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Writing and distributing a credible press release 

A press release is an announcement from your organization, but it’s specifically packaged 

as a news item, designed to be distributed to your media contacts.  Ideally, the news 

nugget is so compelling that journalists will immediately want to run a story on it. Here’s a 

step-by-step guide to writing an effective press release, along with a suggested outline. 

 

Decision to write a press release:  is there actually a news nugget here?   

There are many types of things going on in your organization that can be considered news: 

 Arrival (or departure) of senior staff 

 Major new initiative, product, service or upcoming event 

 Announcing a new partnership or donor 

 Highlights or quotes from an event that just happened 

Resist the temptation to distribute internal announcements – ones that are irrelevant to 

outsiders - as “news”.  This can quickly land you on a journalist’s spam list. 

 

If there are no developments to report, can you actually create a news nugget?  

It’s tricky, but it can be done. A few ideas:  

 Keep on top of news headlines. If you have an initiative that can somehow be linked 

to a current hot topic, grab the spotlight.  Issue a statement from one of your senior 

execs, with a mention of how your initiative helps alleviate the burning issue.   

 Host an event yourself. Possible formats that are suited to organizations trying to 

trigger change include: interview with experts, podium discussion, networking 

forum, or a major status update on a headline initiative.  See sheet 4 for pointers. 

 Engage in your community. Sponsor a local team or specific charitable event. 
 

When you write: 
 

Use neutral observer’s language!  Pretend you’re a reporter covering this piece of news 

as an outsider. Most journalists will use your press release as the basis for crafting their 

own article. But if you’ve already phrased it impartially, some may just take the release and 

run it with no changes!  So compose the news story you’re eager to see, but keep it neutral.  

Use quotes for marketing-speak or bragging.  When you want to express an opinion or 

use exuberant language, put it in quotation marks and attribute it to a senior executive or a 

team member.  Including a quote or two will give a personal touch to your news story. 
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Outline of a press release: 
 

Date and place 

Press release:  or  For immediate release:  You control when it goes out, so don’t ask 

them to hold it back until a certain date. 

Headline: Phrase your key nugget as the memorable news headline you’d like to see!   

Text: Two to three succinct, objectively-worded news paragraphs should do the job. Make 

the first sentence your most important, and continue with the next most important. Later, 

if the release gets cut to fit a smaller space, your key message still gets through.   

Things to include: interesting statistics, background facts, or the story from a beneficiary. 

The impartial language rule is relaxed only when quoting what someone says. So a quote is 

the best way to insert a CEO’s talking points or a heartfelt statement from a beneficiary.  

Contact person: provide name and e-mail and phone number for journalists want to 

follow up.  You might offer the chance to schedule an interview with a key executive. 

About *your organization*:  Also referred to as your ‘boilerplate,’ this is a standardized 

one or two sentence background description of your organization and its mission.  

 

Additional items 
 

Photos: Whenever possible, distribute photos with your release. This drastically increases 

the chances of uptake. Select images that reinforce your key message. Use rights-free 

photos that journalists can freely reproduce, and include any credits if applicable. 

Fact sheet:  The release itself should fit on a single page. If you have loads of statistics or 

deep background explanation, create a separate fact sheet to include with the same e-mail. 

Joint releases: Sometimes a press release is issued by two organizations. Seize the 

initiative and propose the joint text first. Include space for quotes from each organization.  

 

Distribution and tracking 
 

 Send out all your materials electronically.  The press release should be a Word 

document so your contacts can edit and adapt it.  Pdfs will lower your coverage. 

 Phone your most important contacts to verify they received it; this builds coverage! 

 Tracking coverage:  a great cheap n’ cheerful route is to set up a google alert for 

your organization name and the headline’s key words. As the task increases, you 

might hire a tracking service to quantify coverage more comprehensively and to 

take over your analysis of key messages and positive v. negative coverage. 
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