
11 GUIDELINE S O N PREPARIN G TH E P R E S S RELEAS E 

V Forsythe 

Introduction 

The p r e s s r e l e a s e , a s non- technica l mediu m i n scienc e 
communication, ha s amon g othe r advantage s th e potentia l o f 
c rea t ing publi c a w a r e n e s s o f an d stimulatin g in te res t i n ne w 
advances i n th e scientifi c field . O p e r a t o r s , fo r example , 
would lik e t o kno w ho w cer ta i n operat iona l problem s a r e 
being tackled ; wha t i nc rease d productivi t y method s hav e 
been successful ; an d wha t even t s , exhibition s o r demonst ra -
t i ons , a r e bein g stage d t o i l lus t ra t e suc h s u c c e s s e s . Amon g 
laymen, too , t he r e i s a n urg e t o kno w abou t 'what ' s goin g 
on' i n r e s e a r c h , sc ienc e an d technology . 

As wit h othe r communicatio n techniques , th e goo d p r e s s 
r e l e a s e i s base d o n astudie d decisio n o f wha t yo u wan t t o 
say an d a  workin g knowledg e o f th e audienc e o r r eade r sh i p 
for who m th e messag e i s intended . 

The Basi c Shap e o f a  P r e s s Releas e 

Against tha t background , whe n you , a s sc ien t i s t s an d scienc e 
communicators , hav e informatio n yo u wan t t o ge t int o th e 
n e w s p a p e r s , i t i s you r respons ib i l i t y t o ensur e tha t i t i s i n 
a for m th e new s ed i to r s wil l u s e . I t i s a  mistak e t o sa y tha t 
you hav e give n th e edi to r th e fact s an d he  mus t pu t the m int o 
some shape . 

T h e r e i s a  ce r ta i n bas i c shap e o f th e P r e s s Releas e (commo n 
to mos t newspapers ) whic h ed i to r s a r e happ y t o se e yo u follow : 

1. A  headin g a t th e to p shoul d a t t rac t attentio n 
and b e explana tory . Fo r example : "Demerar a 
Bridge wil l pus h Development " r a t h e r tha n 
"Bridge Acros s Demerar a R ive r" ; 

2 . Th e mai n poin t o f th e new s shoul d b e give n 
in a s fe w word s a s possible ' i n th e firs t 
sen tence ; an d 

3 . Th e mai n o r ke y poin t o f th e new s shoul d b e 
followed b y explanator y an d backgroun d 
information i n descendin g o r d e r o f importance . 
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This approac h wil l follo w th e ' inver te d pyramid ' metho d wit h 
your mai n ide a standin g bold y o n th e upturne d bas e o f th e 
imaginary pyramid ' . Thi s i s a  goo d guide-l in e t o follo w 
as i t i s quit e possibl e tha t becaus e o f limite d newspape r 
space , th e l a te r pa r ag raph s o f you r r e l e a s e ma y ge t cu t 
out befor e th e s tor y goe s int o p r in t . I n extrem e c a s e s , th e 
f irs t pa rag rap h o f you r r e l e a s e migh t b e th e onl y paragrap h 
left t o tel l you r s t o r y . 

The Styl e o f th e P r e s s Releas e 

The P r e s s Releas e shoul d b e wri t te n i n a  simpl e an d s t ream -
lined s ty le , p rac t i ca l fo r th e purpos e i t i s t o s e r v e . Avoi d 
a forma l pompou s s ty le . 

Each sentenc e shoul d b e sho r t , definitel y no t mor e tha n 
twenty (20 ) w o r d s . P a r a g r a p h s shoul d a ls o b e brie f an d no t 
exceed fort y (40 ) word s a t a  t ime . 

Words shoul d b e chose n fo r the i r brevi t y an d d i r e c t n e s s . 
F o r example , avoi d wri t in g ' r eques t ' whe n fo r brevit y ' ask ' 
would do . Avoi d suc h c l iche s a s 'd i sc losed ' whe n 'announced ' 
i s so  d i r e c t . 

Always wr i t e i n plai n an d simpl e languag e an d watc h th e 
length o f you r p r e s s r e l e a s e whic h shoul d normall y b e no t 
more tha n th re e hundre d (300 ) word s a t a  t ime . 

Wherever pos s ib l e , i t i s helpfu l t o includ e i n you r p r e s s 
r e l e a s e a  simpl e quot e fro m a  well-know n scient is t concerne d 
with th e top ic . D o t h i s , however , onl y whe n th e quot e add s 
facts t o th e s tor y an d no t som e pla t i tude . 

