on tape or film. 

 To end up with the best possible script, you must begin with an idea. Try to 

think in visuals. Take a basic concept and try to visualize the best method for 

presenting it to others. Should you use a studio or film outdoors? Will you use 

ambient sound or a music background? Will you have a number of transitions or 

a single scene throughout? Answering these questions and others will help you 

conceptualize the television spot.  

  Television Scripts 
 Once you have a basic idea of what you would like to say, the next step is to 

write a    script treatment.    This is a narrative account of a television spot. It is not 

written in a script format but may include ideas for shots and transitions. The key 

is to keep it informal at this point—there will be plenty of time to clean it up in 

later drafts.  Exhibit 9.1  is a treatment for a promotional ad for a documentary to 

be shown on television. 

  Shooting Scripts  

The next step is to sharpen your images in a    shooting script,    which will ulti-

mately be used by the director to produce your spot (see  Exhibit 9.2 ). As you 

work through what will inevitably be several drafts, you should include all the 

information necessary for a complete understanding of your idea. Your goal is 

to get to a final product that is finished enough to be used by your director. 

You should begin to flesh out camera shots, transitions, audio (including music 

and sound effects), narrative, acting directions, and approximate times. Here are 

some guidelines that will help you as you move through your shooting script:

     1.  Open with an attention-getting device—an interesting piece of audio, an 

unusual camera shot, or a celebrity. The first few seconds are crucial. If your 

viewers are not hooked by then, you’ve lost them.  
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  Exhib i t  9 .1 
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  Exhib i t  9 .2 
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    2.  Open with an establishing shot if possible—something that says where you are 

and intimates where you are going. If you open in a classroom, for instance, 

chances are you are going to stay there. If you jump too much, you confuse 

viewers.  

    3.  If you open with a long shot, you should then cut to a closer shot and, soon 

after, introduce the subject of the spot. This is especially applicable if you are 

featuring a product or a celebrity spokesperson.  

    4.  Vary shot composition from MS to CU throughout, and somewhere past the 

midpoint of the spot return to an MS, then to a final CU and a  superimposition 

(super)  of a logo or address. A super involves placing one image over another.  

    5.  Don’t call for a new shot unless it adds something to the spot. Make your 

shots seem like part of an integrated whole. Be single-minded and try to tell 

only one important story per spot.    

 Although a director will feel free to adapt your script to his or her particular 

style and to the requirements of the production, you should leave as little as pos-

sible to the imagination.  

  Accompanying Scripts  

The    accompanying script    is the version sent with the taped spot to the stations 

that will run it (see  Exhibit 9.3 ). It is written on the assumption that the shooting 

script has been produced as it was originally described. The accompanying script 

is stripped of all but its most essential directions. It is intended to provide the 

reader a general idea of what the taped spot is about and is to be used only as a 

reference for broadcasters who accept the spot for use. 

 It is customary to send out taped spots in packages that include a cover letter 

explaining what the package is, a form requesting the receiver to designate when 

and how often the spot is used, and an accompanying script for each spot. Some-

times a  d  also is sent with an abbreviated frame-by-frame summary of 

the major points, both audio and video, of the spot.  

  Choosing a Style  

The two styles most common to television spots are talking heads and slice-of-

life. In a    talking heads spot,    the primary image appearing on the television 

screen is the human head—talking, of course. This style is often chosen for rea-

sons of cost—a talking heads spot is relatively cheap to produce—but it can be 

very effective.  Exhibit 9.4  is an example of a script for a talking heads spot. 

 Talking heads spots often are criticized for being boring or unexciting, but this 

does not need to be the case. The key is to make what is said forceful and memo-

rable while introducing enough camera movement and varied shot composition 

to make the video image visually interesting. By incorporating the simplest of 

camera movements into your scripts, you can hold the attention of the audience 

long enough to impart your verbal message. With this in mind, read through 

 Exhibit 9.4  again and notice how closely the subtle camera movements are tied 

to the verbal message. 
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  Exhib i t  9 .3 
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 As its name implies, the    slice-of-life spot    sets up a dramatic situation com-

plete with a beginning, middle, and end (see  Exhibit 9.5 ). In the slice-of-life spot, 

the focus is on the story, not the characters. The message is imparted through an 

interesting sequence of events incorporating but not relying on interesting char-

acters. Slice-of-life spots usually use a wide variety of camera movements and 

postproduction techniques such as dissolves and special effects. Although this 

type of spot is often shot with one camera, the effect is one of multiple cameras 

due to the postproduction process. Slice-of-life spots may be more difficult to 

produce than talking heads spots, but they are just as easy to script. 

   Timing Your Script  

How do you know when you have written a script that will end up running 30 

or 60 seconds on the television screen? Timing a script isn’t easy and requires a 

certain amount of “gut feeling.” The best way to time a script is to read through 

what you have written as if it were already produced. Always exaggerate your 

delivery—people usually talk faster than you think they do. Pause for the music, 

sound effects, and talent reactions. You also need to simulate movements as if 

they were occurring on screen. If your script calls for the talent to walk up a 

classroom aisle, for instance, walk the equivalent distance while you read the 

narrative. This type of live-action walk-through will give you a ballpark idea of 

how long your script will be when finally shot. 

 Remember, the director will ultimately make the adjustments necessary to fit 

your script into the required time slot; but it’s always in your best interest (as far 

as your reputation as a writer is concerned) to be as close as possible.  

  Cutting Your Script  

Cutting a script means understanding the message you want to impart and then 

making sure that it is still intact after editing. Remember, a 30-second spot is 

half the length of a 60-second spot. That may sound obvious, but 30 seconds lost 

out of a 60-second spot can result in the deletion of a lot of valuable set-up and 

development time. That 10 seconds you took to pan slowly around the classroom 

scene now has to go. What do you do instead? Here are some guidelines for cut-

ting your script:

    1.   

   2. Look first at the opening and closing sections to see if you can eliminate long 

musical or visual transitions or fades.  

   3. Check for long dissolves or other lengthy transitions within the body of the 

script to see whether these can be replaced with shorter transitional tech-

niques such as cuts or whether they can be eliminated altogether.  

   4. See if you can eliminate minor characters. Cutting a character with only one 

or two lines will save you a lot of time.  

   5. See if you can eliminate any narrative assigned to your major spokesperson. 

Leave only the key message, slogan, any necessary contact information, and 

enough narrative transition to allow for coherent development.  
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  Exhib i t  9 .5 
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   6. Finally, try out the cut-down version on someone who hasn’t seen the longer 

version to make sure it flows and makes sense.    

 Read  Exhibit 9.6 , the 30-second version of the slice-of-life spot in  Exhibit 9.5 . 

Notice what was left out and what remains. Is the message still clear? Did the 

story lose anything in the cutting? 

   Effective Television PSA Production  

The following production tips may enhance your chances of getting your PSA on 

the air:

      Keep your PSAs simple. Covering one or maybe two points in 30 seconds is 

the best you should shoot for; any more will simply dilute your message. It’s 

usually best to stick to one point and repeat it in several different ways.  

     This also means fewer scenes. Although a soft-drink commercial may have 

the money and energy to jump through 30 scenes in 30 seconds, such a fre-

netic pace doesn’t suit most PSAs. Don’t take the chance of confusing your 

audience.  

     Work from the general to the specific. A problem–solution format is usually 

best. Tell or show your audience the problem and then how it can be solved; 

however, don’t dwell on the problem. It’ll turn off your audience.  

     Demonstrations work well in the visual media. Show how your service 

works or what you want people to do.  

     Always start with something interesting. Remember, you have only a few 

seconds to hook your audience. After that, they’ll simply tune you out.  

     Use testimonials when appropriate. People who are directly involved in your 

work, especially those being helped by it, can be very effective spokesper-

sons. Don’t avoid ordinary people. If they know what they’re talking about, 

they can be much more effective than a celebrity who doesn’t.  

     In fact, avoid celebrities unless they are or can be made to appear to be 

involved in your cause. Using celebrities simply because of their celebrity 

status can be self-defeating. Your audience may remember them but not 

your message.  

     By contrast, if you are lucky enough to attract someone who is well known 

and who believes in what you are doing, you can create a memorable spot.  

     Unless you have attracted a practiced professional, avoid stand-ups if pos-

sible. A  stand-up  is basically one person delivering your message. Unless you 

have a superb speaker—one who can really engage an audience with just a 

voice and a direct gaze—stay away from this approach. Also, make sure that 

whoever you pick can deliver your message sincerely, from a sound under-

standing of what you do and represent. Your audience will know if the mes-

sage rings false.  

     If you’ve got something interesting to show, however, use voice-over. It’s 

ultimately better to show something other than just a face. In many cases, 
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celebrities are easily identifiable by their voices or can identify themselves at 

the end of the spot. In fact, some celebrities would rather do just a voice-over 

because it saves them time and they don’t have to go through all the prepa-

ration it takes to be seen on television.  

     If you decide to show your phone number, address, or Web address on the 

screen, keep it up long enough for viewers to write it down—usually at 

least 8 seconds. Remember all those handy gadget commercials—“But wait, 

there’s more”? They read their phone numbers so many times you can recite 

them by heart. That’s what you have to do, too.  

     However, if it’s not really important to have people call or write you—for 

instance, if your goal is to motivate people—you may not need a phone 

number or address at all. Determine the purpose of your spot and leave out 

anything that doesn’t contribute directly to that purpose, even if it’s your 

phone number.  

     In the same vein, if you do superimpose information on the screen, make sure 

that what is being seen by your viewers is also being talked about. If it’s a writ-

ten message or an address, your audio should be reading it at the same time.  

     Viewers won’t listen if they are watching something that doesn’t match 

what’s being said. For example, a number of years ago, a famous national 

news anchor produced a piece on a presidential candidate that showed him 

stumping the country, smiling and delivering his message of hope and good 

cheer. However, the news anchor’s voice-over lambasted the candidate for 

avoiding the issues and merely wrapping himself in the flag. She received a 

phone call the next day from the candidate’s press secretary thanking her for 

the excellent coverage. “But, didn’t you get it?” she said. “I spent nearly 

3 minutes berating your candidate for avoiding the issues.” “Do you think 

anyone was listening to you?” he replied. “All they were seeing were the 

great images of my candidate you put up for them to watch.” In other words, 

if what you’re saying doesn’t match what you’re showing, most people will 

go with what you’re showing.  

     If you must use music, use good music, either written and performed specifi-

cally for your spot or paid for from a commercial source. Be sure to match 

the feel of your music to your message.        

  WRITING FOR RADIO 

  The radio spot, like the television spot, must be absolutely clear to be understood—

both by the listener and by the broadcaster who will be airing it. Remember, radio 

scripts are written for the ear. You must be clear and simple, reducing ideas to 

their essence. 

 Radio may be the most flexible of media because it can rely on the imagination 

of the listener to fill in visuals. In radio, it is possible to create virtually any sce-

nario that can be imagined by the audience. With the appropriate sound effects, 

you can have elephants perform on stage or lions in your living room; you can 
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position yourself in the middle of the Amazon jungle or on the highest mountain 

peak. Radio spots are also much cheaper to produce than television spots and 

can be changed on much shorter notice. Lengths of radio spots vary. Whereas 

run anywhere from 10 seconds to 60 seconds and any length in between. The 

standard lengths for radio spots are as follows:

      10 seconds, or about 25 words  

     20 seconds, or about 45 words  

     30 seconds, or about 65 words  

     60 seconds, or about 125 words (not as common as the other lengths)     

   Types of Radio Announcements 
 Radio announcements are typically of two types: spot announcements and as-

recorded spots. The simplest type of radio spot is the    spot announcement    

involving no sound effects or music bed and meant to be read by station person-

nel. This type of spot is usually sent in a package of two, three, or four spots and 

can be general in nature, geared to a specific program, or tied to some specific 

time of the year or holiday. 

 Like television scripts, radio scripts must be uniformly formatted. Although 

most stations will transfer the information from a spot announcement to a 

3  ⫻  5-inch card for ease of handling, you should always send your spots on stan-

dard bond paper. Some other rules include the following:

      Head up your spot with the name of the originating agency and its address 

and telephone and fax numbers. Include a contact.  

     Title your spot and give the length at the beginning, not the end.  

     Because spot announcements are never more than one page in length, you 

may be able to get more than one per page. The standard is usually five or six 

10-second spots per page, two 30-second spots per page, and one 60-second 

spot per page. As with news releases, end all spots with #####.  

     For ease of reading, type all radio spots in uppercase, double-spaced. Talent 

directions, if there are any, should be upper- and lowercase in parentheses.    

 Because spots are typically written as a series, it is necessary to develop a theme 

that will carry over from spot to spot. This is best accomplished by the use of key 

ideas and phrases, repeated in each spot. The concepts and ideas should be such 

that they can be developed more fully as the spots increase in length and time. 

 The spots in  Exhibit 9.7  use some standard methods for creating a cohesive 

series. Whenever you produce a series of spots, they should reflect a continuity 

of theme and message. Ask yourself these questions about the spots:

      What is the underlying theme or concept throughout the spots?  

     How is this theme carried out from spot to spot?  

