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HOSTING A MEDIA EVENT WITH AN ELECTED OFFICIAL
Planning the Event

BE STRATEGIC

It is important to ask yourself a question or two before you even decide to have an event involving an elected official. Is this visit appropriate for a media event? You don’t want to create a media event for an elected official who may not be a school-based health center (SBHC) supporter yet. Before hosting a media event in their honor, you want to ensure that you have a commitment of support from the official that goes beyond a picture and a handshake. Also ask yourself if the issue or subject is going to attract reporters away from their busy desks? Of all the opportunities in a year, is this the most strategic time to include an elected official? Remember that the media isn’t your audience— they are a tool that you use to reach your audience. And, because good media opportunities don’t come along every day it is essential to use them strategically. Therefore, if you want to create an event that will garner media attention for your organization or an issue that is important to you, be sure that you have thought it through strategically, and that it is the best time and place to include an elected official.

HAVE A HOOK

In order to interest reporters in a media event, you need a “news hook.” A visit by a prominent local official is helpful, but works best if the official’s visit is tied to some type of news for your organization (e.g., a ribbon cutting ceremony for a new SBHC; a tour of an important new service at an existing SBHC; the beginning of the school year; a crucial time during the budget process). When you are structuring your media event around a site visit by an elected official, it is important that you work closely with his or her staff to provide a clear understanding of what the event is, background on your issue, and suggested talking points for the official if the staff deems this helpful. You want to be sure the official stays on your message, and that he/she does not use the opportunity to discuss other political issues.

CREATE A MEDIA-FRIENDLY EVENT

Make your event easy for reporters to attend by keeping it brief (no longer than one hour); holding it early in the morning or at lunch time; providing breakfast or lunch; and allowing ample time for journalists to ask questions (about 25-30 minutes). If possible, provide a conference call connection to the event for those reporters who cannot leave their desks, but want to cover the event.

INVITE THE RIGHT REPORTERS

It is crucial that you approach the right reporters for your event. About six weeks prior to your event begin to formulate a list of reporters to invite. As a general rule, do your research and pay attention to the reporters who cover your issue (do Internet searches on who has covered the issue during the past year and keep a running list). However, reporters’ assignments can change quickly, so before you select which reporters to invite, call the news desks of your local media outlets and ask the assistant who answers the phone for the name of the reporter that covers health and/or education. Once you have the name of the reporter, ask for the reporter’s email address and phone number so you can reach them in the future. In addition, do an online search for the reporter’s most recent stories to familiarize yourself with their work and style.
SEND A HEADS-UP FIRST

About two weeks prior to the event, e-mail a media advisory to all of the reporters on your invite list a media advisory.  When you email the media advisory, paste it into the body of the email—don’t send it as an attachment. A media advisory is a simple, one-page document that promotes the event and gives reporters a heads-up that it is taking place. Because reporters have to respond to breaking news, they tend to plan which events to attend at the very last minute and it isn’t efficient to give them too much advance notice.
MAKE THE CALL

Begin to call the reporters on your invite list about a week prior to your event.  When you speak with them or leave them a message be sure to highlight the most interesting, new, and exciting things about your event. Do it clearly and briefly.
Here is a sample script:

Hello, I’m (insert name) and I’m calling from the Nebraska association of SBHCs. Senator xxx is going to be visiting our center to help us announce that we’re now providing mental health services to all 1,500 students at xxx elementary—we are the first SBHC in Nebraska to offer these services. The event is on Tuesday June 20th, from 9-10AM at xxx elementary, I hope that you’ll be able to make it.

FOLLOW UP

If you have spoken to a reporter or left a voicemail, and you haven’t heard back after a couple of days, call again or send a follow-up email. After you have left two voicemails and sent an email, continue to call but don’t leave any more messages—try to get the reporter in person on the phone, so you can get a “yes” or “no” answer. If you don’t get any response and you can’t get the reporter on the phone, call the news desk and ask for the name of another reporter or editor that you could invite to the event. On
the morning of the event, call through your media list one last time to follow-up with people you haven’t heard from and check with those who have said they are coming to make sure that they have everything they need. This is also a good time to alert media to any changes on the agenda.

Prepping for the Event

ANTICIPATE TOUGH QUESTIONS

Take some time to think through any tough questions that reporters might ask during the news conference and how you will respond to them.

THINK VISUALLY

If you are inviting reporters who may bring television cameras or photographers, have some good visuals available for them to film or photograph (e.g.,  blow-up of a larger donation check, children happily lined up to receive services, or the elected official cutting the ribbon). If you know ahead of time that good visuals will be available, note that on your media advisory.

CREATE A PRESS PACKET

Gather a few key materials that will provide the reporter with the most important information about your organization and your event. Some standard press kit materials are: a press; an event agenda; a fact sheet about your organization or SBHC; biographies of your leadership; any recent press coverage about your organization or issues; and a business card so that the reporter may follow-up with additional questions.

BE PREPARED
Reporters are notoriously last minute, so be prepared for someone to call you at 6:00 pm the evening before your event and ask for materials, information, etc. On the day of your event, anticipate that reporters may be late or not show up because breaking news forced them to change their plans.

After the Event

REACH OUT TO ADDITIONAL REPORTERS

Immediately following your event, e-mail your press release to all of the reporters on your invite list who did not attend the event. This way, they will have the information they need to write a story or contact you.

TRACK, SAVE, AND SHARE MEDIA COVERAGE

Using Google News http://news.google.com/, the Websites of media outlets that attended, or the newspapers themselves, track all of the media coverage from your event. Cut out clips from newspapers along with the masthead and date, and arrange them neatly on a white sheet of paper that can be stored and easily photocopied. If you know that a television or radio station is going to run a story, ask them when it will run so that you can have someone record the story. If no one can record the stories, you can try to purchase tapes from the stations. Once you’ve collected the clips, archive them for your own use and then share them with NASBHC, funders, and other stakeholders.

RESPOND IMMEDIATELY TO NEXT STEPS

If you made any promises to the reporters on the phone in advance or in the room at the event, follow through on them right away. Reporters appreciate responsiveness and following up quickly will show them they can rely on you.

CONTINUE TO BUILD REPORTER RELATIONSHIPS

The media event was the first step to what will hopefully become a solid, fruitful relationship with the reporters who attended or wrote stories. Following the event, let the reporter know that you are always happy to be a resource. If the reporter wrote a good story, send them a note telling them you enjoyed their piece and thanking them for attending. In the following months, continue to alert reporters to important news or events coming out of your SBHC or organization.

CONSIDER A LETTER TO THE EDITOR

If your event got news coverage, consider having a parent, teacher, or SBHC employee write a letter to the editor. The letter could praise the SBHC or the elected official’s involvement with it. A good letter to the editor is BRIEF, between 200-250 words; is written in direct response to something that has been covered in the newspaper; and is sent immediately following the initial story. Generally, instructions for submitting a letter to the editor are printed at the bottom of the editorial page. If you don’t see it there, check online or call the paper directly.


