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"Journalism:  A profession whose business is to explain to others 

what it personally does not understand." 
 
         Lord Northcliffe 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

SOME GUIDELINES FOR DEALING WITH THE MEDIA 
 

 
 It is important to take the press seriously.  Statements in a news source, regardless of their 

accuracy, can damage the reputation and public perception of an organization and its 

management.  In dealing with the press, keep in mind that there is an almost absolute legal 

protection for what is printed in newspapers and magazines, broadcast on radio and television, or 

posted on the Internet.  In a fast-moving situation, there is no effective remedy for false or 

misleading public statements about an organization.  So it is crucial to be able to state your 

organization's position quickly, clearly and effectively.  Here are some guidelines that may assist 

you with the media. 

 
1. Make one key person responsible for media relations and make sure he or she is kept 

informed and given enough authority to be a credible source who can establish a 

reputation with the press for trustworthiness. 

 
2. Make sure all organization personnel, from the receptionist to the Board of Trustees, 

understand your disclosure and confidentiality policies and know who is responsible 

for media relations. 

 
3. Acknowledge the public's legitimate interest in your organization's affairs.  Your 

public includes existing and potential members and contributors, legislators, 

regulators, the media, and citizens of the communities in which you operate. 

 
4. Be a source before you are a subject.  Get to know the people who cover your non-

profit field, educate them about the organization, and help them with stories.  The 

time to get to know the press is before trouble hits. 
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5. Develop a position and a public relations strategy before getting involved in a major 

undertaking that may have public implications or generate media interest.  Get out in 

front in shaping issues that the media will cover. 

 
6. In a crisis situation or other matter receiving significant public attention, seize the 

initiative.  Don't wait for a call.  If your organization has a significant problem, face 

the facts and don't be evasive.  Bad news comes out sooner or later.  Release the bad 

news before a reporter digs it up.  Define the issues, put your "spin" on the situation, 

and then repeat your basic theme in all your statements. 

 
7. Treat reporters courteously and with respect.  Running from calls only heightens 

interest in a matter.  Call reporters back even if you are saying "no" to a request.  As 

A.J. Liebling cautioned, "Never pick a fight with someone who buys newsprint by the 

ton."  A reporter has a job to do and is the one in control. If you make the reporter's 

job easier, you may help fend off an adversary's point of view. 

 
8. When the press calls, attempt to determine the context of the inquiry and the deadline 

for the story.  If the reporter is talking to you early, you can influence the direction of 

the story.  Emphasize what you want to see in print, and suggest others to contact who 

can provide information the reporter seeks.  If the reporter is well into the story, find 

out who else he or she is talking to and what the negative points of the article will be, 

so that you have a chance to respond with your position. 

 
9. Respond to media requests quickly.  You cannot influence a story once its deadline is 

past.  You will not appear credible if you seem to stall.  Either tell the truth or say 
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nothing.  From a legal standpoint "no comment" may be appropriate in some 

situations.  However, the public usually perceives that particular phrase negatively.  

Instead, state reasons why you cannot comment specifically at this time.  Remember 

that by not commenting specifically, you are allowing others to shape the story.  

 
10. Provide statements in writing whenever possible.  Don't contradict statements that are 

in your public documents or earlier statements.  Ask the media to submit its questions 

by e-mail and respond in kind so there is a record.  If rebuffed (as you often will be), 

follow up phone conversations with an e-mail confirming your statements. 

 
11. It is difficult to manage the content of the news.  But there are a variety of ways to 

disclose information, and selecting the right way can improve a situation.  So, in 

terms of strategy, think not only about the messages to get out, but how and when to 

get them out.  For example, a story has more life and can do more damage if it is 

spread out over several days or weeks.  That’s easy to have happen, because it    

matches the media's need for stories every day.  But if you can compress the news 

into one comprehensive report, it forces all the information into one announcement, 

makes it difficult for the media to do more than summarize, and allows you to avoid 

future comment. 

 
12. The media is not monolithic.  The Chronicle of Philanthropy differs from The 

Oregonian and it differs from The Business Journal.  Television is different than 

radio or newspapers.  Know who you are dealing with and what the interest, base of 

knowledge and concerns of the particular media outlet are.  Television news has 

become increasingly interested in dramatizing opposing parties and less interested in 
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facts or explanation.  There is nothing wrong with releasing information to a credible 

news source, such as a daily newspaper, and ignoring the television media.  

Conversely, radio, by the nature of its short-handed news teams, often will take a 

quote over the phone and run a story exactly as given.  Daily newspapers are almost 

always the most professional of the media.  You stand the best chance of getting a fair 

hearing for a controversial story in their pages. 

 

13. Reporters resist going "off the record" without a good reason.  However, it can be 

appropriate, for example, if you wish to explain why you cannot be more forthcoming 

at this time or if you think it would be helpful to provide a legal backdrop for the 

issue without being the source.  Only go off the record with reporters you know or 

who have excellent professional reputations, and make very clear when you are off 

and on the record.  Remember that the reporter is only promising not to use you as a 

source for the off-the-record conversation.  It is not a promise to avoid the subject of 

your conversation; what you say off the record may lead a reporter to another 

identifiable source who will talk on the record. 

 
14. Don’t forget the power of the editorial.  Editorial boards are able to take the time to 

understand complex issues.  An editorial in your favor can help set the subsequent 

media agenda. 
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