     What are the key ideas and phrases that are repeated in all the spots?    
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 Notice that the longer spots in  Exhibits 9.8  and  9.9  elaborate on the theme 

in some way. The shorter spots, especially the 10-second spots, are the basic 

message—often only the phrase or idea that will be repeated in the longer spots. 

The longer spots, particularly the 60-second spot, can take time for development 

and enumeration of points barely mentioned in the shorter versions. 

 Unlike the television spot, radio spots come in not only different lengths but 

also different formats. Television spots are rarely written to be read by a televi-

sion announcer as a drop-in or time filler. The radio spot, by contrast, can be 

prerecorded, using many of the same techniques as television—sound effects, 

music beds, multiple talent, sound fades and dissolves, and changes in scenes. Of 

course, these effects are more difficult to pull off when you are restricted to audio 

only, but the challenge is in the trying. 

    As-recorded spots    are produced by the originating agency and are ready to 

be played by the stations receiving them (see  Exhibit 9.10 ). They are usually sent 

in the format used by the particular stations. That format may vary widely from 

station to station. Although a number of stations still use tape, increasingly the 

format is moving to digital. Be prepared in advance by querying each station as 

to the format they prefer. As with television spots, an accompanying script is sent 

along with the standard cover letter and response card. 

 As-recorded radio spots differ in format from television scripts but contain 

much of the same information. However, if you are basing your radio spots on 

already produced or written television spots, you will need to transfer the video 

cues to audio cues. For instance, if you are using a celebrity spokeswoman who 

is easily recognizable on your video spots, she will have to identify herself on 

radio. Scene setting, which can be accomplished easily enough on video, will 

have to be taken care of verbally or through sound effects for radio. Consider the 

example in  Exhibit 9.8  to see how a radio spot sets the scene.  

  How to Get Your Public Service Announcements on the Air 
 The best way to ensure that your spots get on the air is to follow to the letter 

each media outlet’s guidelines for PSAs. Ask each media outlet for its guidelines. 

If an outlet doesn’t have them in writing, ask for a verbal explanation. Some of 

the things that you should look for in these guidelines are as follows:

      The media are deadline oriented. If you don’t work within their deadlines, 

they won’t run your PSAs. Find out what their deadlines are and plan as far 

ahead as you can.  

     Most stations typically run shorter spots, usually 30 seconds. Find out what 

lengths they will run and produce your PSAs in that length.  

     Submit rough versions of your scripts or ideas to the stations if time permits. 

Ask for their advice to make sure that your needs meet theirs.  

     Send your PSAs in the format the station will use. For TV, formats include 

3/4-inch, 1-inch, BETA, and BETA SP tape. Most radio stations will accept 

PSAs that are on CD, DAT, or converted to an MP3 or MP4 format.  
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  Exhib i t  9 .9 

      

     Find out whether any of the stations will produce your spots for you. Some 

will if you provide the script and it suits their needs. Look especially for 

cosponsorship opportunities through which the station can publicize its 

involvement with you.  

     Be careful, though. Competing stations may not want to run spots produced 

by a rival station, especially if you use that station’s “personalities.” However, 

if a station merely produces your spots for you, find out if you can run them 

on other stations.  
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     Find out when each station is most likely to run PSAs. Although it might be 

best for you to get your message out during the Christmas season, the sta-

tions will probably be inundated with similar requests. You’ll find that most 

stations have more available air time following major holidays.    

 Remember, broadcasting (and cable) still reach more people than any other 

media. The proliferation of cable channels has multiplied your opportunity for 

placement while further segmenting your audience for you. Don’t automatically 

discount broadcast and cable because of costs. As this chapter has shown, there 

are ways to cut costs and still use the medium to its fullest advantage. Explore 

those avenues. It can only help your chances of being heard and seen.     

   KEY TERMS 

   video news release 

 (VNR)  

  actuality  

  public service 

 announcement 

 (PSA)  

  spot  

  script treatment  

  shooting script  

  accompanying script  

  

talking heads spot  

  slice-of-life spot  

  spot announcement  

  as-recorded spot     
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  Speech writing is putting words into someone else’s mouth—and that’s not an 

easy task. It requires that you know intimately the person for whom you are 

writing. You need to know his or her style of speaking, body language, tone 

of voice, speech patterns, and, most important, personality. When you write a 

speech, you become the person whom you are writing for, and to an extent that 

person will become you at the moment when he or she begins to speak your 

words. 

 Thus, speech writing is a truly collaborative effort. It requires the absolute 

cooperation of all parties involved. Think of famous speeches that you have heard 

or read: Patrick Henry’s “Give me liberty or give me death,” Winston Churchill’s 

“Blood, sweat and tears,” John F. Kennedy’s “Ask not what your country can do 

for you,” and Martin Luther King’s “I have a dream” are a few examples. Often, 

famous speeches such as these were written by the speakers themselves, but 

just as often, they were collaborative efforts by the speakers, professional speech 

writers, and others with valuable input into the process. As in all forms of public 

relations writing, everybody has something to say about what you write. 

 Whether you are preparing speeches for others or for yourself, this chapter 

serves as a good introduction. First, we focus on how to prepare and write an 

effective speech or presentation and how to handle question-and-answer (Q & A) 

sessions. In the second half, we discuss using audiovisual materials as support. 

  TYPES OF SPEECHES  

 The public relations    speech    is as varied as the purposes to which the speech will 

be put. In fact, speeches are usually classified by purpose:

      A speech to  inform  seeks to clarify, instruct, or demonstrate.  

     A speech to  persuade  is designed to convince or influence and often carries a 

call to action.  

     A speech to  entertain  covers almost everything else including celebrations, 

eulogies, and dinner speeches.    

 The type of speech that you use will be determined largely by the topic and 

the audience. The method of delivery and the degree to which the speech relies 

on audiovisual aids will also depend on these factors.   

  MODES OF DELIVERY  

 There are four basic modes of speech delivery:    extemporaneous,       impromptu,    

   scripted,    and    memorized.    For extemporaneous and impromptu speeches, the 

public relations writer is responsible primarily for the research and compilation 

of information, usually in outline form. The speaker then studies the notes care-

fully and is (theoretically) prepared to speak knowledgeably and fluently on the 

topic. Speeches delivered from script or from memory can be written entirely by 

the public relations writer. 
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 For all modes of speaking, once the speech is prepared, the primary responsi-

bility of the public relations practitioner is to coach the speaker. This means, of 

course, that you must know how to give a good speech yourself. If you don’t—

and many public relations people don’t—find someone who can and have that 

person coach the speaker. This often means hiring outside professionals to do the 

job, which may be costly, but in the long run may be well worth the effort and 

expense.   

  PREPARATION AND WRITING  

 Preparation is the most important element in any type of speech or presentation. 

Although some of us are able to speak off the cuff, it is a dangerous habit to get 

into. Think of the politicians who have lost elections because of candid off-the-

record remarks or unwise ad libs. It is extremely important that you prepare in 

advance everything that you will say and do during a presentation. Don’t leave 

anything to chance. 

 The nuts and bolts of an effective presentation include the following:

      Specific purpose  

     Clear understanding of your audience  

     Well-organized ideas  

     Adequate support  

     Effective delivery     

   Specifying Your Purpose 
 Keep two important principles in mind here. First, the speech should be results 

oriented. Think of the effect that you want it to have on the audience. Decide 

whether you want the audience to be persuaded, informed, or feel entertained 

by your presentation. 

 Second, the purpose of your presentation should be the basis for all the other 

decisions that you make. This means that the way you organize your ideas, the 

kind of audiovisual support materials you use, even the way you deliver the pre-

sentation, will hinge on why you are giving it in the first place.  

  Analyzing Your Audience 
 Your presentation is given for your listeners. Even if you think it is the best pre-

sentation that you have ever given, if it doesn’t affect them, it will have failed. 

       Analyze the occasion:  What is the reason this group is together at this time, and 

what do the listeners expect to hear from you?  

      Analyze the people:  What experience and knowledge about the subject do 

they bring to your presentation? What is their attitude toward the subject? 

Toward you?    
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  Organizing Your Speech 
 Good organization lets your audience know that you know what you’re talking 

about. A seemingly confused speaker loses credibility and wastes valuable time. 

Remember, no one will sit still for long—especially if you’re not making sense. 

And the only way to make sense is to be organized. 

 It is worth repeating that the best way to organize a speech is to think of its 

purpose. Use that purpose as the basis for deciding what goes in your speech, 

how you structure it, what data you present, and even how you choose your 

style or wording. 

 

  Introduction 

      Attention getter.  Tell people why they should listen.  

      Establish rapport.  Create a bond with your audience members. Show them 

what you have in common.  

      Preview.  Tell people what they are going to hear.   

  Body/Discussion 

      Main points, arranged logically  (usually in order of importance).  

      Data supporting each main point.    

  Conclusion 

      Review.  Summarize the key points the audience has heard.  

      Memorable statement.  Create a desired frame of mind that will stay with the 

audience.     

      Call for action  (if applicable).    

 Building a speech is like building anything else: You’ve got to have a solid 

foundation. It helps if what you build has a look of continuity, coherence, and 

completion. No one likes a structure that looks haphazard or loosely constructed. 

For speechmakers, a solid structure implies a solid idea. 

 You can see from this outline that in speeches it pays to be repetitious. Tell 

people what you are going to do, do it, and then tell them what you have done. 

 Most writers find it easier to work on the body of the presentation first, before 

thinking up a snappy introduction and conclusion. 

 The body of a speech may be developed in a number of ways:

       Chronological.  Organized by time. For example, cover first this year’s events, 

then next year’s.  

      Spatial.  Organized by direction. For instance, talk about your company’s 

development as it moved from the East Coast to the West Coast.  

      Topical.  Organized by topic. Cover one set of ideas that are related to each 

other and then move on to the next set of related ideas.  
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      Cause and effect.  Organized by need and fulfillment. Describe “what we need” 

and then “how to get it.”  

      Problem and solution.  Organized by question and answer. Describe the problem 

and then the solution, or vice versa.    

 Pay attention to how you word the main points that you want to make. Work 

for parallelism, balance, and good transitions between main points. (Notice how 

the five types of organization described here begin with parallel openings. Notice, 

too, that they are balanced in both length and sentence structure.) 

 With the body of the presentation in hand, attack the introduction. A good 

introduction is relevant to the audience and occasion, involves the audience 

personally, positively disposes them toward your presentation, and stimulates 

them. 

 A good introduction does not begin with the phrase “Today I want to talk to 

you about . . . ,” nor does it necessarily include a joke. Good introductions can be 

questions, unusual facts, good examples, stories, illustrations, metaphors, analo-

gies, or any one of a number of other devices. 

 Once you have an attention-getting introduction, you can work on the con-

clusion of your speech or presentation. The conclusion should summarize or 

reiterate the main points of your presentation (tell them what you have done). 

Finish with a memorable statement that makes the purpose of the speech clear 

and positions the audience firmly on your side. If your speech is intended to per-

suade, you will also call the audience to action—for example, to join the group 

you are pitching or to call their local congressional representative about the issue 

you have just raised. 

 One of the best ways to organize a speech is to develop a summary sheet. 

Include at least the following information:

       The audience.  What are the ages, educational backgrounds, and demographic 

characteristics of the audience members? How big is the audience?  

      The purpose.  Are you trying to inform, persuade, reinforce attitudes, or enter-

tain? Complete the phrase “After listening to my speech, audience members 

will . . .”  

      Organization of the speech.  Is it chronological, spatial, topical, cause and effect, 

or problem and solution?  

      Supporting materials.  What statistics, quotations, case histories, analogies, 

hypothetical illustrations, or anecdotes do you have to support your claim?  

      Purpose of introduction and conclusion.  How will you gain interest, create a need 

for listening, summarize, and call to action?  

      List of visual aids.  Which media will you use (slides, computer presentation, 

flip charts)? What content (words, charts and graphs)? How will visuals 

be integrated into the speech (during, following, support only, or stand-

alone).    

 For a complete sample summary sheet, see  Exhibit 10.1 .  
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  Supporting Your Ideas 
 The detail or support that you use to fill out your presentation must be sufficient 

to ensure that your listeners know precisely what you mean but should not be so 

overwhelming that you lose your audience in minutia. 

 Your support must be relevant to your listeners. If it makes no sense to them, 

you will fail to get their attention, gain their goodwill, or persuade them to your 

view. For example, if you are writing a speech that intends to persuade the audi-

ence to give money to your nonprofit organization, you would want to include 

some concrete examples about how the money will be used (for example, 

a pledge of $5 per month will deliver 100 hot lunches to people who are home 

bound, but you don’t need to detail the exact costs of each meal). 

 Use any kind of support that is appropriate to your purpose and ideas. Facts and 

statistics are almost mandatory for many business presentations, and examples 

and illustrations can often make those hard numbers come alive. Quotations from 

a source that your listeners respect can add proof that what you are saying is true. 

Analogies and metaphors can often be used to make concrete that which is abstract 

by putting the abstraction in human terms. Preachers use these two devices all the 

time. Remember, use enough support and detail to do the job but no more.    

  DELIVERY  

 Finally, you are standing in front of your listeners (assuming you are the speech 

or presentation giver). Now it is your job to make your ideas come alive. The 

secrets of effective delivery are thorough preparation and lots of practice. You 

cannot deliver a presentation effectively if you don’t know what you want to say. 

