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6. Don’t hesitate to point the fi nger.

Use the media as a spotlight to put public pressure 
on decision makers.

Nonprofi ts sometimes make the mistake of releasing a 
terrifi c report that draws attention to their issue, only to 
drop the ball when it comes to holding decision-makers 
accountable for fi xing the problem. When you have the 
media spotlight, take full advantage of it by casting it on 
the right targets.

To draw attention to the dangers of underage drinking, the 

American Medical Association released a study that revealed 

the long-term, but little-known neurological damage that 

drinking has on the developing brains of teenagers and pre-

teens.

To give the report more teeth, FENTON recommended that 

the AMA couple the science with a challenge to the TV 

network and cable stations to limit alcohol advertisements 

during prime viewing times for children. The story aired on 

“CNN Headline News” repeatedly for days as well as on more 

than 500 local stations around the country. Newspapers 

nationwide picked up the story and more than a few 

editorialized in support of the AMA’s position. 

Who has decision-making authority? A corporation? A 
regulatory agency? The governor? Who’s the “bad guy” 
in your story? Who simply needs a prod in the right 
direction? Use the recommendations section of your 
report as a platform for urging decision-makers to do the 
right thing. Help reporters understand who holds the 
levers of power and how they can be tipped. Naming 
names also gives news outlets an element of confl ict 
that adds drama to their story — and an opening to get a 
reaction from an opposing point of view.  

Case in Point: This Bud’s for Your Child
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7. Make the report reader-friendly.

Think of your executive summary as the “CliffsNotes” 
to your report for journalists under deadline.

Make your report easy to scan, especially for reporters 
on deadline. An executive summary in particular gives 
them a useful “CliffsNotes” version of your report so 
they can get a quick snapshot and decide whether to 
read further.

Developing a brief executive summary: The executive 
summary should  be no more than two to three pages 
long. It should give reporters an abbreviated overview 
of key fi ndings and recommendations, an explanation 
of what makes the report unique (think “fi rst,” “most 

How are Iraqi women faring in the post-war reconstruction 

period? What are their most pressing needs and hopes for 

the future?

These were the questions Women for Women International 

set out to answer in their report, “Windows of Opportunity: 

The Pursuit of Gender Equality in Post-War Iraq.” 

To help reporters wrap their heads around the lengthy report, 

which included the results of a 35-question household survey 

of 1,000 Iraqi women, Women for Women International 

drafted a two-page executive summary. The summary briefl y 

set up the backdrop for the fi ndings: ongoing violence, 

societal restrictions, yet optimism in the wake of Saddam 

Hussein’s oppressive regime. 

It also highlighted the report’s “take away” messages: Iraqi 

women overwhelmingly identifi ed legal rights for women 

and their right to vote as their two primary concerns on the 

Iraqi national agenda. Mindful not to bury key fi ndings with 

too many numbers, Women for Women highlighted just 

seven survey results in the executive summary with bold 

subheads so reporters could zoom in on them easily.

comprehensive,” and other superlatives), as well as a 
brief description of your methodology. If your report 
includes technical language and jargon, you should 
consider assigning a member of your communications 
staff to write the executive summary.  

Shorter is sweeter: Resist the temptation to throw in 
everything but the kitchen sink. Think of the summary as 
the document that a harried reporter on deadline reads 
when he or she doesn’t have time to read the entire 
report. The essential messages you want headlining your 
news coverage should be the focus of your summary.

Break up blocks of text: In the body of your report, 
be liberal with headers and sub-headers that will 
help reporters index fi ndings when they return to the 
study to pull out key points. Pull-quotes and graphic 
representations of your numerical fi ndings can also help 
you emphasize points while offering visual fl air.

Case in Point: The Status of Women 
in Post-War Iraq 
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8. Build broad-based support for 
 your recommendations.
When it comes to shifting the debate, the messenger 
can be as important as the message. 

Recruit third-party validators — prominent, well-
respected individuals within their fi eld — who 
can enhance the credibility of your fi ndings and 
recommendations to participate in your release. 
Depending on your issue, these validators can range 
from elected offi cials to business and religious leaders. 
You can use third-party validators to:

Speak at your press event;•	
Author an introduction for the report;•	
Offer a quote for your press release;•	
Be on hand to do follow-up media like radio and TV •	
shows; and
Author a supportive op-ed.•	

In June 2003 the newly formed Energy Future Coalition — 

an alliance of business, labor and environmental leaders 

including prominent senior advisors to former Presidents 

Bill Clinton and George H.W. Bush — released a report in 

Washington, D.C., that doubled as a call to action to reduce 

oil consumption and carbon emissions in the United States 

by one-third over the next 25 years.  

The report itself was meaty, but it was the unusual alliance 

of Republicans, Democrats and other leaders who typically 

fi nd themselves on opposite sides of the fence that drew the 

media’s attention. FENTON, which helped release the study, 

framed the coalition as a breath of fresh air in a policy debate 

mired in partisan gridlock and special interest lobbying, and 

secured coverage in the Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, 

NPR and elsewhere. 

