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Pitching the Media Via Phone

Welcome to Mitch’s PR and Media Spotlight podcast … where we talk a little about public relations and a little about Atlanta media twice a month.  This podcast has another bonus segment: an interview with WSB Radio reporter Pete Combs.

Last month, we talked about strategies for pitching media via email.  This month we’re going to talk about how to pitch using that most ancient of technology … the telephone.  

So often I hear from public relations people how nervous they are about prospect of picking up the phone and pitching a reporter on a story.  It’s a strange fear, when you consider how much of a PR person’s job is predicated on this very tactic.    

Now, if you’re new at pitching stories over the phone, you’ve got an excuse for some of that nervousness.  But there’s one thing, and one thing only that’s really at the root of that fear:  Lack of preparation. 

Simply put, if you’re prepared to correctly pitch a story over the phone, then you have nothing to be afraid of.  The most important thing is to have a story that the reporter will really be interested in. Many times people are nervous about pitching because they know deep in their hearts – or maybe not so deep – that the story they’re pitching isn’t really that interesting or relevant.  

There’s a great thing you can do if you’ve got a story that you know a reporter won’t be interested in that will really make reporters respect you:  Don’t pitch it at all.  I don’t necessarily mean don’t pitch it to anyone, but make sure the reporters you do pitch it to are the right targets.  

A local radio reporter once told me that he really liked me because I didn’t call him all the time.  I was taken aback for second, but he explained that he liked the fact that I didn’t pitch him every little story from every one of my clients.  He knew when I called that I had thought it through and had a story that he’d be interested in.  That made him want to take my calls when I did call.
In one of my podcasts – General Media Pitching Strategies – I talked about the key steps in preparing your pitch.  Let’s go over some of these steps again:

1. Research Your Media Target

2. Structure Your Pitch

3. Rehearse Your Pitch

4. Anticipate Responses

5. Pick Up the Phone

Research Your Media Target
Make sure you know the media outlet you’re pitching.  There’s nothing that turns a reporter off more than knowing the person he’s talking to hasn’t even taken the time to look at their publication or show.
It’s also important to know a little bit about the reporter you’re talking to.  What type of stories do they write?  How often?  Are the stories they write generally positive or negative?  Feature-y or investigative? 

Structure Your Pitch

I like to structure my phone pitches the same way I would an email pitch:  Put it on paper. Think about writing it as you’ll be saying it on the phone, which is hopefully a little less formal and conversational than an email.
1. Greeting

2. Lead

3. Details

4. Close the “Sale”

Rehearse Your Pitch

So now that you’ve got the pitch laid out, make sure you practice it.   Run through it with a colleague, a friend, the mirror, just make sure the first time it comes out of your mouth isn’t when you’ve just dialed CNN.

Make sure the flow feels natural.  You don’t want to sound like you’re reading from a script, so a little casual digression from the printed copy is ok.  Be comfortable with your story.  Be excited about it.  Be interested in what you’re pitching.  If you don’t sound like you think it’s a good story, guest what?  The reporter will pick that up and probably not be very interested either.

Do it a few times and I guarantee you’ll feel better when you pick up the phone.

Anticipate Responses

A key part of phone pitching is an ability to think on your feet.  Every phone call is a little bit different, depending on what you’re pitching, who you’re pitching it to, what else is going on in the world that day, and all kinds of other factors, some of which you control, some the reporter controls and some no one controls.

You should always have at least one back up or fallback pitch -- several if possible -- in case the reporter doesn’t bite on the story exactly the way you’ve pitched it.  

For example, you might pitch an event straight up for coverage and get a “Sorry, I’ve got another story I’m working on that day, but it sounds interesting.”  You might respond with “Ok, perhaps you’d be interested in a story related to the topic of the event for a story next week.”

Another response would be to say “Thanks for your consideration. I’d really like to meet you for a cup of coffee sometime, so that you can get to know how my company might be source for future stories.”

Anticipate as much as possible how you’re respond to the reporter for example if they:

· Want more details

· Want to set up an interview

· Aren’t quite sure if it’s a story for them

· Don’t sound like they’re paying attention

· Don’t see the timeliness of your story

· Say “no thanks”

Know when to just accept a “no.”  Remember, your goal is to generate coverage for your company over a period of months or years.  Try and build a good relationship with the reporter so that they might be receptive to future pitches.

Pick Up the Phone

So now it’s time for the moment of truth … actually picking up the phone.

Greeting
Part one is the greeting.  I always start by clearly stating my name.  I’ll then ask the reporter “is this is a good time to talk?”  Often the response is, “there’s never a good time,” or “this is as bad a time as any.”  If the reporter says they’re on deadline or otherwise can’t speak with you, ask for a specific time when it would be good to call them back.  And then make sure when you call them back you mention that they’d asked you to call them back at this time and confirm that this is a better time to talk.
With time and experience you’ll learn to gauge from a reporter’s tone and voice whether you’ve got 10 seconds or ten minutes to talk.  It’s always best to assume you’ve got 10 seconds.

Lead
So if you’re now at the “what’ve you got for me part of the conversation, it’s time for the Pitch.  This is this the same ways as you think of the lead for your press release, except in this case you want to give the reporter all the details of your story and get them interested in learning more in about five to ten seconds.

Details

If you’ve gotten through your lead and still have the reporter on the phone you can now get into some of the details of your story.  This is probably a good sign that the reporter has at least a little bit of interest.

Close the “Sale”

I call this last part “Close the sale” because in many ways you are indeed selling something to the reporter.  In this case, you’re selling information, and trying to get the reporter to “buy” more, that is, write or produce the story for their media outlet.

So before you let the reporter off the phone, ask for a next step.  That might be setting up a meeting with your client or boss, conducting a phone interview, or agreeing to review additional information or details that you’re going to send them.

As you build relationships with your target media, it’ll get easier and easier to pitch them on the phone.  You’ll know how they think, the kind of stories they like, and you’ll get to know them enough that you can read their reactions and moods when you call.

Coming up next is our exclusive interview with WSB Radio reporter Pete Combs.  

And don’t forget, to get the most up to date database of Atlanta media contacts, subscribe now to Leff’s Atlanta Media.  You can sign up online at www.leffsatlantamedia.com.

See you in two weeks for the next edition of Mitch’s PR and Media podcast.  
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