That requires preparation. The only way you can become a fluent speaker is to 

practice. There is no shortcut! 

 OK. You are thoroughly prepared and well practiced. Now you must stand up 

and do two things. First, stick to what you have practiced. Don’t get distracted. 

Don’t throw away your prepared presentation for an impromptu effort. Second, 

keep your eyes on the audience members. Look at them. Watch their reactions to 

what you say. Don’t get engrossed in your script. In fact, try not to use a script at 

all; use an outline or brief notes instead. 
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 Also, don’t get engrossed in your audiovisual material. Watch the audience 

members, not the screen. Even if you are using 35-mm slides in a dark room, 

look out at your audience. You won’t be able to see them well, but it is important 

that they get the feeling you can. 

 Another piece of advice: Look relaxed, even if you aren’t. Smile, frown, move 

your arms, look around the room at everyone. Try to feel as though you are in 

the middle of a lively conversation with a group of friends. It will do wonders for 

your delivery.   

  THE QUESTION-AND-ANSWER SESSION  

 Anticipation is the key to successful Q & A sessions. If you’re the type of speaker 

who has to have everything written out in advance, then Q & A is not for you. 

You need to know whether you can handle thinking, analyzing, and speaking off 

the cuff before you throw yourself to the lions. The best hedge against blowing a 

Q & A session is practice. It’s advisable to have someone who is familiar with the 

topic of your presentation work with you on possible questions in advance. That 

way, you have at least some idea of what to expect when you face the real thing. 

The following advice will help you when you do:

      Repeat the question or paraphrase it in your own words.  

     Make sure you understand the question before answering it. Seek clarifica-

tion if necessary.  

     Don’t lie, fabricate, or distort information. If you don’t know the answer, say 

so—but don’t appear flustered. Offer to find the answer and get back to the 

questioner. Confidence breeds credibility.  

     Refer to any visual aids that will help you answer the question.  

     Be concise—don’t give another speech.  

     Don’t allow a questioner to take you on a tangent. Stick to the main points 

of your speech.  

     Don’t allow an individual questioner to monopolize the Q & A session.      

  PRESENTATION MATERIALS  

 We live in a visual society today. Most of us watch television or go to the mov-

ies. Our magazines and newspapers are more and more visually oriented. And, 

increasingly, we spend a lot of time surfing the Internet. Although the Inter-

net hasn’t taken full advantage of melding visuals and words, it has come a 

long way, and it is fast becoming one of the most integrated media available 

to communicators. With all this focus on visual appeal, it’s hard for a speech 

or presentation audience to maintain attention, even with the most persuasive 

of speakers, without something to look at. Used as integrated components of a 

speech, audiovisual materials can help keep the audience’s attention and add 

valuable information. 
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 Audiovisual support should be for impact—to develop audience interest and 

hold attention. Use it for effectiveness, to help your listeners remember more, 

longer. Don’t use it simply because it is there. Use it only if it enhances your pre-

sentation. If you do use audiovisual support, consider the following points:

      Be sure it adds to your presentation.  

     Do not let the support control the presentation. Your ideas must come first.  

     Rehearse the presentation with the audiovisual materials. Learn how to use 

them.  

     Do not talk to the visuals; talk to the audience.  

     Talk louder. You are competing with the visuals for audience attention.  

     Stand clear. Remember, visuals must be seen to be useful.     

   Preparing Audiovisual Materials 
 The most common support materials used with speeches are visual-only support 

materials such as graphs, diagrams, photographs, and handouts; and audiovisual 

support materials such as videotapes, slides, and multimedia programs. The advent 

of software programs such as Microsoft PowerPoint and Apple Keynote has ush-

ered in a new age of audiovisual presentation. These programs, and others like 

them, combine the traditional support of slides with an entirely new element—

motion. Now, instead of using charts and graphs on poster board, a videotape, 

and a slide show, you can prepare all of these support materials in one place. 

 In the past, it took a lot of work and a pretty hefty investment in equipment 

just to add dissolves to your slide show (two projectors and a dissolve unit, at 

least). Today, you can add to your slide show not only dissolves but also fades, 

wipes, and myriad other effects just by pressing a few computer keys. You can 

also add music, moving images (captured video, for instance), and voices—all 

digitized and embedded in your slide show. And now, with the latest projec-

tion technology, these shows aren’t even limited to your computer screen. They 

can be projected onto screens rivaling your local theater (they also cost about as 

much as your local theater’s). 

 Even though the technology has changed drastically, the rules for developing 

a good slide presentation have not. A good slide show should add zip and clarity 

to information that may be otherwise dull. It requires that you be well organized, 

know your audience, and follow a few simple rules: 

     1.   Define your objective.  Be sure that you know what you want to accomplish, 

what changes you want to take place in your listeners, and what behavior 

you want to affect.  

    2.   Analyze your audience.  Are they laypeople or experts? Do you aim for the low-

est common denominator? The middle? The top? The more you know about 

your audience, the easier it is to make that decision.  

    3.   Work from an outline when creating your visual presentation.  Don’t replicate every-

thing that you are going to say. Keep it to a concise summary of the major points 

and supporting materials needed to reach your objective with this audience.  
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    4.   Decide what mood or treatment you want.  A light, humorous treatment may mean 

cartoons and a comic narration. Are you going to threaten? Cajole? Be low 

key? Mood makes a difference in how you use color and pacing.  

    5.   Write a script, if you plan to use one.  This will include all of the details not reflected 

in your visual presentation.  

    6.   Plan your slides. 

   • Convert material originally designed for publication to slide format.  Hint:  

You can scan this material and insert it into your slides as needed. In my 

experience, most of the presentation software accepts PICT format the 

best, and images saved in PICT format typically take up less memory. Also, 

if you’re projecting directly from a computer, or showing your slide pre-

sentation on your computer, you don’t need the highest resolution. Scan 

your images at no greater than 100 dots per inch (dpi).  

  • Use a series of slides or charts, disclosed progressively, to build up com-

plex ideas.  Hint:  If you have a long list of subpoints spread among several 

slides, be sure to use the same header on each slide so that your audience 

remembers your major point.     

  • Keep all copy and symbols simple and legible. Projected letters should be 

at least 2 inches high and     ½ inch   wide. What this means to you is that 

your type size shouldn’t go any lower than 18 points, or it won’t be legi-

ble.  Hint:  Use a sans serif typeface and keep it mostly bold. Serif type tends 

to be harder to read when projected.  

  • Make all copy on slides short and to the point. Include no more than 15 or 

20 words or 25 or 30 pieces of data per slide. Again, remember to keep the 

type size legible.  

  • Keep slides simple and bold. Limit each slide or chart to one main idea.  

  • Use charts and graphs rather than tables. Tables almost always look com-

plicated and confusing.  

  • Use variety in layout, color, charting, and graphics for change of pace. 

 Hint:  Don’t use more than one slide background per slide show. The pre-

sentation software includes a dizzying selection of background templates. 

Pick one and stick to it for your entire presentation.  Second hint:  Pick 

uncluttered backgrounds and dark colors for use with light-colored let-

tering. Uncluttered backgrounds allow you more space to work, whereas 

light letters against dark backgrounds are easier to read.  

  • Avoid mathematical formulas or equations on slides.  

  • Keep photographs uncluttered.  

  • Keep moving. Leave slides up only long enough for the audience to read. 

Remember, the slides are there to supplement and support your words 

and ideas, not to take your place.  Hint:  Most presentation software allows 

for manual or automatic mode. In most cases, you’ll want to control the 

speed yourself by using the manual mode. Use the automatic mode only 

if your slide show is designed to run unaccompanied as a stand-alone 

display.  
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  • Enlist the aid of a competent audiovisual specialist. Although the new 

programs aren’t all that difficult to learn, your presentations can still ben-

efit from someone trained in visual design.     

     7.   Edit your slide presentation.  Ask yourself the following questions:

   • Are all major points covered?  

  • Does the content of each slide fit the narration?  

  • Are all slides legible?  

  • Are colors and visuals bold and effective?  

  • Does each slide depict one idea only?  

  • Is there good continuity from slide to slide?  

  • Does the program add up to form a visually coherent and pleasing 

presentation?     

     8.   Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse.   

     9.   Visit the room where you will be making the presentation  prior to your presenta-

tion time to make sure that the projector is there and in working order. Run 

through your program to make sure all is as you want it.  Hint:  Computer 

compatibility is still a problem, especially between electronic projectors and 

notebook computers. Ideally, you would have your own portable set-up. If 

you don’t, meet with the computer technician in charge of the facility where 

you will be presenting and make sure that everything works before the cur-

tain goes up.  

    10.  Slide programs are almost always given in darkened rooms. The only other 

light may be the one on the lectern that you use. Even the new computer 

projection units aren’t any brighter than the old slide projectors. That means 

you must make a special effort to force yourself to look out into a darkened 

room at people whom you may be unable to see. Don’t lose eye contact with 

them because they can see you just fine. Remember, a slide show is an accom-

paniment.  You’re  the real show.    

  Scripting for Audiovisuals 
 Scripts using visual accompaniment are formatted similarly to television scripts, 

with visuals on the left and narration on the right. No matter whether you are 

writing for a live presentation accompanied by visuals or a self-contained presen-

tation that will run automatically with narration already added, the technique of 

scripting is the same. Remember, a script includes everything that you are going to 

say, not just an outline of your visuals. Unless you (or your presenter) have done 

this particular presentation a number of times or are very good at  prompted extem-

poraneous speaking  (using visuals as reminders), you’ll probably need a script. 

 The audiovisual script should be easy to follow. Visuals appear exactly opposite 

their audio counterparts, often with numbers corresponding to the slide placed 

within the script narration to indicate the exact point at which the slide will be 

changed. 
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  Exhib i t  10.2 
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 The major difference between audiovisual scripts and television spots is length. 

Slide presentations are usually longer with fewer visual changes. To keep them 

lively, count on changing slides every 5 to 10 seconds. Much depends on the type 

of presentation. For instance, if you are presenting the annual budget report, you 

might be severely limited as to the type and number of slides shown. If the slide 

contains written information, gauge the amount of time it will take to read it 

by reading it aloud. If you are dealing strictly with visual images, then the 5- to 

10-second time allotment should be just about right. The new technology allows 

for a number of special effects that can alleviate some of the boredom of static 

slides (for example, points popping on the screen one at a time or graphics mov-

ing in and out). Just don’t overdo the movement. 

  Exhibit 10.2  is a simple slide presentation script, but you’ll notice it follows 

the same format as a television script (see Chapter 9). 

       KEY TERMS 

   speech  

  extemporaneous 

 speech  

  impromptu speech  

  scripted speech  

  memorized speech     
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   In This Chapter, You Will Learn 
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   THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE 

  Changes in new technology have allowed organizations to reach out to their 

constituencies in ways never before imaginable. They have expanded the scope of 

both internal and external communications far beyond that of traditional media. 

The role of everything from the news release to the corporate magazine has been 

broadened by the ability to make what was once a static delivery system inter-

active. The digital revolution has removed many of the barriers that once stood 

between public relations writers and their publics. A study by the Institute for 

Public Relations shows, for example:

      Nearly two-thirds of public relations practitioners (65 percent) indicate the 

increased information the new technologies have provided has strengthened 

the professional ties between journalists and public relations people.  

     More than half (53 percent) say the increased information the new technolo-

gies have provided has strengthened the personal rapport and relationships 

between journalists and public relations people.    

 A separate study by the Society for New Communications Research shows 

that “social media power users” (communications professionals with a deep 

knowledge and heavy usage pattern of social media tools) showed the following 

tendencies: 78 percent use blogs, 63 percent use online video, 56 percent use 

   social networks,    and 49 percent use podcasts in their organization’s communi-

cations initiatives. 

 With the advent of    Web 2.0,    the environment has changed again—this time, 

radically. Public relations executive and social media expert Brian Solis says, 

  It is no longer just about audiences. . . . And, most notably, it’s not about technology. 

This time it’  1    

 According to Solis, the end users of information are now the “new influencers,” 

with access to the Web and all its social tools. With these, they can publish, share 

experiences and perceptions online, and evoke emotion that can positively or 

negatively affect even the most seemingly invincible brand.  2         No longer is the 

conversation between public relations practitioners and their publics one-way. 

Now it’s a collaboration with companies and clients pushing their brands and 

ideas across a complex social network, creating relationships directly with indi-

vidual consumers, often bypassing traditional media entirely. Solis says that Web 

2.0 is “humanizing companies, brands, and the products that define them.”  3   

   1  Brian Solis,  .webpronews.com/blogtalk/2007/05/23/pr-in-the-face-of-web-2-0-and-social-

media .  

2 Brian Solis, “Web 2.0 and the Reinvention of Marketing and PR,” Web 2.0 Expo New York, 

TechWeb & O’Reilly Conferences, September 16–19, 2008, New York.  http://en.oreilly.com/

webexny2008/public/schedule/detail/4754 . 

   3  Ibid.  
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 Essentially, Web 2.0 is the second generation of Web development and design. 

