Tips for pitching a story idea

You will win (or lose) a reporter in the first 30 seconds of the telephone pitch, or in the first line of a written pitch, so, here are some tips to improve your hit rate:  

Step 1:  Come up with a story idea

Think about what sort of things that are important to your congregation.   If you consider these things carefully, you will see news values (see page 3) that can be emphasised to gain media attention.  

Topics for stories are limited only by your imagination, and here are a few to consider:

· church anniversary or jubilee (your should consider doing publicity in the lead-up period, and after the event)

· opening an upgrade to church facilitates or a new centre

· outreach initiatives that have a significant interaction with the community, such as a food bank or children’s holiday programme 

· contemporary worship such as café church

· fundraising efforts 

· an interview with someone who is embarking on or has returned from an international mission initiative

· you can stage your own event (like your congregation adopting a local river and keeping it clean)

· the historic significance of your parish/manse

· induction of new minister/current minister leaving 

· Christian holidays – talk about how your parish is connecting faith with everyday life

· Use the letters to the editor column of your newspaper to comment on key issues

· Draft opinion editorial pieces on relevant topics.

Take these topics and turn them into story ideas by emphasising the relevant news values.   For instance "worship on Sunday" is not a story idea, but “café’ church” is because it is unusual; "church programmes" is not a story idea, but “foodbank usage on the increase/decrease” is because it involves the heart/people.  

Step 2:  Determine where you story belongs.

Is your story idea best suited to television, radio or newspaper?  Some stories are well suited to all three, others are best suited to one or the other.

When considering which media to use, ask these questions:

· Is it a truely local story? If yes:  community paper/local radio/local TV

· Is it a regional story, with local context?  If yes:  local daily newspaper

· Is it a local response to a national issue?  If yes:  community paper/local radio/local TV

· Do you have photos?  If yes: community paper/local daily newspaper

· Do you have someone available to interview? If no: anything media except radio

If newspaper, is it better suited to the weekly community newspaper, or the local daily or a national newspaper?  Community newpapers (those that are delivered free in your area) are an excellent place to start as they have good circulation.  

Start with those media that have already shown an interest in the issue.

Start off pitching to one media agency only, and then depending on the outcome, move to another agency.

Step 3:  Contact the right person

It’s important to pitch to the right person:

· For a weekly community newspaper:  editor or senior reporter (in a lot of papers these will be the same person)

· Daily newspaper:  chief reporter or “round” reporter

· Radio station:  news editor

· Television:  assignments editor

Step 4:  Pitch it (over the phone or in writing) 

Either write a brief media release (see section on writing a media release) or pitch it to the reporter over the telephone.  Deciding on which method to use is a matter of preference (both for you and the news organisation you are pitching to).   An example of a good telephone pitch is noted below.

The 30-second pitch sounds a bit like this:

 “Newsroom. Jane Smith speaking.”

“Good morning Jane, this is Sam Stone calling to suggest a story idea.  Is this a good time to talk?”

“Yes, but I only have half a minute.  Can you make it quick?”

“Jane, I know you cover the social issues run for Masterton Star.  We run an English as second language class here at the Presbyterian Church Community Centre.  We’ve just added a second class this week because of increased demand. With all the discussion about immigration of late, we thought your readers might be interested to know more about immigrants making Masterton their home.”

“That’s interesting.  I’d like to talk to you about this when I have more time.  How about tomorrow?  Can you call back then?  Some time between 10am and noon?”

“Sure, I’d be glad to.  Thanks for your time.”

Let your statement sell itself - don’t call and ask the journalist whether they have received you media release and when they are going to run it.   This is likely to annoy the journalist and will not serve your cause.