Reporters will be especially interested in unlikely allies 
that go beyond the “usual suspects” you’d expect to see 
on an issue. For example, a report on sprawl endorsed 
by both environmental leaders and developers is likely 
to grab attention. The same goes for a liberal politician 
joining forces with conservative evangelical Christians to 
oppose violence in children’s video games.

If you have supporters who are strange bedfellows, think 
about pitching them to radio and TV public affairs shows. 
These shows offer an opportunity for a longer, more 
substantive conversation about your report’s fi ndings and 
recommendations.  And having the message come from 
an unlikely ally will help broaden support for your issue. 

Case in Point: Strange Bedfellows Drive 
Energy Debate Forward



© 2009 Fenton Communications. All Rights Reserved.

“In a Study Released Today...”: 10 Tips to Get More Ink on Your Next Report

13

PROMOTE
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9.	 Give reporters enough lead time.

Reporters aren’t waiting by the phone for your call. 
Make their jobs easier by giving them advance notice 
– and the report – well ahead of time. 

Want to get on a reporter’s bad side? Hand her a 50-page 
report one day before you want your news to break. Be 
mindful that reporters aren’t sitting at their desks waiting 
for your call. Like you, they are busy juggling multiple 
assignments. You’ll increase your likelihood of better 
coverage if you make it easier for them to do their job. 
Here are some time-tested FENTON tips:

Start pitching three to four weeks out: This doesn’t 
mean that you have to give reporters a copy of the 
report a month before you’re ready to go public. In fact, 
we recommend against this. But you should give them 
a heads up that a report is forthcoming so they can 
prepare for it. In return, you might find out from them 
information on upcoming related events that may help 
you frame your report or influence your release date (for 
example, any news stories that might compete with your 
report release). 

Three to four weeks before your official release date, 
send a teaser e-mail to targeted reporters letting them 
know your report is coming down the pike. Reporters 
are more likely to pay attention if you’re able to tie your 
upcoming report to future events that reporters are likely 
to be following, such as a major state budget decision 
or a hot election race related to your issue. It’s also a 
good idea to give beat editors who cover your issue 
an advance call because they are the ones who will 
ultimately decide whether the story runs and assign the 
right reporter.

Share embargoed copies with reporters at least three 
to four days before your release date: In place of snail 
mail, create PDF versions of your report that you can 
e-mail to reporters. You can also post your report via a 
password-protected link on your Web site for reporters 
to access. This can give you tighter control of when the 

media receives your information — and save you money 
on postage.
   
When you set an “embargo” on your report, you are 
telling reporters to respect an official deadline for 
release so no outlet will scoop the others. We often 
advise our clients to set the embargo for the time of 
their press event. While embargos are an industry 
standard, we highly recommend taking the time to 
speak individually with editors and reporters to get their 
agreement that they will honor the embargo. Sending 
out a blast e-mail or fax with an embargo date, without 
these conversations, may lead to outlets breaking the 
embargo. 

Hold a press conference on your release date: If your 
report lacks visual flair, forego the in-person press event 
in favor of a press conference via telephone. Tele-press 
conferences allow you to connect with reporters around 
the country, state or region who wouldn’t otherwise be 
able to cover your event in person. Reporters can listen 
from the comfort of their desks and your spokespeople 
(no more than four to five) can also save on travel time 
which is better spent on follow-up media interviews. 
Author a supportive op-ed. 
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10. Hit the editorial pages.

The editorial page is prime real estate for reaching 
opinion leaders. 

When you map out your media targets, don’t forget to 
include editorial page editors. The editorial page is prime 
real estate for reaching opinion leaders. Policy-makers, 
elected offi cials and their staff read the editorial page 
religiously as a barometer of public opinion. 

Also consider submitting an op-ed, especially if a 
newspaper gave your story a negative slant. The op-
ed can come from your organization’s leader, the lead 
researcher of the report, or an individual who represents 
the community or group most directly impacted by the 
issues raised in your report, such as a college student 
concerned about rising tuition or a mother outraged by 
the infl uence of alcohol ads on her children. 

To draw attention to the unequal distribution of funding for 

California schools, The Education Trust-West released a report 

called, “California’s Hidden Teacher Spending Gap: How 

State and District Budgeting Practices Shortchange Poor and 

Minority Students and Their Schools.” 

The report lifted the veil on how much each district spends 

on teacher salaries, which is a strong indicator of teacher 

quality, the single largest contributor to student success. 

FENTON’s publicity for the report included outreach to 

editorial board editors and writers, generating a total 

of seven editorials from some of the top newspapers in 

California.

The Sacramento Bee cited the report in its editorial criticizing 

Gov. Schwarzenegger’s reform proposal on teacher pay. 

An editorial in the Los Angeles Times (“L.A. Schools’ Silent 

Scandal”) used the report as a rallying point for school 

reform that fi xates less exclusively on test scores and 

more on the needs of poor and minority students who are 

dropping out at alarming rates.

Editorial writers can be some of the toughest people 
to get on the phone. So start by building a relationship 
with their gatekeepers, the editorial assistants. When 
you e-mail an editorial request or op-ed, make sure to 
“cc” this gatekeeper. If you build relationships with these 
gatekeepers, they will help shepherd your request to the 
actual decision-maker.  

Case in Point: Lift the Veil 
on Teacher Salaries
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