Its key characteristics are the sharing of information rather than the generation 

of it, and the collaborative nature of the designs that make that sharing possible. 

The advent of Web 2.0 has resulted in a number of “communities” in which this 

sharing takes place. Notable among them are social networking sites (MySpace, 

Facebook, LinkedIn, etc.), wikis (W  

and video-sharing sites (YouTube, Google Video, etc.). Most Web 2.0 sites include 

features such as       designed to guide users to other relevant 

information, often on other sites;  tags,  which categorize content by simple, one-

word descriptions to make searching (and finding) easier; RSS technology that can 

notify users quickly of content changes and updates; and the ability to author and 

constantly update content cooperatively among users. One of the newer commu-

nication technologies on the Web is    RSS.    This variably stands for rich site sum-

mary, really simple syndication, and so on. RSS allows people to place news and 

 

and Web pages. Users can subscribe to the RSS news feeds of their choice and then 

have access to the updated information as it comes in. RSS is used for all kinds of 

  Web sites.    

 Although much of Web 2.0 is about programming, at least part of every aspect 

is also about writing. We will cover the most common writing issues here, real-

izing that the technology will continue to change rapidly, while the need for 

concise, well-constructed public relations writing will not.  

   A Quick Word about Writing for Web Sites 
 Although Web 2.0 has altered the look and function of the    Internet,    huge num-

bers of companies and individuals still maintain standard Web sites. As long 

as there are Web sites, there will be a need for writing correctly for that form. 

Briefly, then, let’s cover the basics of “old-fashioned” Web writing. 

 The most glaring difference between the more traditional forms already cov-

ered in this book and Web writing seems to be the huge amount of “chatter” on 

the Internet. Fortunately, this is mostly confined to chat rooms, blogs, and e-mail 

(and now , a casual perusal of Web sites will quickly alert you 

to the inability of many site owners to write or, seemingly, express themselves in 

any coherent manner. The lesson is this: Don’t succumb to the temptation to be 

chatty. Public relations writing is professional writing, even on the Internet. Fol-

low the dictates of good writing no matter what vehicle you are using, and you 

can’t go wrong. 

 Crawford Kilian’s book  Writing on the Web  offers some sage advice for those 

who would like to engage in that practice. First, he cites well-known Internet 

guru Jakob Nielsen as saying that Web readers read 25 percent slower than print 

readers. Kilian concludes, “If we read 25 percent slower on screen, then perhaps 

we owe our readers 25% less text.”  4   

   4  Crawford Kilian,  Writing for the Web  (Bellingham, WA: Self-Counsel Press, 1999).  



280  Chapter 11 Writing for Web and Social Media

 Although he cautions that Web-site-writing rules should be taken with a grain 

of salt because they are constantly evolving, here are Kilian’s six general prin-

ciples about writing for the online medium:

    1. Web writing requires orientation, information, and action. That is, provide 

background information and navigation aids, provide the information itself, 

and provide a way for a reader to respond.  

   2. Web writing should be understandable at first glance.  

   3. Web writing should be the least that you can possibly present to effectively 

deal with the subject. Excess information is a disservice to the Web reader.  

   4. Web writing displays a positive attitude toward problems. Even if you are 

writing about a negative topic like injustice, you may suggest ways the reader 

can deal with it constructively (taking advantage of the interactive nature of 

the online medium).  

   5. Web writing presents facts and ideas in terms of the reader’s advantage. 

A smart Web writer seldom uses  I  and  we  and instead uses  you  and  your.   

   6. Web writing displays correctness, clarity, and consideration—correct orga-

nization, format, names, addresses, spelling, and grammar; appropriate lan-

guage, proper tone, concision, coherence, and consideration of the reader’s 

needs.    

 Do these rules sound familiar? They should. They are basically what this book 

is all about, and they pretty much bolster my long-held argument that good writ-

ing is good writing, no matter where you read it. 

 Kilian also reminds us not to forget to know our target audience. Is it sophis-

ticated about the topic? If so, we can use jargon common to the subject; if not, 

we must avoid using potentially confusing terms. Similarly, some audiences will 

need a more straightforward design with easy “signposts” leading from one place 

to the next, whereas other, more sophisticated audiences may respond easily to 

a more complex design. As with any other publication, suit your design to your 

audience. 

 The single, glaring message that Kilian brings home is that we shouldn’t let 

technology overbear the message. Much the same as design done for the sake 

of design will probably deter the serious seeker of information, a technologi-

cally stunning Web site may hinder your task of communicating successfully. 

The warning is well timed. I increasingly counsel students who are whizzes 

at Web-site design but who still can’t write a coherent paragraph on their job 

prospects. Sadly, they continue to believe that knowing the technology is all 

they need. 

 Remember: The difference between writing for a Web site and writing on the 

computer is that the computer is a writing tool, just like a typewriter or a pen, 

whereas a Web site is a communication vehicle, just like a newsletter. A well-

written piece of communication is what you get paid to produce as a public rela-

tions writer. Ultimately, you will be judged by how well you write.  
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  OK, Let’s Get on with Web 2.0 
 Journalist and media relations consultant David Freedman has called the Internet 

“the new prime time.”  5   It is now used for entertainment and information more 

than any other medium, and because most of the new “publics” are online, that’s 

the W

ing to get in on the conversation would do well to mimic this trend.

      Participate in social networking Web sites like MySpace, Facebook, LinkedIn, 

Biznik, hi5, and Plaxo. You can even create your own social network now 

with sites like Ning. Or you can add social networking features to your Web 

site using the Google Friend Connect gadget.  

     Blog and comment on other people’s blogs. It’s easy to set up a blog on any of 

the number of free services (Blogger, WordPress, etc.) or on a “micro-blog” 

, Tumblr). You can also build your own niche micro-blog community 

onkly.  

     By commenting on others’ blog posts, you can generate relationships, extend 

the conversation, and set yourself up as an expert, or “thought leader,” on a 

subject.  

     Use wikis to collaborate with colleagues, clients, or any membership group, 

thanks to simple, free wiki-building tools like Wikispaces, WetPaint, and 

Google Sites.  

     Review, rate, forward, share, bookmark, and tag online content with tools 

such as Digg, Delicious, and Yahoo! Buzz.  

     Publish original, rich (multimedia) content such as articles, white papers, 

photos, and videos, either on their own Web sites or blogs or on citizen jour-

nalism and community media sites such as Newsvine, iReport, Flickr, and 

YouTube.    

 You don’t have to jump in with both feet, though, just to get started. Freed-

man suggests that you start by listening to the conversation, and discover what 

your clients are talking passionately about. Read a few industry- or profession-

related blogs each week. Search for blogs on Technorati, Icerocket, or BlogPulse, 

and look for opportunities to contribute comments. Join a professional network-

ing site like LinkedIn, and participate (don’t just wait for something to happen). 

 After a while, you can begin publishing useful content on your own Web site 

or blog. And, if you use plug-in tools like “digg this” and “share this,” visitors 

can hypersyndicate your content for you (pass it on virally to multiple publics). 

However, you don’t need your own site or blog to participate and have your 

   5  The following is from “Web 2.0 Basics for Public Relations & Marketing, Social Media” by David 

M. Freedman.  http://www.freedman-chicago.com/web2.html#FOOT . Freedman is a freelance 

journalist and media relations consultant in the Chicago area. Used with permission.  
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ideas hypersyndicated. You can post thoughtful comments on other people’s 

blogs, forums, online communities, and professional networking sites. In some 

cases your comments will be commented on, shared, referred to, discussed, and 

virally disseminated. Providing your e-mail address with your comments offers 

opportunities for audience members to contact you. Providing your Web-site 

URL (which some blogs allow) invites people to visit your site and may improve 

its search-engine ranking. 

 Finally, monitor what is being said about you and your firm on blogs and espe-

cially Wikipedia (using monitoring tools like Google Alerts and Factiva). If you 

find inaccurate information or defamatory claims, be careful how you respond. 

Work quickly and diplomatically to correct factual errors, but approach the pro-

cess as a collaboration in which you are a participant rather than an enforcer. If 

you threaten or try to take control of the conversation, you will be overwhelmed 

by indignant, irreverent, intentionally disruptive hordes and your efforts will 

backfire. Remember, opinions are usually protected by the First Amendment. 

 Above all, your contributions to the Web 2.0 conversation should be authen-

tic. Don’t pretend to be someone you’re not, and don’t use a surrogate (another, 

secondary blogger) to convey your message for you in an attempt to appear 

unbiased. 

 And remember, we still live offline. The landscape may be changing, but it 

would be a mistake to focus all your PR strategy on    social media.    Before you 

invest in a social media campaign, integrate it into your strategic marketing 

plan.    

  BLOGS AND BLOGGING 

  Believe it or not,    blogging    is a relatively new phenomenon that has managed to 

catch on very quickly. According to recent studies, the use and impact of blog-

ging on public relations and corporate communication is phenomenal.  6    Blogging 

takes many forms. We’ll discuss only those pertinent to public relations here.

 In what has become known as conventional blogging, anyone can write any-

thing he or she wants at any time. It has become a haven for the verbose, highly 

opinionated, and often uninformed. Obviously, this is not what blogging in pub-

lic relations should represent. The key difference is that public relations people 

don’t represent themselves. Rather, they represent their clients and/or organiza-

tions. In addition, public relations messages have to be economical, to the point, 

and, above all, accurate. 

 There are several useful ways in which blogging can be added to the mix of 

media used in any public relations project or campaign. According to James Hor-

ton, founder of  online-pr.com , blogging can initiate and maintain a “stream of 

news and organizational viewpoints of the organization at large that would take 

   6  Donald K. Wright and Michelle Hinson, “Weblogs and Employee Communication: Ethical Ques-

tions for Corporate Public Relations,” Paper Presented to 9th Annual International Public Rela-

tions Research Conference March 10, 2006, Miami, Florida, p. 2.  
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too much time to process through the communications system.”  7    In other words, 

blogging can be a less formal way of keeping people informed than many other 

media options. However, this lack of formality can also lead to a lack of reference 

points, especially given the transient nature of most blogging. Unless there is a 

concerted effort to archive blogs, information can be lost to those who wish to 

reference it in the future (the bane of most Internet-based information). Horton 

sees blogging as a low-cost publishing tool that has the advantage of being able 

to get company news out quickly. Unlike e-mail, blogging is literally “broadcast” 

simultaneously to anyone who wants to read it. It is also egalitarian in a way that 

much of public relations communication is not. Blogs allow for instant responses, 

multiple conversation threads, and a sort of accessible history of issues that can 

be referenced, added to, and corrected at any time.

 According to long-time W , 

public relations was about honing a silvery message that communicated exactly 

what the organization wanted us to hear. Now, we can hear all sorts of voices on 

the subject. It’s true democracy at work.”  8  

      Blogs have potential to help the organization develop stronger relationships 

and brand loyalty with its customers because they interact with the “human 

face” of the organization through blogs.  

     Blogs, in an    intranet    environment, can be an excellent way of sharing 

knowledge within the organization.  

     Blogs can be a positive way of getting feedback and keeping your finger on 

the pulse, as readers react to certain pieces, suggest story ideas, and so on.  

     Blogs can build the profile of the writer, showcasing the organization as hav-

ing talent and expertise.     

   What to Blog About 
 Obviously, you can blog about your client or employer or anything related to the 

company such as products or services, or the industry. But where do you start? 

Actually, there are a number of things you can do to stimulate your creativity 

and get you started blogging.

      , product, or even a competitor’s name in 

any of the myriad social networks, to see how they’re being discussed. This 

will give you some idea of what others are saying and what interests them. 

If they’re talking about you, you should be in on the conversation.  

     Read others’ blogs both in your industry and in other industries. To save 

time, use an RSS reader so you don’t waste time manually surfing.  

   7 James L. Horton, “Blogging and PR,” at  online-pr.com .  

   8  Much of this is excerpted from an article by Gerry McGovern, at  .gerrymcgovern.com , 

in the DevWebPro online newsletter, August 23, 2004, at  www . 

McGovern has recently authored a new book on writing for the Web,  Killer Web Content,  from 

A & C Black Publishing. Used with permission.  
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     Ask a question on LinkedIn. This social network is specifically for profession-

als. For example, ask what are the best print newsletters, e-zines (electronic 

magazines), blogs, discussion forums, and Web sites that target people who 

want to promote a product, service, cause, or issue related to your client.  

     

work you think will be composed of potential target publics and other pro-

fessionals in your field.  

     Do a Google search for key words and key word phrases and see what you 

can find.  

     Search Technorati. This search engine is designed specifically for bloggers, 

and it will let you know exactly who is discussing your topic.  

     Create Google Alerts for your topics. This is a Google service that notifies you 

as soon as something appears online about your area of expertise.  

     Search for electronic newsletters.  New-List.com  lists almost 9,000 e-zines.    

 Basically, find out what’s already on the blogosphere and join the conversation.  

  Writing Blog Posts 
 It’s still about writing, but there are some things that make blogging unique, and 

some advice that can make it successful. Keep in mind that blogging takes time—

time to write and time to read. The average visitor to your site might spend as 

little as 96 seconds per blog.  9   In addition, only a very small percentage of readers 

read everything word-for-word, and comprehend just over 50 percent of that. 

