Pitching Your Story
Before you pick up the phone:

Know who you’re pitching.

Do your research. Reporters have beats, but it’s not enough to just know what the reporters’ beat is. Look up past stories they have written so you know what they like to cover. If you can make it seem like the story you are pitching is tailored to what that reporter likes to cover, you will be more successful. If you have to do a cold call, ask an assignment editor (at a paper) or producer (for radio or TV) who the right reporter to speak to is.
In order to be a good producer of news, learn be a good reader/viewer of news. 

When you see a good story—even if it’s not from your typical enviro reporter—email that reporter to let them know you think they did a good job, and attach your signature at the bottom. Reporters are human just like the rest of us, and they have egos. They get some hate mail but not much fan mail. Sending a quick email is a good way to build relationships. 

Even an environmental reporter has their preferences. 

There are only two ways to find out what someone likes to write about—by reading them, and by asking them. If you haven’t already done this, don’t hesitate to just come out and ask, “Generally, how do you decide what you are going to write about? What kinds of stories are you and/or your editors looking for?”

Write your pitch and practice it.

Write down your pitch beforehand and have it in front of you while you’re on the phone. A good pitch has a “hook.” Show the reporter that your story is significant, dramatic, timely, controversial, or impacts a lot of his or her readers. Reporters are busy, so keep it short, and make sure to get the Who, What, Where, When, and Why in during the first minute.
When you’ve got them on the phone:

The 4 “C”s – Connection, Context, Commitment, Catapult. 

As with many organizing calls, a good phone conversation is structured with the 4 “C”s. Calling a reporter is no different than calling a coalition partner or a new recruit: you are trying to build a relationship (connect), develop their interest and understanding of the issue (context), get them to do something, in this case, write a story (commitment), and make a follow-up plan with concrete actions and goals (catapult). 

Keep it short, and always pitch first. Then ask them if they got your press release later – get to the point, quick!
Tell a story.

Telling news stories is like telling fairy tales. Think about how to make your story come to life. Who are the good guys and bad guys? How can you make it sound vivid and compelling? Instead of saying, “we have some folks who are working on stopping logging,” try “We have a real David and Goliath story here—local indigenous community who have taken on the world’ largest lumber company.”

Be ready to adjust. 

Think through several different ways you can pitch your story. Everything the reporter tells you is a clue, and you are the detective. If they say that they are not interested in covering the story, ask them what kinds of stories they are interested in covering, and figure out if you can bounce back with another angle that works for them. 

You’re doing them a favor—you’re not asking for help. 

It’s easier to show them this when you know what they like to cover. Reporters need you, because you are the one who can give them the story they are looking to write. Make the reporter feel like you are familiar with their work and you are pitching them something that is right up their alley. 

As soon as you have the reporters’ ear, they are already thinking about how they are going to get the story past their editors. 

Reporters have to pitch stories to their editors. If you present a thoughtful, well-organized pitch, the reporter can often use the same pitch to pass the idea by their higher-ups. Hand the story to them—make it as easy as possible. Let them know what useful materials you can send. If it is a juicy story, think about giving them an “exclusive.” 

After the call:

Be prepared and prompt.

What materials do you have that would be useful to the reporter? What are you going to send them after you get off of the phone? What photos can you send them? What contacts or research can you get them? Send them anything you promised, immediately.

Don’t get frustrated.

You might have to make dozens of calls to find one reporter who is interested. But every call you make keeps your issue and organization on their radar screen and builds your relationship.

The Pitch Call:

Phrases to use:

 “Are you on deadline, or do you have a quick second?”

-shows them that you are considerate of their timeline, and you can make it quick. 

“I saw that great article you did on X…”

“I wanted to give you the heads up on an interesting story idea…it seemed like it would be right up your alley.”

-this shows that you are doing them a favor, not begging them to help you. 

A good way to end your pitch is: “Does this sound like the kind of thing you’d be interested in covering?” If the reporter says no, that is a great opportunity for you to ask, “Well, what kinds of stories are you interested in covering?” and figure out if there’s a different angle that works. 

Catapult: don’t forget to make a follow up plan. “Great, so I’ll send you X,Y,and Z, and the contact info for you to get in touch with A, B, and C. When’s a good time for me to call back and follow up with you?”

Some final tips about etiquette:

● Be enthusiastic and helpful.

● Reporters get a ton of emails every day. You can use email to pitch if you have a very good relationship with a reporter. In the beginning, you should do phone outreach. 

●Leaving messages: generally, you want to avoid leaving lots of messages for reporters. The first time you get voice mail, don’t leave a message—it’s preferable to call back later and get them in person, unless you have a good enough relationship with the reporter that you know they will call you back.  If you try a few times and don’t reach them, leave a message—but make it short and sweet. 

● Be prompt. If you say you are going to get information to a reporter, let them know how long it will take and make sure you meet their deadlines. 

● Respect deadlines – make pitch calls in the morning, and if you sense a reporter is busy, ask if they’re on deadline and offer to call them back. 

● If you pitch more than one reporter at an outlet, let them all know you have.

Sample Pitches For Step It Up No New Coal Actions
For news
Good morning. I'm Brianna and I'm calling with Rainforest Action Network. About 25 climate change activists are going to be outside Merrill Lynch's offices Friday with big banners, puppets, and costumes to protest the bank's investments in dirty energy.

