Reprinted with permission from PRSA Tactics, September 2003

Building Lasting Relationships With Reporters

If you want to get coverage, build relationships with reporters

In a survey I did a few years ago with the media relations staff of the world's largest PR firm, I discovered that 81 percent said that their relationship with a reporter directly led to coverage. National polls continue to echo this important sentiment: The best way to get consistent coverage is to become a valued resource to reporters. 

Reporters aren't looking for superficial relationships. They want real people, people they can count on; people who will give them good, solid stories, news they can use. They want people who offer facts, give them access to knowledgeable people who will show up for an interview and tell them what they need to know. They want people who see the Big Picture and who understand that their client or company may not be suitable for coverage each time they call. And they're looking for people they can trust, practitioners who deliver on their promises.

Sound like a tall order? It shouldn't be. Become a valued resource, and you'll never run out of pages to fill with ink on your clients. Learn to think like a reporter, and you'll never run out of story ideas. Learn to understand deadlines and other editorial considerations, and you'll endear yourself to every tired editor out there. So, how do you build relationships with editors?

Learn About Your New Friends

First, decide which reporters you need to know. Limit your list to five or six at the most. It's best if you can determine to get close to just two or three. Then, set about wooing them, like you would a new best friend or anyone else you really want to get close to. Learn what they like by looking them up in a media directory such a Bacon's or Media Map. Read their profiles and commit their preferences to memory. Store notes in Outlook or in the directory itself so it's in front of you every time you make a pitch. 

Next, read what the reporter writes. Reporters write to be read. They want to know that their words have meaning and impact. So, give them some feedback. Call them up and discuss a recent article. Show them you understand where they're coming from. Don't read just one article, either. You wouldn't do that to someone you really admire. 

Meet Reporters

Try and meet the reporter, if at all possible. Call and offer to take him out to lunch, or to drop by something to eat. Some reporters are forbidden to accept such gifts, so if that's the case, just try and get some face time. Go to dinners, trade shows, conferences or other places to meet them. Stick your hand out and introduce yourself. Exchange business cards. Then follow up within a week with a solid pitch.

Give Something Now to Get Something Later

The best thing you can do is to listen to your new friend. Really be present. Don't be thinking about what you can get, but what you can give. Help out in any way you can. Be looking for ways to make his life easier. If you're working on a story together, anticipate his needs and take care of him. Most importantly, don't be afraid to give away a story if you know the editor needs it, even if you're not getting paid for it. It will come back to you later. 

Most of all, take the time to invest in your relationship with reporters. They are the most important relationships of your career.

-- Margo Mateas is president of the Public Relations Training Company, a firm that provides media relations and management training. Mateas’ methods are used by the world’s #1 public relations agency, Fortune 500 companies & more. Contact her at www.prtrainer.com.  
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