According to blog guru Darren Rowse, for that reason you need to make your 

blogs scan-friendly.  10   This includes:

      Using lists with lots of bullet points. They are quickly scanned by readers, get 

your point across succinctly, and are easy to link to.  

     Using short, declarative sentences, and keeping your posts short. Some blog-

gers write stream of consciousness. Remember, you’re a public relations 

writer. Stick to the point and make every word count.  

     Using bolding, capitals, italics, and underlining to emphasize key points. But 

don’t overuse them. They can add to clutter and frustrate readers.  

     Using headings and subheadings. They break up the copy and allow readers 

to find their interest points more easily.  

     Using pictures. Almost all forms of writing benefit from graphics. If done 

properly, relevant images can expand on your topic and actually add to your 

point.  

   9  Darren Rowse, “How long should a blog be?” notifies you as soon as something appears online 

about your area of expertise. Rowse is an Australian blogger and avid expert on the subject. You 

can find his home page at  www.problogger.net/archives/2005/01/06/about-darren/ .   

   10  Darren Rowse, “Scannable Content,”  www.problogger.net/archives/2006/02/20/scannable-

content .  
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     Using boxes and block quotes to get attention. Sidebars are also useful for 

related thoughts, asides, and links to other topics.  

     Using short paragraphs broken up by some of the above elements and white 

space. Clutter doesn’t look good, especially on a blog site. Web 2.0 didn’t kill 

design, it just put it to a new purpose.  

     As they say in journalism, don’t bury the lead. Make your main points early 

and clearly.    

 In addition to being “scannable,” blogs need to appear on search engines, and as 

close to the top as possible. That means using search engine optimization (SEO). 

We’ll visit this again under press releases in this chapter, but for now, SEO basi-

cally means inserting information and words into your blogs that will show up 

readily on the major search engines. This begins with the title. 

 First of all, keep it simple. As with almost all other forms of public relations 

writing, to-the-point is best. Brief, but clear, titles grab attention and direct read-

ers to your post. Most experts agree that 40 characters is maximum if you want 

your entire title to appear in a search engine result. Nothing’s as frustrating as 

that partial title that you can’t quite decide whether to investigate further or not. 

Sorry, now you’ve lost them. 

 Use active words to grab attention. An exciting title will get them interested. 

Just make sure you pay up when they get to your post. Don’t inflate the impor-

tance of your information by overdoing the title. They won’t fall for that again. 

 Anticipate reader needs. You aren’t targeting everybody, just the readers who 

are seeking information you can provide. Imagine what you would be looking 

for and use that as the hook. Often, readers are looking for advice or help. If you 

can provide that, say so. Seed your blog titles with “how-to” titles or use a ques-

tion format such as “How do I know when my heat pump needs replacing?” If a 

reader asks a question about heat pumps, this will show up on his or her radar 

via search engines. 

 Make sure your titles describe exactly what readers will get when they click 

on your post. This isn’t the place for cute references or vague allusions. Keep it 

clear and concise. Use the key words that describe what you are blogging about. 

Put them up front in your title.  Exhibit 11.1  gives tips for making the most out 

of your blogs. 

 When it comes to the blog post itself, litter it with key words. Imagine what 

words people might be using to search for this information. Put those words in 

the text and in the heads and subheads. Don’t force it, though. It should seem 

natural within the context. When a reader gets to your blog post, she doesn’t 

want to be reading a list of key words. Remember, you’re not just writing for 

machines. You’re ultimately writing for people.  

  How to Write Comments on Blogs 
 Some of the more influential blogs are regularly “trolled” by journalists and 

others in your industry looking for new ideas, developing trends, and sources. If 

you want to become known as a thought leader, you’d better comment frequently. 



286  Chapter 11 Writing for Web and Social Media

  Exhib i t  11.1 
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A comment should help build a conversation by saying something new, provid-

ing more information, or suggesting other relevant posts or stories. Your goal is 

to provide useful, factual information so that, over time, it becomes clear to other 

blog readers that you know what you are talking about. But remember, unless 

you work for yourself, you represent someone else. Both of your reputations 

are on the line when you comment, so credibility is the objective. Following are 

some simple guidelines for commenting:

      You should always sign your posts, with your real name and affiliation. Ano-

nymity is not a particularly professional approach to writing. You’re also gen-

erally asked for your e-mail address and URL, if you have one. After all, you 

do want them to check out your own blog.  

     Don’t comment randomly. If you have something important to offer to a 

conversation, by all means contribute. But don’t get a reputation for butting 

in to every conversation. Choose your entry points strategically.  

     Keep it professional. Bloggers are free to reject inappropriate posts including, 

but not limited to, overt solicitations and personal attacks.  

     Be accurate and complete in your quotes and always attribute, including a 

link if possible.  

     Comment early on the original post. Comments have a short life span. If you 

want to be read, strike while the iron is hot.     
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  Micro-Blogging and Twitter 
       is a Web 2.0 service that allows users to perform    micro-blogging,    com-

municating in messages of no more than 140 characters (known as “tweets”). 

the service’s Web interface, cell phone text message, or online instant messaging 

s personal 

network, at the subscriber’

it appealing to a wide range of individuals and organizations. Twitter allows users 

to organize impromptu events, share opinions quickly, and keep up with trends 

and information. From a personal brand building and networking standpoint, 

the key is not to look at micro-blogging as individual posts, but to think of the 

overall impressions and value that can be created over time. Each 140-character-

or-less entry serves as a seed of an idea for an overall objective. 

 Remember, Twitter is a tool and is limited as far as writing goes. What you 

, therefore, is basically an exercise in brevity and a test of your 

ability to communicate important matters in an extremely limited format.  

  How to Write Twitter Posts 
 W

inform, break news, engage, or raise thoughtful questions. The other option, of 

course, is to tell your followers what you’re having for lunch, or when you’re 

going to work out, or some other personal tidbit that’s interesting only to you 

and perhaps your mother. So, with the  professional  approach in mind, here are 

some suggestions:

     1.   Keep it short. 

doesn’t seem like much, but don’t feel obligated to use every space. Keep it as 

brief as you can and still have it make sense. Add a URL to the post for details. 

, you 

have only 140 characters to work with, so instead of taking up precious char-

acters with a long URL, use one of several URL-shortening services to shrink 

it, such as tinyurl.  

    2.   Be clear.  Anything other than the clearest of messages wastes space and read-

ers’ time. You are in the business of public relations. Practice being concise 

and informative.  

    3.   Focus on key words.  Identify the most important words from the article 

news consumer looking for a certain story; what phrases or words would you 

Google to find it? Those are your key words.  

    4.   Don’t try to do too much in one tweet.  Use one tweet for each subject. 

Don’t confuse people by putting two or three different subjects into a single 

post. Remember, Twitter is much more unobtrusive than other new media, 

like text messaging. It’s all right to put out a lot of content in separate posts as 

long as it’s pertinent and helpful to readers.  
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    5.   Categorize your tweets for added visibility.  If you’re tweeting about a 

particular subject, putting a # (called a “hash mark”) in front of the subject 

makes it easy for others to find your tweet. For example, when Motrin ran 

a YouTube viral ad implying that baby carriers (the ones that place the baby 

in front of the parent carrying it) hurt moms’ backs, a groundswell of objec-

tion came from thousands of moms all over the country, and #motrinmoms 

became a popular tag and search term for several weeks.  

    6.   Share pictures.  If you’ve got a product to push, images can often help. Don’t 

.  

    7.    

receive updates via text message. Under Settings, go to the Devices tab and 

enter your phone number to start sending and receiving mobile tweets. If 

your incoming tweets/texts are overwhelming you, disable this option by 

going back to the same panel and following the instructions.  

    8.   Pick a good desktop client.  W

and TwitterFox, you can receive tweets in a much more manageable fashion, 

especially if you follow a number of people, respond often, and use direct 

messages frequently

groups, if you want to split your feed into individual columns.  

    9.   Download a mobile client.  If you have a BlackBerry, an iPhone, or another 

smartphone with Wi-Fi or 3G access, a mobile client might be a better option 

Twitterific, TwitterBerry, PocketTweets, and Twidroid.    

 Finally, here’s a short list of Do’s and Don’

marketing tool:  11  

       

     eb site, business card, and mar-

keting literature.  

     

who listen to you, talk to you.  

     It’s tempting to post something just to get it off your chest. Don’t.  

     Don’t spam. You don’

nel, let users know beforehand.  

     Don’

social media toolbox.  

   11  Taken in part from Carlos Granier-Phelps,  http://red66.com/2007/10/using-twitter-as-a-

marketing-tool/ . Phelps is the CEO of  Red66.com , providing digital media strategy consulting 

services to television networks, helping them understand and adapt to the Internet and the new 

media landscape.  
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     Don’t let the shorthand you develop to conform to the 140-character style on 

Twitter carry over to your other writing. For instance, don’t get in the habit 

of using @ for “at” or    for “by the way,” or any number of other abbre-

. Remember, 

professional public relations writers are multilingual, but they know when to 

use what language to communicate with which audience.       

  THE EVOLUTION OF THE PRESS RELEASE 

  

editor before your release would ever be seen by anyone else. Most of that has 

changed with the move to reach publics directly, often through social networks 

using social media releases. However, a well-written press release is still a great 

way to get the word out about your client. There are several categories of press 

releases that could be said to be “digital,” “electronic,” or “Web releases.” 

 The  standard press release  today helps both reporters and bloggers build their 

 own 

ing legitimate and relevant information to those who will be using it. The old 

“canned” quote should be thrown out and replaced, if necessary, by authen-

tic voices that provide real value as a cited source. The standard release should 

be focused on the needs of the receiver—in this case journalists and bloggers. 

According to social media expert Brian Solis, “The best releases are going to be 

outward-focused and reflective of the state of the market, how you fit in it, and 

what’s in it for the potential stakeholders (customers).”       12    Solis suggests that the 

best of these releases “read like the article that you would ultimately like to see” 

instead of the traditional release format and structure. Keep it short—between 

400 and 500 words  or less.  Remember

detailed and nuanced story that will ultimately grow organically through the 

input and pass-along of your target public.  

   Standard Release Format 
 A standard press release is electronic and, as such, is not as restricted by time and 

space constraints as for-print releases are. That doesn’t mean you can ramble. 

, you’ll probably succeed. 

The goal might simply be to get reporters and bloggers to your Web site for more 

information. With that in mind, try the following. 

 A common approach these days is to develop the “elevator pitch”—how you’d 

describe the story to someone on a 30-second elevator ride. Keep the lead para-

graph to about 40 words with no more than 6 to 10 of those describing what the 

company (or client) does. Additional material can follow in subsequent para-

graphs. Not unlike traditional releases, the lead should be able to stand on its 

12 Brian Solis, “The Evolution of the Press Release,” for  techcrunch.com ,  www.techcrunch.

com/2008/05/11/the-evolution-of-the-press-release .
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New York Times,  for example. How does 

the  Times  capture your attention and tell you what the basic story is about? It 

manages to tell what each story is about in a sentence or two. Keep your release 

to no more than five short paragraphs of a couple of sentences each organized 

around the standard who, what, when, where, and why. 

 That’s pretty much it. Remember that you want to gain attention, but you also 

want to write it well enough that it’s useful both for providing information and 

for guiding users back to you.  

  Search Engine Optimized Releases 
    Search engine optimized (SEO) releases    are designed specifically to register 

and most popular of these press release distribution Web sites are PRNewsire, 

BusinessWire, and MarketWire. These sites distribute to a vast number of other 

sites, and their content (including your press release) is constantly being scanned 

by search engines. By working with large distribution sites such as these, you’ll 

be making sure that your search engine optimizing efforts are being used to their 

fullest. Integrating key words and phrases and embedded links optimizes the 

chance that your release will show up near the top in searches. What this means 

is that you have to load your release with    key words.    

 Before you start to write, however, you must identify the key words you 

are optimizing for (using to attract search engines). These are the words most 

likely to be used by those searching on Google, Yahoo!, or the myriad other 

search engines. One way to start is by using W , a paid service provid-

ing an online key word generator that builds lists of similar search terms from 

key words entered by using a database of 340 million search terms. You enter a 

term and the program lists, in descending order, the most popular key words that 

people will be searching for. For example, entering “book publishing” will net 

you “book publishing companies,” “publishing a book,” “free book publishing,” 

“book publishing software,” and so on. You then pick the words and phrases that 

will work to get you a higher ranking on search engines and incorporate those 

into your SEO release. Following are some suggestions on how to optimize your 

press release:

      Include your most important key words toward the top of the release, espe-

cially in the headline/title, subhead, and the opening paragraph. Keep the 

title to less than 80 characters and make sure it’

seem to pay more attention to the natural bolded words as well as the 

repeated words toward the top of press releases.  

     If your distributor asks for a summary of your release, make sure your key 

words appear there as well; however, try to make them different from title 

key words to broaden the subject a bit.  

     Choose up to three words to repeat throughout the release—especially in the 

body. It’s also extremely helpful to use those key words as clickable text to 

link back to strategic locations on your Web site, but don’t overdo it.  
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     According to experts, key word density, the number of times a key word or 

phrase appears compared to the total number of words in a page, should be 

optimized between 2 and 8 percent. That means a 400-word press release 

might contain between 8 and 32 uses of key words. Somewhere in the mid-

dle is probably best.  