If you r p r e s s r e l e a s e i s intende d fo r o v e r s e a s publicat ion , 
you shoul d remembe r tha t ce r t a i n t e rm s an d word s use d i n 
one countr y ma y b e unfamilia r i n anothe r a r e a . Thi s 
considera t ion ma y als o appl y t o regiona l d i s s imi la r i t i e s 
within on e count ry . Fo r th e sam e r e a s o n , th e indiscriminat e 
use o f abbrevia t ion s shoul d b e avoided . I n an y c a s e , whe n 
you us e word s an d t e rm s tha t ma y b e new , explai n them . 

Emphasising Loca l Angle s 

Look fo r th e loca l i n t e re s t i n th e new s item ; not e fo r example , 
how a  ce r t a i n scientifi c innovatio n ca n affec t people ' s l ive s 
and wr i t e you r r e l e a s e s i n tha t contex t i n th e f irs t p l ace . 

Notes t o Ed i to r s 

It i s accepte d tha t th e P r e s s Releas e shoul d contai n th e 
immediate re levan t de ta i l s an d backgroun d explanat ion . 
However , 'Note s t o Edi tor ' a t th e en d o f th e r e l e a s e (an d 
not a s pa r t o f th e s tory ) ca n b e a  usefu l devic e t o giv e t o 
ed i to rs additiona l informatio n whic h the y ma y wis h t o follo w 
up o n the i r own . 
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Dealing wit h T r a d e Item s an d Name s o f F i rm s 

Whenever yo u a r e p repa r in g a  P r e s s Releas e o n t rad e i tems , 
watch ho w yo u us e bran d name s o f product s o r th e name s o f 
f i rms. Whereve r th e name s o f firm s a r e include d i n th e 
body o f you r p r e s s r e l e a s e , ed i tor s sometime s suspec t tha t 
this ha s bee n don e fo r fre e adver t i s ing , an d the y ma y rejec t 
your s tor y o n thos e g rounds . 

Accordingly, i t i s norma l p rac t i c e t o avoi d mentionin g th e 
names of  firm s i n th e bod y o f you r r e l e a s e . Instead , th e 
name an d a d d r e s s o f th e fir m concerne d wit h th e par t icu la r 
product a r e mentione d a t th e botto m o f th e r e l e a s e awa y fro m 
the tex t of  th e r e l e a s e prope r . 

Ed i to r s a r e the n fre e t o pr in t i t i f i t i s thei r polic y t o d o so . 
On th e othe r hand , i t ma y b e use d a s re fe renc e informatio n 
for follow-u p e n q u i r i e s . 

Photographs o r Othe r I l lus t ra t ion s 

Ed i to r s ten d t o accep t you r new s r e l e a s e s mor e readi l y when , 
in additio n t o followin g th e basi c shap e o f th e p r e s s r e l e a s e , 
you includ e photograph s o r othe r i l lus t ra t ion s suc h a s diagram s 
and g r a p h s . (P leas e not e tha t som e communitie s a r e happie r 
with ba r graph s tha n wit h lin e graphs ) 

Wherever photographi c p r in t s a r e no t r eady , a  separa t e not e 
on thei r futur e availabil i t y wil l sti l l b e helpfu l t o th e appro -
pr ia te departmen t whos e staf f ca n follo w u p th e mat te r . 

Ta rge t Audienc e 

Of c o u r s e , i n settin g ou t t o wri t e a  P r e s s R e l e a s e , yo u woul d 
have t o decid e o n wha t yo u wan t t o sa y (you r message ) an d 
why (th e purpos e o f you r message) . 

That elementar y considerat io n a p a r t , yo u woul d cer ta inl y 
have t o determin e th e peopl e fo r who m thi s r e l e a s e i s intende d 
(the t a rge t audience) . An d i n tha t r e g a r d , yo u woul d hav e t o 
figure ou t ho w yo u woul d reac h them , tha t i s , throug h th e 
morning o r evenin g newspaper , a t pea k radi o l istenin g time s 
or throug h a  per iodica l publicat ion . 

Timing o f th e Releas e an d Distr ibutio n 

When yo u a r e aimin g fo r publicit y i n th e evenin g pape r , then , 
obviously, th e newspape r shoul d rece iv e you r P r e s s Releas e 
ear ly o n th e mornin g o f tha t day ' s i s s u e . Simi lar ly , i f yo u 
a r e thinkin g i n te rm s o f th e mornin g newspape r publicity , 
then you r r e l e a s e shoul d reac h th e p r e s s immediatel y afte r 
noon o n th e da y precedin g th e propose d publication . 

If yo u wan t t o ge t you r informatio n i n th e weekl y p a p e r s , the n 
you wil l tim e you r r e l ea s e s o tha t i t r eache s th e edito r ear l y 
during th e wee k o f publicatio n whe n h e i s searchin g fo r 
topical ma te r i a l . 
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In any case , i t woul d b e helpfu l t o your timin g an d distributio n 
for yo u to stud y th e printin g times , deadline s an d printin g 
problems o f the newspape r an d periodical s i n your particula r 
area. 