The funny and theatrical Billionaires for Coal will make an appearance dressed to the nines, drinking coal out of champagne glasses, and showing who really benefits from coal. There will be a counter protests with lots of noise and great visuals. It'll be a fun, very TV worthy event and I wanted to invite you to come down. We're doing this as part of Step It Up, a national day of action on climate change with activities in over 2,000 locations. This colorful action is how we're representing San Francisco.

It's going to be this Friday at noon at Merrill Lynch's office which are at 221 California at Pine St. Hope to see you there!

For a business reporter:
Hello. This is Brianna from Rainforest Action Network. Do you have a quick sec?

I've seen that you cover banking for the paper and I wanted to make sure you knew about an interesting protest we've got planned for outside of Merrill Lynch's Boston offices Friday. About 25 local environmental and health advocates will be dressed as Billionaires for Coal and applauding Merrill for their sizable investments in dirty coal expansion, tongue firmly in cheek.

As you know, there are currently over 150 new dirty coal plants planned in the US that would cost over $125 billion to build. We want banks like Merrill, with heavy investment in coal, to say no to funding new coal and yes to funding a clean energy future. Our presence in San Francisco is one of 15 demonstrations at bank offices around the country- where consumers are demanding that banks say no to new coal and commit to getting serious about reducing their contributions to climate change.

Is this something you would be interested in? Can I give you more information?

For a photo desk:
Hello. This is Brianna from Rainforest Action Network. Just wanted to give you the heads up that local climate change activists are doing a demonstration today at Citi's Boston office that's going to have some great visuals.

We're going to be staging a dramatic die-in to illustrate the severity of the coal problem. People will have coal smudged faces and will be on the ground spitting up chocolate syrup. Others will be dressed in white hazmat suits and red cross-eque uniforms. There will be large colorful banners as well. A really great photo opportunity.

Its going to be at noon at such and such location.
Interview Tips

· Remember you have something important to say.  Build up your self-confidence.

· Remember that this is YOUR interview, the reporter needs you for the story!

· There is no such thing as ‘off the record’ and no such thing as ‘off camera’ remarks! 

· Avoid ‘No Comment.’

· Don't be thrown off by the question; just stick to your message.

· Don’t answer the question, respond by speaking your talking points.

· Speak slowly and clearly and avoid pause words (‘um’ ‘like’ ‘uh’)

· Practice the art of ‘bridging’—Build a bridge from the question you are asked to the talking points you have ready to deliver.  (Especially important in live interviews!)

· Practice the art of ‘flagging’—make statements before your talking points that flag for the reporter and editor that what is coming is the key point.  (Especially important in taped interviews!). “The really important thing to remember is… SOUNDBYTE.”

· When preparing to answer:  Stop, Breathe, Relax, Think, Speak!

· When answering:  Listen, Respond, Expand (ONLY if necessary), STOP!

· It is ok not to know the answer, but refer them to someone who does, and tell them what you want them to know (your talking points!). If it’s a print interview, track down the answer and call them back later.

· No need to explain everything; stay on your key messages.

· Don’t repeat the reporter’s questions or phrases.

· Remember that you set the pace and tone of the interview.

· You can often determine the time, place and length of an interview.  

· It is ok to ask the reporter to repeat the question.

· If you are not doing a live broadcast, it is ok to start over if you make a mistake.         (Just let them know you would like to begin again.)

· If you need more time to think, ask the reporter to repeat the question or ask a clarifying question – or simply pause before answering.

· Know where to look:  look at the interviewer, NOT at the camera.

· Don't worry, the movement will not collapse if you mess up your soundbyte!

· Keep love in your heart, and let it come through in your interview.  Let your integrity show!

Talking Points for Step It Up Day of Action

1. Our banks need to step it up by getting tough on climate and saying NO to new coal.

· Every dollar invested in dirty, dangerous coal is a dollar that could be invested in clean energy and a clean future.
· Leading banks like Merrill Lynch (fill in your target) need to stop funding dirty, dangerous coal expansion and start funding a clean, healthy future.
· Banks have the power to stop the 150 dirty coal plants currently on the drawing board simply by withholding the $125 billion needed to build them. 
2. The environmental and human cost of coal is devastating. 

· Coal power is inefficient, unsustainable, and environmentally destructive from the point of extraction to the point of production. 

· Many of the proposed new plants intend to use pulverized coal, which is one of the dirtiest and most greenhouse-gas intensive energy options.

· The world has added 1 billion additional tons of CO2 emissions from new coal power plants in the last five years.   

· 40 percent of fossil fuel greenhouse gas emissions globally are from burning coal.

· Coal is the largest single source of GHG emissions.

· Since 1990, the largest increase in emissions is from increased burning of coal.

· Clean coal is a myth. Just ask someone who has to live with a power plant in their backyard or a coal silo in their playground. So-called “clean” coal plants emit huge amounts of toxic mercury and other harmful pollutants.

3. Banks need to invest in a clean, sustainable future 

· In the 21st Century, banks should be shifting their resources away from dangerous energy sources such as coal and nuclear and focusing on clean sources like wind and solar.

· At a time when our banks need to be climate leaders, Citi, JPMorgan Chase, Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, Merrill Lynch, Credit Suisse and Lehman Brothers are eager funders of this dirty coal expansion

· To help minimize and avoid climate risks, the financial industry needs to get tough on climate change and stop funding coal and other dirty energy sources.

· Banks need to adopt strict new climate standards consistent with the scientific recommendations of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 

· Banks must help their clients move quickly to flourish in a carbon-constrained economy.