     Be sure to include industry and product names and categories in place of 

generic descriptors such as “the product,” “the solution,” and “the company” 

throughout the release. Remember, you are pushing someone or something 

specific. You’re not just selling generic services. You want people to know 

who you are.    

 The goal of an SEO release is to get users to your site. If you want to deepen 

your information output, then the  social media release  may have everything you 

need.  

  Social Media Release 
    Social media releases (SMRs)    use social media. That may seem obvious, but to 

get the most out of an SMR, it needs to be designed in a way that only Internet 

users could benefit from. In other words, SMRs are literally multimedia-packed 

pieces that can be used as a digital touchstone for anyone seeking information 

about your client, product, or service. They provide bloggers and online journal-

ists with all the information they need in a single package to more effectively 

write a rich media post or online news story. 

 

release provided basic information designed to tease a journalist into asking for 

more, which was then provided by backgrounders, collateral pieces like bro-

chures, and an invitation to an interview or two. SMRs provide that follow-

up information and more, all in a single package. Today’s social media release 

“should contain everything necessary to share, discover, and retell a story in a 

way that is complementary to your original intent and context.”  13   

 SMRs don’t need to be distributed via wire services because they are meant 

to be “social”—that is, distributed through social networks. A client or company 

blog site dedicated to SMRs or a link to some other social network site from an 

online press room would be better.  

  How to Write a Social Media Release 
 The headline on a social media release from SHIFT Communications in 2006 

read: 

  TIONS DEBUTS FIRST-EVER TEMPLA

MEDIA PRESS RELEASE”  

   13  Ibid.
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 The subhead followed with: 

  The “Re-Mixable” Press Release Provides Relevant Context & Content in a Hyper-

linked Format for Journalists, Bloggers.  

 With that introduction, a new age in press release writing was born. 

 Todd Defren, the principal of SHIFT, had developed an answer to the ques-

tion, Is the press release dead? His answer was a resounding “NO—but it has 

changed.” The SHIFT template was made available, free, to anyone wanting to 

use it. Defren explained the purpose of the template this way:

      SHIFT Communications believes that journalists and bloggers are now fully 

adapted to using the World Wide Web for research purposes. The social 

media release merely facilitates their research by using the latest tools (social 

bookmarking, RSS, etc.) to provide background data, context, and ongoing 

updates to clients’ news.  

     The social media release is also distinctive for tying together various multi-

media elements in one place, enabling the journalist to view and/or “re-mix” 

media elements. For example, the journalist can learn more about the 

client’s story via a demo video, or, adapt the multimedia content for their 

own stories.  14      

 A social media release has to offer the social media ingredients that will allow 

those reading it to utilize its message and information in a way best suited to  their  

needs. In short, a social media release should contain everything necessary to 

share and discover a story in a way that is complementary to your original intent 

while, at the same time, useful to your readers and enabling them to share and 

broadcast it. Giving everyone what they need in the best format for them to use 

it requires a different approach.  Exhibit 11.2  is an aggregate of several SMR tem-

plates. As such, it pretty much covers the range of possibilities.  Exhibits 11.3  and 

 11.4  show the first two iterations of the SHIFT template. Compare them with the 

information in  Exhibit 11.2 .  15   

         Todd Defren discusses the purposes of his latest iteration of SMR template this 

way:  16  

      To highlight the importance of engagement: Version 1.5 includes a permalink 

to the newsmaker’s online newsroom, which should be powered by a blog-

ging engine to enable moderated comments and trackbacks. While a handful 

of wire services already enable comments, the best place for people to discuss 

the news is at the newsmaker’s own site, which is not only an “official” spot 

   14  Todd Defren, SHIFT Communications, SHIFT in the News, May 23, 2006,  www.shiftcomm.

com/Web20Releases/5232006.html .  

   15  For an excellent online example of an SMR, see  http://smr.newswire.ca/en/cnw/cnw-group-

launches-new-social-media-tool .  

   16  Todd Defren, “Social Media Release Template, Version 1.5,” at PR-Squared, www.pr-squared.

com/2008/04/social _media  _release_  template.html.   
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  Exhib i t  11.2 
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for conversation but also aggregates any directly related posts via the track-

backs/pingbacks (a.k.a. “blogs that link to this news”).  

     To account for technology changes: The universal “Share This” widget (many 

variations exist) are great ways to allow end users to post/share information 

in  their  preferred format. In addition, since the publication of Version 1.0, 

networking scene. While such social networking stars are only beginning to 

achieve true mainstream adoption, it’s exciting to envision a day when we 

could not only read an executive spokesperson’s official quote, but also have 

the option of following him or her via twitterstream or personal blog. 
    Additionally, the inclusion of an OPML (outline processor markup lan-

guage) feed allows the reader to instantly subscribe to all of a company’s 

official blogs. As the Blog Council asks, “What do you do when hundreds or 

thousands of your employees have personal blogs?” At least one answer is: 

make it easy to find and track them all.  

     To provide greater context: It’s one thing to offer trackbacks, since those links 

clearly are relevant to the news release. But to provide even  more  value to 

the reader—especially to writers who may want to draft a big article or blog 

post—why not offer a “Sphere It” link? Sphere offers readers a chance to 

look at related news from the blogosphere and mainstream news sources. 
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   Exhib i t  11.3 
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Exhibi t  11.4
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The Sphere Related Content Widget connects with an icon link at the end 

of a blog post. When a reader clicks on the icon link, he or she will find blog 

and media articles related to your blog posts.  

     To tighten things up: Another challenge for Version 1.0 was the tendency 

of some companies to overdo it in terms of “relevant links.” Thus, partly in 

, a good idea 

would be the optional inclusion of “3 Links That Matter” to give readers 

more info, context, and so on. If you get only three links, you’ll be forced to 

make them  good  links. 

 Finally, remember that SMRs are only one way to tell your story. After all is 

said and done, Brian Solis reminds us that the same tools that help you expand 

visibility can also set you up for failure. Wire services edit only for typos, not for 

content. This means that you can publish a release riddled with hyperbole, spin, 

buzzwords, and hype that will only confuse and dissuade your customers from 

doing business with you. It will send them to your competition. And, as Todd 

Defren, the man who started it all, says,

  It’s important to understand that the Social Media News Release is not intended 

as a replacement for the traditional news release. It’s an evolution. [Its] core func-

tion is simply to allow creators of news to leverage the Web familiarity that is now 

ingrained in consumer audiences. With 50+  percent of consumers now creating 

and sharing content online (Pew Research), it just makes sense to democratize 

access to corporate news and multimedia assets to anyone (reporters, bloggers, lay-

people) who might be interested, and, to create a forum for community and con-

text that—to date—has been unavailable via old-world press releases.  17           

  CREATING AN ONLINE NEWSROOM 

  Perhaps the single most important change in connecting with the media over 

the past 20 years has been advances in technology, especially the Internet. No 

chapter on media relations would be complete these days without some mention 

of online newsrooms. 

 The    online newsroom    has quickly become a fixture for clients and compa-

nies seeking publicity. Journalist and public relations practitioner Sherri Death-

erage Green calls it “the media’s front door to the company,”  18    and marketing 

consultant Robin Stavisky says that “online media rooms sit right on the nexus 

of the transition between old and new ways of communication, and they provide 

a stunning example of the power of the Internet to transform a humble servant 

into an information hub.”  19  

   17  Todd Defren, quoted at  .socialmediarelease.org/2006/11/03/how-to-write-a-social-media-

release-for-everyone-involved-in-pr-marketing-and-communications .  

   18  Sherri Deatherage Green, “Online Pressrooms: All the News That’s Fit to Download,”  PRWeek,  

April 26, 2004.  

   19  Robin Stavisky, “Tale of the Lowly Pressroom: The Transformation of Communications,” at 

 www.marketingprofs.com/5/stavisky1.asp , April 19, 2005.  
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 Online newsrooms can distribute news through a broad range of communi-

cations methods. These can include streaming video and audio presentations, 

interviews, features, webcasts (Web broadcasts), webinars (Web seminars), and 

blogs (Web logs), along with more traditional printable materials such as press 

releases, white papers, backgrounders, articles, annual reports, and magazine 

articles. And, because this is all online, you can include additional links and sug-

gested reading (such as trade articles)—all of which will enhance the user’s expe-

rience and knowledge base.  20         

 In many ways, the online newsroom may be replacing the press kit, which 

has been the standard publicity interface between public relations and news 

media for nearly the past 100 years (they were regularly used by movie studios 

at the turn of the 20th century). However, the “traditional press kit isn’t dead,” 

according to long-time publicist Bill Stoller.  21    There will always be a need for 

some physical manifestation of publicity. Its sheer novelty alone may capture the 

attention of some journalists, and a physical handout is still your best bet at trade 

shows, pressrooms, and special events.

 Putting an online newsroom together isn’t complex, but you should follow 

some commonsense guidelines. Remember, you are serving the media here. 

Don’t make it difficult for them—online or off.  

   What to Include in Your Online Newsroom 
 The basics include press release archives, executive bios, color headshots, and 

company backgrounders, but there are plenty of options including such things 

as searchable databases of on-staff experts and feature stories. Standard content 

might include:

       Personal contact information.  The name, address, e-mail, phone number, fax 

number, and cell phone number of your primary media contacts should be 

easy to locate. If you have an instant messaging ID, put it in there, too.  

      Press releases.  Place press releases in chronological order (most recent at the 

top). Keep traditional press release formatting and use easy-to-read fonts.  

      Executive photos, product photos, charts, graphs, and other appropriate artwork.  

Provide multiple versions—lower-resolution 72 dots per inch (dpi) for online 

publications and Web sites and higher-resolution 300 dpi for offline publica-

tions. Put instructions such as “To download, right-click and choose ’Save’” 

next to the graphics. Make sure that your pitch letters and press releases 

provide links to the appropriate artwork on your site.  

      Backgrounders, executive bios, white papers, investor relations information  (if appli-

cable),  fact sheets, speeches, awards, streaming media of press conferences, product 

demonstrations, president’s speeches,  and so on.  

20 Ibid.

   21  Bill Stoller, “Creating Your Online Newsroom,” on  PR Newswire’s  Web site at  http://www.

aboutpublicrelations.net/ucstoller4a.htm . Also see Stoller’s site at  www.PublicityInsider.com , 

which has a wealth of information on obtaining publicity.  
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      Search tool.  Make it easy for journalists to find just what they want, by mak-

ing all your press materials fully searchable.  

      Video content.  Videos are making inroads in online newsrooms, but video files 

are usually quite large and can hinder downloading of anything approaching 

broadcast-quality images. This would seem to make it a bit pointless; how-

ever, video compression ratios are getting better literally every day, which 

should make including video on your site easier. And, even if TV reporters 

can’t use your online video, it can pique their interest enough so that they 

might request a broadcast-quality version or a satellite feed. As with most 

public relations output, it helps to make the video available in “sound bytes,” 

suited to broadcast time restrictions.    

  Some Do’s and Don’ts 

      Do keep it simple.  

     Do post high-resolution color photos (editors can always convert them to 

black and white).  

     Do link your online pressroom to your company’s home page.  

     Do make it clear at the top of your main page of your online newsroom what 

it is and whom it’s for.  

     Do provide a link to your consumer FAQs (frequently asked questions) page 

and an e-mail link for customer service to give nonjournalists a place to get 

their questions answered. This will save you a great deal of time respond-

ing to messages from nonjournalists asking, “Why am I looking at a press 

release?” or “How do I download a new driver,” or some such thing.  

     Do offer the opportunity for journalists to enter their e-mail address if they 

wish to be kept abreast of the latest news from your company, but don’t link 

it in any way to the ability to access any portion of the site.  

     Don’t force journalists to register or sign in for access. They’re busy folks and 

may very well decide not to bother. Make life as easy as you can for them.  

     Don’t wait for information technology (IT) workers to post press releases. 

Find a way to do it yourself.  

     Don’t forget to include media contact phone numbers and the company 

headquarters’ address in easy-to-find places.  

     Don’t incorporate software or animation that might not be compatible with 

reporters’ computer systems or browsers. Don’t use flash, heavy Java scripts, 

and other “bells and whistles.” The face that you put forth to the media must 

be highly professional, and the ease of navigation and logical flow of the 

newsroom is vital.  

     Don’t try to lay out the online newsroom if you’re not a talented Web 

designer. Hire a professional designer who has a portfolio that includes 

simple, easy-to-navigate, clean-looking sites.   
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 On this last note, remember that your job as a writer is to write. Although you 

may enjoy dabbling in Web-site building, an online newsroom is a big undertak-

s pretty 

t have in-house IT help, many outside vendors offer 

Web-site tools and templates that require little training or technical expertise. 

