5 Golden Rules for Writing Successful Press Releases 

(from the best-selling book: DIYPR: the small business owner’s guide to ‘free’ publicity (Batsford paperback 1998) by PHPR founder, Penny Haywood.

Small businesses can get a head start in the publicity stakes if they put out press releases and fall over backwards to help the media. And when they grow the business, they’ll understand the PR process better from the best teacher you can have: direct experience.

Every time you speak to a media representative, they are offering the possibility of an audience of thousands: so many people that it would take years to network round them. 

It’s a slow process so be patient. You need to prove you’re a keen and a reliable source of stories. Try a 6-month campaign of putting out a release a month following these 5 Golden Rules to create a professional release. With practice, you’ll be with the able to knock out a good enough press release in 10-20 mins for your local media. 

You have got a list of local media? Make sure you don’t miss anyone out: every publication/broadcaster/e-zine represents thousands of people. Note bylines and contact details from every ezine, magazine, newspaper & radio station your customers pay attention to. And if you don’t know what they watch, listen to and read, there’s only one way to find out: ask them!

And once you start getting media mentions, a few will be keen enough to actually contact you direct as a result of the coverage, but they are just the tip of a huge iceberg. The real value is all the people who saw or heard you recommended by the media. Now they’ve heard about your company and know the name, sales will be much easier: research shows it is 50% easier to sell when your prospect has heard good things about your business. So factor in emailing and telesales to capitalise on media coverage and namedrop the story, send the story links to the people you want to reach. It’s PR, sales and marketing working together that grows the business.
Golden Rule 1: Make sure it’s News

What is news? News is the plural of new: if it's new, it's news. 

News implies change: something happens - a business is started up, a product is launched, an appointment is made, a deal is struck, a contract is won. 

If you’re not sure, keep a note of the types of stories that get into the media about similar types of businesses to yours: other retailers, service businesses, or manufacturers. And remember, the better known a business is, the less they will tend to put themselves out for the media, so if you’ve got interesting things to say, you’re in with a shout. Especially if you manage to find the links between your business and the hot news topics of the day: for example: health, education, employment and the economy are pretty solid news ground. 

Golden Rule 2: The Essential 5 Ws

Include the 5 Ws.

Who?

What?

Where?

When?

Why?

WHERE? 

For example: Manchester-based WHO? XYZ company WHEN? today announces a 

WHAT? new waterproof addition to their range of best-selling stationery products. (The rest of the release will go on to say WHY?)

There's another useful question to answer that will help you develop the story:

HOW? It’s a good idea to get a quote in from a named source such as yourself, and explaining HOW is all came about is an ideal opportunity for that.

Golden Rule 3: Strip Out Superlatives

Once you've written your text, strip out the superlatives: adjectives like 'wonderful' and 'brilliant' are your (biased) opinions and will irritate fact-driven journalists. Superlatives don't belong in the world of news and they're so over-worked that it's unlikely that people pay much attention to them anyway. 

Golden Rule 4: Personalise the Release to the Target Media

A local newspaper serves a local community and rarely carries news that can't be related to their readership area. That's how a famous apocryphal headline came about:

ABERDEEN MAN DROWNS: Titanic Sinks

Local media know their audience. Local radio stations, for example, find that their listeners get irritated if they carry news of offers or events outside their local area, so they don't. 

TOP TIP: Turn the media's thirst for local connections to your advantage. If you want local press coverage give them a local connection right up front in the headline and first sentence. 

Don't bury your impeccable local connections at the bottom of the release or expect the press to make the connection for you from your address. An average press release gets a 3 second scan from a busy journalist and they rarely read past the first sentence.  

In the same way, the trade press are looking for something in their specialised field. If you're wanting coverage in the Biological scientific press, get the fact that it's a Biological breakthrough into the headline.

Golden Rule 5: Lay it Out Professionally:

Keep your release down to a single page including the contact details at the foot. That means an upper limit of about 150-200 words per release. You can add more details on a separate sheet called Background Notes.

Keep sentences short and to the point. 

Use the word 'ENDS' when the release finishes. 

Always include details of who the press should contact for further information at the foot of the main press release including home & mobile numbers as well as work contact details and be available for at least 24 hours afterwards. 

EXAMPLE. New Business Wins:

If you win a major piece or new business, send out a release about it. If you are appointed a dealer or given a licence for a well-known product or service, let the press know! 

People like to deal with people who are successful. American businesses are good at shouting about their successes, but small British businesses can have a tendency to hide their light under a bushel. 

If you are mentioning a client company by name, make sure that you have their agreement to do so. A new business relationship could fall at the first fence if you take their name in vain!

If the client or customer is willing to give you an endorsement comment, include it as a quote: third party recommendation is better than blowing your own trumpet. 

With new business wins, it's particularly powerful if you can answer the WHY? question with a quote from the customer: WHY they bought your product or service? WHY have they appointed you as a dealer, licensee or franchisee?

When developing the rest of your release with your answers to the WHY? question, bring out the aspects of your product or service that make it different from anything else.

Why is it different?

Why is it better?

Why is it new? 

Why is it innovative? 

What gives it that extra spark that no-one else has?  

The last sentence of the release should wrap up the 'How do I get it' details: price and where it can be bought, or who to contact for sales. 

Keep releases down to a few short sentences (4 or 5 is ideal). Any further information you want to include can be wrapped up on a note at the foot called "Technical Specifications" or "Background Notes", depending on the subject matter.

SAMPLE: NEW BUSINESS WINS PRESS RELEASE: 196 words

Newcastle Firm Signs Deal with Well-known Co.

Newcastle-based XYZ Company has today announced the signing of a £250,000 deal with Wellknown Car Co. to supply XYZ's customer care software, NiceDay, to every branch of Wellknown in Europe. 

NiceDay is XYZ's unique computer program that analyses the non-verbal signals we all give out. It works in conjunction with video cameras and analyses body language and facial expressions, measuring individual salespeople's performance against top sales performers. The software produces a printout showing the areas to concentrate on developing. 

The deal is a breakthrough into the automobile sector for XYZ. XYZ is a leading supplier of sales-related software to the banking and financial sector.

Jim Smith, Wellknown's Sales Director said, "We chose NiceDay because we believe it will significantly improve our salesmen's relationship with customers. Quite simply, there's no other product like it. "

For more information about NiceDay, contact Julie Brown at XYZ, on 0123 445566.

ENDS

For further details contact:

Joe Bloggs, XYZ's MD direct on 0123 445678 (day) or 9876 54321 (evening) or on 0321 321321 (mobile) 

or

Jim Smith, sales director of Wellknown Car Co. on 0234 555555 (day)

(Technical Notes enclosed)

© Penny Haywood 2007 All rights reserved. Penny is happy to re-write or re-slant any article for UK media on request.