Radio an d TV Consideration s 

You should , a t thi s stage , als o asses s th e specifi c need s of 
Radio an d T.V. Thus , yo u would take int o accoun t tha t ther e 
are schedule d Radi o an d T.V. newscast s a t pea k an d othe r 
hours whic h you may wish t o catch . 

Advance Pres s Warnin g (Earl y Warning ) 

When there i s a  press releas e o f specia l importance , le t th e 
press kno w i n goo d time, i f i t i s a t al l possible , tha t a n 
announcement wil l b e issue d a t a  particular time . Yo u may 
sometimes d o this throug h a  centra l new s agency . 

This advanc e warnin g i s mos t helpfu l t o bus y editors , 
especially i f the announcemen t i s t o b e ready o r t o b e made 
shortly befor e pres s time . 

Embargoes 

A Press Releas e i s normall y intende d fo r immediat e use . 
However, ther e ar e time s when , fo r suc h reason s a s 
simultaneous releas e i n different paper s o r differen t coun -
tries o r earl y notic e t o the media , yo u may issu e i t unde r 
'embargo'. 

When a Pres s Releas e i s issue d unde r 'embargo' , th e releas e 
time an d date shoul d b e boldly stated a t th e to p of th e heade d 
paper o r firs t sheet . Yo u should , however , us e th e embarg o 
system very sparingly . I f i t i s overdone , i t may not b e take n 
seriously b y editors . 

Format o f the Pres s Releas e 

The forma t tha t i s mos t helpfu l t o the editoria l an d printin g 
staff require s that: -

1. th e releas e shoul d b e typed o n quarto 
or foolsca p pape r (whicheve r i s locall y 
acceptable); 

2. i t shoul d b e typed on  one sid e onl y of 
headed pape r (i .e . pape r marke d "Pres s 
Release") wit h wide margins a t top , 
sides an d bottom ; 

3 . t h e typ in g m u s t b e d o u b l e - s p a c ed t o a l lo w 
for an y a d d i t i o n s an d c h a n g e s b y the s u b -
e d i t o r ; and 

4. th e heade d pape r shoul d carry , a t th e to p 
or bottom , th e nam e and addres s o f the 
issuing office , a  reference numbe r an d dat e 
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of th e r e l ea s e an d th e telephon e numbe r 
of th e perso n abl e t o answe r quest ion s 
connected wit h th e r e l e a s e . 

Follow-Up Wor k 

Follow-up wor k ma y fal l int o tw o c a t e g o r i e s . 

In th e firs t p l ace , althoug h yo u ma y hav e provide d goo d back -
ground informatio n i n you r p r e s s r e l e a s e , ther e i s alway s th e 
news edito r (fro m newspape r o r radio ) wh o wil l cal l u p fo r 
some extr a fac t o r furthe r detai l i n hi s searc h fo r mor e 
in te res t an d va r i e ty . 

In suc h a  c a s e , yo u an d you r staf f shoul d b e up- to-da t e o n 
the fact s s o tha t yo u ca n answe r an y likel y enqu i r i e s . An d 
so yo u shoul d hav e th e re levan t re fe renc e fil e o n you r des k 
if yo u a r e no t i n a  positio n t o memoris e al l th e fac ts . 

Then again , yo u shoul d a ls o b e awar e o f th e opportunit ie s t o 
follow u p you r initia l p r e s s r e l e a s e wit h furthe r i tems , 
especial ly whe n yo u a r e dealin g wit h a  situatio n whic h doe s 
not remai n th e sam e al l th e t ime . 

Remember tha t r eade r sh i p itsel f tend s t o fluctuate ; an d s o i n 
subsequent p r e s s r e l e a s e s , yo u d o no t onl y giv e additiona l 
fac ts , bu t yo u a ls o briefl y recapi tu la t e th e backgroun d 
information befor e movin g o n t o ne w groun d o r explorin g ne w 
communication field s i n scienc e an d technology . 

Summary 

In th e meantime , alway s remembe r tha t th e basi c shap e o f th e 
p r e s s r e l e a s e r e q u i r e s t h a t : -

1. a  headin g a t th e to p shoul d a t t rac t attentio n 
and b e explanatory ; 

2 . th e mai n point s o f th e new s shoul d b e give n 
in a s fe w word s a s poss ibl e i n th e firs t 
sen tence ; an d 

3 . th e mai n point s o f th e new s shoul d b e 
followed b y explanator y an d backgroun d 
information i n descendin g o rde r o f 
impor tance . 
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