 For example, Red Door Interactive, an “Internet Presence Management” firm 

based in San Diego, offers a product called Interactive Press Center. Red Door 

cites a recent Middleburg/Ross study of more than 500 reporters indicating that 

99 percent of reporters go online at least once daily, 92 percent use the Internet 

for research purposes, and on average, reporters spend 15 hours per week on 

e-mail and the Web. According to its own press release, this was the impetus for 

the development of its Press Center software.  22   

 Specialty firms, public relations agencies, and news distribution services offer 

online pressroom development with a variety of features. TEKmedia’s software 

package, for example, lets you know which journalists are accessing your press 

releases so that you can better target your message and track your efforts; ipress-

room software includes podcasting services and an “online buss builder” package; 

and Vocus offers a range of public relations and government relations software 

packages including an online newsroom. 

 Whatever tool you choose to develop your online newsroom, experts gener-

ally apply the simpler-is-better rule when designing. It needs to be functional 

first. Skip the fancy stuff that slows download of information. Remember that 

many reporters will be writing from the road and may have only dial-up access.   

  Online Newsrooms to Study 
 In addition to the Intel site mentioned earlier (see  Exhibit 11.5 ), following are 

three of the online newsrooms that stand out in their usefulness (and, in some 

cases, uniqueness):

       www.microsoft.com/presspass/default.asp   

      www.google.com/press/index.html   

      www.crayola.com/mediacenter     

 As noted at the beginning of this chapter, the landscape is changing, mostly 

for the better. Access to publics is in many ways easier than ever before. The pub-

lic relations writer can now reach directly to end users of information and begin 

a conversation that will certainly become more of a true dialogue than the old-

fashioned one-way monologue. What won’t change is the requirement to write 

well. The new generation of Internet entrepreneurs continue to champion good 

writing as the primary tool of public relations, now and in the future. Only the 

technology changes. Good writing will always be recognized as good writing.     

22 Red Door Interactive Web site at www.reddoor.biz/aboutus/news/pressreleases/archive/

2002/1582.
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Exhibi t  11.5
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   KEY TERMS 

   social networks  

  Web 2.0  

  RSS  

  Web site  

  Internet  

  social media  

  blogging  

  intranet  

   

  micro-blogging  

  search engine 

 optimized (SEO) 

 release  

  key words  

  social media release 

 (SMR)  

  online newsroom     

webinar
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GLOSSARY Glossary 

 The chapters in which a term is highlighted are indicated in parentheses at the end of the 

definition. Boldface terms within a definition are also included in this glossary. 

  A 
   Accompanying script.    The version of a television script sent with the taped spot to 

the stations that will run it. The accompanying script is stripped of all but its most 

essential directions. It is intended to provide the reader with a general idea of 

what the taped spot is about and is to be used only as a reference for broadcasters 

who accept the spot for use. (9)  

.    An audio- or videotape that features newspeople describing an event, 

interviews with those involved in the event, or ambiance or background of the 

event itself for a voice-over. (9)  

   Anchor.    A line or strip of color used at the top or bottom of the page to gain unity 

in a publication. (7)  

   Angle.    The hook in a news release that attracts media attention. (6)  

   Annual   One of the most-produced organizational publications, annual 

reports not only provide information on the organization’s financial situation 

but also act as a vehicle for enhancing a corporation’s image among its various 

internal publics. (8)  

   Appeal strategy.    A type of  compliance strategy  that persuades the audience by 

calling upon it to help or come to the aid of the communicator or some third 

party represented by the communicator. (4)  

   Argument strategy.    A persuasive strategy designed to oppose another point of view 

and to persuade. There are two types: reasoned argument and emotional appeal. 

Both attempt to persuade by arguing one point of view against another. (4)  
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   As-recorded spot.    A radio spot produced by the originating agency and ready to be 

played by the stations receiving it. Spots are usually sent in the format used by 

the particular station. (9)  

   Attribution.    A stylistic device whereby quotes are credited to their sources.  Said  is 

the most common form for journalistic style; however,  says  is commonly used by 

public relations writers to add immediacy. (6)   

  B 
   Backgrounder.    Basic information pieces providing background as an aid to report-

ers, editors, executives, employees, and spokespersons. This is the information 

used by other writers and reporters to “flesh out” their stories. (6)  

   Blind headline.     A headline that imparts no information useful to the reader’s 

understanding of the story it accompanies. (8)  

   Blogging.      Blog  is short for  weblog,  a frequent and chronological publication 

of comments and thoughts on the Web. Users post informal journals of their 

thoughts, comments, and philosophies, updated frequently and normally reflect-

ing the views of the blog’s creator. Typically, some mechanism is used to allow 

responses to entries by site visitors. (11)  

   Blueline.    A printer’s proof that should be checked for accuracy before a print job 

is started. (7)  

   Body   . Distinguished 

. (7)  

   Bridge.    The part of a brochure that explains the purpose of the piece and refers 

to the title or headline. (8)   

  C 
   Caption.    The informational description that appears below or next to a photo-

graph or other illustration. Also known as a  cutline.  (8)  

   Central route.    One of the two methods by which receivers of messages process 

information according to the elaboration likelihood model. The central route 

is used by people who think about messages extensively before becoming per-

suaded. In other words, they “elaborate” on a message and will be persuaded 

only if the message is cognitively convincing. (4)  

   Command strategy.    A type of  compliance strategy  that persuades through three 

forms: (4)

    • Direct requests with no rationale or motivation for the requests  

   • An explanation accompanied with reasons for complying  

   • Hints in which circumstances are suggested from which the audience draws 

the desired conclusions and acts in the desired way     

   Commercial speech.    As defined by the Supreme Court, the concept of commercial 

speech allows a corporation to state publicly its position on controversial issues. 
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The Court’s interpretation of this concept also allows for political activity through 

lobbying and political action committees. (2)  

   Compliance strategy.    A persuasive strategy designed to gain agreement through 

coercion. (4)  

   Consequence.    One of the characteristics of newsworthiness of information. 

Relates to whether the information has any importance to the prospective read-

ing, listening, or viewing public. Is it something that the audience would pay to 

know? (5)  

   Controlled information.    Information over which you have total control as to edito-

rial content, style, placement, and timing. Examples of controlled information 

are institutional (image) and advocacy advertising, house publications, bro-

chures, and paid broadcast material (if it is paid placement).  Public service an-

nouncements (PSAs)  are controlled as far as message content is concerned but 

uncontrolled as to placement and timing. (1)  

   Copyright.    Legal protection of intellectual property (for example, writing and art-

work) from use by others without permission. (2)  

   Crosshead.    A small, transitional head within an article. (8)  

   Cutline.    The informational description that appears below or next to a photo-

graph or other illustration. Also known as a  caption.  (8)   

  D 
   Dateline.     A brief notation at the beginning of a press release used to indicate the 

point of origin. (6)  

   Defamation.    Any communication that holds a person up to contempt, hatred, 

ridicule, or scorn. (2)  

   Delayed lead.    A type of  news release  lead used to add drama to a story. This type 

of lead is usually reserved for feature stories and is not appropriate for straight 

news. (6)  

   Descriptive data.    Information gathered from research that paints a picture of the 

public being studied by its distinctive demographic characteristics—descriptors 

such as age, income, sex, education, nationality, and so on. This is information 

needed for a reader profile. (3)  

   Design principles.    The four basic principles that comprise good design: (7)

    •  Balance.  The concept that what is put on one side of the page should “weigh” 

as much as what is on the other side. All the elements placed on the page 

have weight, even the white space left by not placing elements. Size, color, 

and degree of darkness all play a part in balance.  

   •  Emphasis.  Focusing readers’ attention on single elements on a page. Elements 

are emphasized by assigning them more optical weight than other items on 

the page. These elements are larger, darker, more colorful, or oddly shaped. 

They draw the readers’ attention first among all other items on the page.  

   •  Proportion.  A measure of relationship in size. It helps show one object’s rela-

tionship to other objects in a layout.  
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   •  Sequence.  The order of the elements on a layout. It will literally lead readers 

through a page.     

   Display     

elements. (7)  

   Dissonance theory.    A theory formulated in the 1950s stating that people tend to 

seek only messages that are “consonant” with their attitudes; they do not seek 

out “dissonant” messages. In other words, people don’t go looking for messages 

that they don’t agree with already. This theory also says that about the only way 

you are going to get anybody to listen to something they don’t agree with is to 

juxtapose their attitude with a “dissonant” attitude—an attitude that is logically 

inconsistent with the first. (4)  

   Downward communication.    Communication within an organization that imparts 

management’s message to employees. Ideally, even downward communication 

channels such as newsletters permit  upward communication  through letters 

to the editor, articles written by employees, surveys, and so forth. (8)  

   Drop.    The amount of white space at the top of a page layout. (7)   

  E 
   Elaboration likelihood model.    A theory proposed by Richard E. Petty and John T. 

Cacioppo in 1980 that suggests that persuasive messages are transmitted and re-

ceived through two different routes: one used by those people who think about 

messages extensively before becoming persuaded, the other used by those who 

are unable or unwilling to spend time thinking about a message and so make 

quick decisions, most of which don’t bear directly on the subject matter of the 

message. (4)  

   Emotional appeal.    Using emotional techniques to persuade an audience. The most 

  

   Entertainment.    A communication strategy that encapsulates information within a 

format that makes it easier to accept or understand. (4)  

  Event announcement.     A form of news release that covers an event: a grand open-

ing of a new site, an open house, or a press conference on an important topic. 

The primary goal of an event is the generation of publicity. (6)

   Exclusive.    A press release or other information intended for only one media out-

let. The same information may not be released to other outlets in any form. (6)  

   Extemporaneous speech.    A speech given on the spur of the moment, usually with 

little or no preparation. Basically synonymous with  impromptu speech.  (10)   

  F 
   Fact sheet.    An information piece that contains just that—facts—and nothing 

more. It should elaborate on already presented information, such as a news 

release, and not merely repeat what has already been said. (6)  
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   Feature style.    A less objective style of writing that provides less hard information 

than straight news style. Features generally take a point of view or discuss issues, 

people, or places. The style is more relaxed, more descriptive, and often more 

creative than straight news style. (8)  

   Financial release.    This type of  news release  is used primarily in shareholder rela-

tions but is also of interest to financial media. (6)  

   Font.    The classification within a given  typeface,  such as bold or italic. (7)  

   Format (1).    

vides. For example, some stations play only Top-40 hits. These stations usually 

cater to a teenage audience. Other stations play only classic rock or jazz, or pro-

vide news. Their listeners vary according to their format. (5)  

   Format (2).    The way that you arrange your printed piece—its organizational char-

acteristics. (8)   

  G 
  Writing something for someone else. Writing that will appear under 

someone else’s name. Examples are corporate letters to the editor and speech 

writing. (2)  

   Grid.    Another term for the columns used in a layout. (7)   

  H 
   Hard news.    Information that has immediate impact on the people receiving it. By 

journalists’ definition, it is very often news that people need rather than news 

that they want. (5)   

  I 
   Impromptu speech.    A speech given on the spur of the moment, usually with little 

or no preparation. Basically synonymous with  extemporaneous speech.  (10)  

   Inferential data.    Information gathered from research that allows for generalizing 

about a larger group or population. This means that the people chosen for the 

survey must be entirely representative of the larger population comprising the 

target audience. This allows sampling of a small segment of the target public in 

order to infer from their reactions the reactions of the larger audience. Inferen-

tial research can work only if the sample is chosen completely at random from 

the larger population. (3)  

   Interest.    One of the characteristics of newsworthiness of information. Relates to 

whether the information is unusual or entertaining. Does it have any human 

interest? (5)  

   Internet (interlocking     A large computer network that links several already 

established computer networks together with a common language. The Internet 

is a computer network made up of thousands of networks worldwide. (11)  
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   Intranet.    An internal network devoted usually to employee or organizational is-

sues and accessed via an internal network or the Internet through a password-

protected gateway. (11)  

pyramid   A straight news story: It begins with a lead, expands on 

the lead, and proceeds to present information in decreasing order of importance. 

Also known as straight news style. (6)  

   Issue statement.    A precise definition of the situation, including answers to the fol-

lowing four questions: (3)

    1. What is the problem or opportunity to be addressed?  

   2. Who are the affected parties?  

   3. What is the timing of this issue?  

   4. What are your (or your organization’s) strengths and weaknesses as regards 

this issue?      

  K 
  Key words.  Words used in social media that allow search engines to identify key 

points in a message. Judicious placement of such words in the text and title also 

allow those scanning  information to focus on the most important ideas.    (11)

  L 
   Language fallacy.    Typically, an unethical persuasive strategy that involves 

the actual use of language, including equivocation, amphibole, and emotive 

language. (2)  

   Lead.    The opening sentences of a straight news story or feature article. In a 

straight news story, the lead should include the  who, what, when, where, why,  and 

 how  of the story. Feature leads generally begin by setting the scene of the story 

to follow. (6)  

   Logic fallacy.    A persuasive technique codified by the Roman orators over a thou-

sand years ago. Commonly referred to as logic fallacies because they are both 

illogical and deceptive by nature, they include, among others, cause and effect, 

personal attack, bandwagon, and inference by association strategies. (2)   

  M 
  Media advisory . Alerts    the news media to upcoming items of interest to their con-

stituents. It’s one of the best ways to let them know what’s happening and why 

they should be paying attention. The goal of a media advisory is not to give re-

porters everything they need to write the story, but rather to get them interested 

enough to mark their calendars. (6)

   Media directory.    A publication (electronic or printed) listing various media out-

lets and their contact information. Publishers of directories offer formats ranging 

from global checkers that include a variety of sources in every medium to spe-

cialized directories dealing with a single medium. (5)  
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   Media list.    A personalized list that contains details about local contacts and all the 

information you need to conduct business in your community. Media lists may 

include regional and even nationwide contacts, depending on the scope of your 

operation. A media list, once compiled, should be updated by hand at least once 

a month. (5)  

   Memorized speech.    A fully scripted speech that the speaker has completely mem-

orized for delivery. (10)  

   Message strategy.    Developing a message, or messages, that will reach and have 

the desired effect on your target audiences. Message strategies should logically 

follow your objectives and contribute either directly or indirectly to them. (4)  

  Micro-blogging.  A form of blogging limited by the number of characters 

    (11)

  N 
   Newsletter.    A brief (usually four pages) printed publication distributed either ver-

tically or horizontally. A newsletter usually contains information of interest to a 

following: (8)

    •  Association newsletters  help a scattered membership with a common interest 

keep in touch.  

   •    are often used by civic organizations to keep 

in touch with members, announce meetings, and stimulate attendance at 

events.  

   •  Institutional newsletters,  perhaps the most common type of newsletter, are 

usually distributed among employees.  

   •  Publicity newsletters  often create their own readers. They can be developed 

for fan clubs, resorts, and politicians.  

   •  Special-interest newsletters,  developed by special-interest groups, tend to grow 

with their following.  

   •  Self-interest or “digest” newsletters  are designed to make a profit. The individu-

als or groups who develop them typically offer advice or present solutions 

to problems held in common by their target readers. These often come in 

the form of a sort of “digest” of topics of interest to a certain profession.     

   News release.    The most widely used of all public relations formats. News releases are 

 

of three types:  publicity release, product release,  or   (6)   

  O 
   Objectives.    The concrete steps that you need to take to reach your goal. A proj-

ect’s objectives must relate to the purpose of your message and should be realistic 

and measurable. For public relations writing, there are three types of objectives: 

informational, attitudinal, and behavioral. (3)  
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   Online newsroom.    An online version of a media relations department. Online news-

rooms can distribute information to media and others through a broad range of 

communications methods, including streaming video and audio presentations, in-

terviews, features, webcasts (Web broadcasts), webinars (Web seminars), and blogs 

(weblogs), along with more traditional printable materials such as press releases, 

white papers, backgrounders, articles, annual reports, and magazine articles. (11)   

  P 
   Peripheral route.    One of the two methods by which receivers of messages process 

information according to the elaboration likelihood model. The peripheral route 

is used by those who are unable or unwilling to spend time thinking about a 

message. Instead, recipients using peripheral processing rely on a variety of  cues  

to make quick decisions, most of which don’t bear directly on the subject matter 

of the message. (4)  

  Personnel release.  Company announcements of personnel changes, usually pro-

motions or the hiring of new people in important positions. They are a good 

opportunity to present more detailed biographical information on company per-

sonnel and on the company itself.    (6)

   Persuasion.    An information strategy that involves moving someone to believe 

something or act in a certain way. (4)  

  Pitch  . A brief introduction to a subject you intend to cover in more detail 

in press releases, backgrounders, or other publicity pieces. It is usually intended 

for a media audience (reporters, editors, news directors, etc.) and not the general 

public.  (6)

   Placement agency.    An organization that takes information, such as a press release, 

and sends it out to media outlets using its own regularly updated media lists and 

computerized mailing services. (5)  

   Positioning.    Placing your piece in context as either part of some larger whole or 

as a standout from other pieces. Also, roughly synonymous with “branding,” or 

designing your message to stand out from the crowd. (8)  

   Press kit.    One of the most common methods of distributing brochures and 

other collateral information pieces. Press kits are produced and used for a wide 

variety of public relations purposes, including product promotion presentations, 

press conferences, and as promotional packages by regional or local distributors 

or agencies. (5)  

   Primary research.    Data collected for the first time and specifically for the project 

at hand. (3)  

   Privacy.    One of the legal terms used to describe infringement. Often referred to as 

 .  Its most common forms are as follows: (2)

    •  Appropriation.  The commercial use of a person’s name or picture without 

permission  

   •  Intrusion.  The literal invasion of a person’s private space by such means as 

using telephoto lenses, audiotaping, and trespass     
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   Product release.    This type of  news release  deals with specific products or product 

lines and is usually targeted to trade publications within individual industries. (6)  

   Profile.    A feature story written specifically about a person, product or service, or an 

organization or some part of it. It profiles the subject by listing facts, highlighting 

points of interest, and tying the subject to the organization being promoted. (8)  

   Prominence.    One of the characteristics of newsworthiness of information. Re-

lates to whether the information concerns or involves events and people of 

prominence. (5)  

.    One of the characteristics of newsworthiness of information. Relates to 

whether the information is local. (5)  

.    Information dissemination that is not generally paid for but is picked up 

and passed on by another entity, such as the media. The most common forms of 

publicity are press conferences and  news releases.  (6)  

release.    news release  covers any information occurring 

within an organization that might have some news value to local, regional, or 

even national media. (6)  

   Public service announcement (PSA).    A radio or television spot aimed at providing an 

important message to its target audience. The PSA is reserved strictly for organi-

zations that qualify as nonprofit under federal tax laws. (9)  

   Pull quote.    A magazine or newsletter device of “pulling” out quotations from the 

text, enlarging the point size, and setting them off from the text to draw a read-

er’s attention to a point within an article. (8)   

          R 
   Reasoned argument.    Also known as logical argument, this persuasive strategy uses 

the techniques of rhetoric as handed down from the ancient Greeks. For persua-

sive messages, it is important to build the message around a thorough under-

standing of the psychological state of the audience. (4)  

   Referral ending.    A type of ending for a feature story in which the beginning of the 

story is referred to in some way to bring closure to the story. (8)  

   Response ending.    A type of ending for a feature story in which a call to action is 

included. (8)  

   Rule of ground thirds.    A method of working with a page layout that requires that the 

  

  RSS . Rich Site Summary, or Really Simple Syndication. RSS allows the place-

ment of news and other brief announcements into a format that can be pub-

lished to RSS readers and Web pages allowing for a quick scan of the items which 

are linked to the original, longer version.     (11)

  S 
   Sanction strategy.    A type of  compliance strategy  that persuades by using re-

wards and punishments controlled by either the audience themselves or as a 

result of the situation. (4)  
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   Sans serif ace.    A category of typeface without  serifs —the lines that cross the 

end strokes of the letters ( sans,  from the French, meaning “without”). They are 

usually, but not always, distinguished by uniformity of strokes. They usually im-

part a more modern look to a publication, especially if used as display type. (7)  

   Script treatment.    An informal narrative account of a television spot. It is not writ-

ten in a script format but may include ideas for shots and transitions. (9)  

   Scripted speech.    A speech that has been fully scripted and from which the speaker 

reads, often from a teleprompter. (10)  

  Search engine optimized (SEO) release . Inserting information and words into social 

media that will register readily on the major search engines. (11)   

   Secondary research.    Data previously collected, often by third parties, for other pur-

poses and adapted to the current needs. This can include demographic informa-

tion already gathered by another department in your organization or information 

gained from research done by other parties entirely outside your company. (3)  

   Serif typeface.    

thin strokes and by  serifs —the lines that cross the end strokes of the letters. Serif 

type can be further broken down into  Romans  and  slab  or  square serif  faces. Serif 

faces usually are considered easier to read, especially in body type sizes. (7)  

   Shooting script.    Includes all the information necessary for a complete understand-

ing of a TV spot idea. It fleshes out camera shots, transitions, audio (including 

music and sound effects), narrative, acting directions, and approximate times. (9)  

   Signature.    Groupings of pages printed on both sides, usually 16 to a signature, 

but sometimes fewer, and always in multiples of 4. (7)  

   Slice-of-life spot.    A television commercial that sets up a dramatic situation com-

plete with a beginning, middle, and end. In the slice-of-life spot, the focus is on 

the story, not the characters. The message is imparted through an interesting 

sequence of events incorporating but not relying on interesting characters. Slice-

of-life spots usually use a wide variety of camera movements and postproduction 

techniques such as dissolves and special effects. (9)  

  Social media. Works of user-created video, audio, text or multimedia that are 

published and shared in a social environment, such as a blog, wiki or video host-

ing site.  (11)    

  Social media release (SMR). Also called a social media press release (SMPR). A form 

of the traditional news release redesigned for adoption through and by social 

media. It generally includes key words to optimize search engine recognition, 

hyperlinks, and audio-video components either embedded or linked.  (11)    

  Social  Web-based social networks allow users to interact     using email 

and instant messaging, as well as other forms of exchange and sharing, to build 

and maintain a community of people with similar interests. (11)

news.    News that people want rather than news that they necessarily need. 

Often entertainment oriented. (5)  

   Special.    A press release or other information written in a style intended for a 

specific publication but being released elsewhere as well. (6)  
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   Speech.    A form of communication, usually interpersonal and somewhat formal, 

in which a group of people are addressed simultaneously

typically classified by purpose: (10)

    • A speech to  inform  seeks to clarify, instruct, or demonstrate.  

   • A speech to  persuade  is designed to convince or influence and often carries a 

call to action.  

   • A speech to  entertain  covers almost everything else including, celebrations, 

eulogies, and dinner speeches.     

   Spot.    A broadcast message, either paid-for advertising or a  public service 

announcement.  (5, 9)  

   Spot announcement.    The simplest type of radio spot that involves no sound effects 

or music bed and is meant to be read by radio station personnel. (9)  

sheet.    A listing of all of the type specifications that you use in a  newsletter  

or other publication. (8)  

   Subhead.     May be (a) a display line enlarging on the main headline, usually in 

smaller size, or (b) a short heading within the copy used to break up a long block 

of text. (8)  

   Summary ending.    A type of ending for a feature story in which the main points 

are summarized. (8)  

   Summary lead.    lead.  A good summary lead 

will answer the key questions—who, what, when, where, why, and how. (6)  

   Swipe file.    A collection of publications and designs done by other people or com-

panies used to help with design, layout ideas, and writing style, as well as to 

communicate ideas to typesetters and printers. (7)   

  T 
   Talking heads spot.    A television spot in which the primary image appearing on the 

television screen is the human head—talking. (9)  

   Target audience.    The end users of your information—the people whom you most 

want to be affected by your writing. (3)  

     Timeliness.    One of the characteristics of newsworthiness of information. Relates 

to whether the material is current. If it isn’t, is it a whole new angle on an old 

story? Remember, the word  news  means “new.” (5)  

  Tips/hints release. A release typically using an outline format  with plenty of bul-

leted items. The objective is to position you or your company as an authority on 

a subject. (6)   

   Trademark.    Legal protection of product names, images, phrases, or slogans from 

use by others without permission and in a prescribed manner dictated by the 

trademark holder. (2)  

  T .  A Web 2.0 service that allows users to perform micro-blogging, com-

municating in messages of no more than 140 characters (known as “tweets”). 
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the service’s Web interface, cell phone text message, or online instant messaging 

service. (11)   

   Two-fold.    The most common type of brochure fold resulting in a six-panel 

brochure. (8)  

   Type.    The generic term for the lettering used in printing. (7)  

   Typeface.    The nearly limitless alphabets and ornaments available as  type.  (7)   

  U 
   Uncontrolled information.    Information that, once it leaves your hands, is at the 

mercy of the media. The outlet in which you want it placed has total edito-

rial control over the content, style, placement, and timing. Such items as press 

releases are totally uncontrolled. Others, such as magazine articles, may receive 

limited editing but are still controlled as to placement and timing. (1)  

.    One way of providing readers with a whole by drawing relationships 

among its various parts. Perhaps the best way to gain unity of design has more to 

do with an overall look, a unifying design. (7)  

   Upward communication.    Communication within an organization that provides 

employees a means of communicating their opinions to management. (8)   

  V 
   Video news release   Originally, prepackaged publicity features meant to be 

aired on local, regional, or national television, VNRs now are news releases 

designed as feature stories, usually for local television news programs. (9)   

  W 
   Webinar.    A seminar conducted over the World Wide Web. It is a type of Web con-

ferencing. In contrast to a webcast, which is transmission of information in one 

direction only, a webinar is designed to be interactive between the presenter and 

audience. A webinar is “live” in the sense that information is conveyed according 

to an agenda, with a starting and ending time. In most cases, the presenter may 

speak over a standard telephone line, pointing out information being presented 

on screen, and the audience can respond over their own telephones, preferably 

a speakerphone. (11)  

  Web 2.0.     The second generation of Web development and design. Its key charac-

teristics are the sharing of information rather than the generation of it, and the 

collaborative nature of the designs that make that sharing possible. (11)

   Web site.    An Internet “publication” composed of any number of Web pages, each 

hyperlinked to each other and to various other Web sites. (11)     
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  as-recorded,    259,  262  

  cover letters for,   78–79  

  definition of,    241   

  radio,   63  

  radio, length of,   257  
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   subheads.  see  headlines and subheads   

   substantial similarity test,   18   
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