HOW TO BUILD A MEDIA LIST, 101

Mike Harrelson, Publicity Consultant, Mercury Advertising

No matter how newsworthy your business, no matter how plentiful your publicity hooks, no matter how brilliant your press releases, press kit, photo library, website or related PR materials, your publicity campaign will go nowhere if you don’t have a good media list. 

What Is a Media List? 

A media list is a database of press contacts, be they newspaper, magazine, web, radio, TV, etc. that may possibly be receptive to your business’s stories. For those just beginning a publicity effort, realize that a good media list needn’t be big; it just needs to be strategically thorough. The quality of your media list is far more important than the quantity; though, over time it’s nice to have both. 

Quality in a media list is defined by well researched contacts that are regularly updated. You want accurately spelled names & addresses, correct phone numbers & email. This may seem obvious, but over the years I’ve seen numerous press lists with journalist’s names misspelled, missing zip codes and dated email addresses. There’s nothing like a misspelled name to make a bad first impression! Also, keep in mind there’s a lot of staff turnover in the media, so yesterday’s Travel Editor at XZY Magazine, may not be today’s. Stay on top of your list and keep it up to date. Having a “notes” field in your database, to keep track of communications & details, is invaluable. 

Over time you’ll learn that it’s better to have smaller number of well established relationships with media than a thousand names of journalists who have no familiarity with you or your product. Remember, it’s always better to pick your press targets one by one, than to drop your propaganda from airplanes and hope it lands in the right hands.

Getting Started 

First ask yourself, “What media outlets do my customers most often turn to?” Is it a local newspaper or radio station, a regional lifestyle magazine, a national magazine servicing a niche market (like fly fishing, adventure travel, weddings & honeymoons, fine cuisine, etc), or perhaps a particular website. It may be helpful to think of your prospective media targets in categories, for example: newspapers – local, regional and national. You can probably flesh out a list right now of other media that might be interested in your stories: Montana Magazine, Northwest Travel Magazine, Sunset Magazine? If there’s one thing we have no shortage of in this country, it’s media outlets. So, start formulating your list.

Mastheads

Once you have a rough list started, spend time looking over the masthead of each newspaper or magazine you’ve chosen. The masthead is a list of editors (and their various titles) that is generally on the page across from the table of contents. By reading the fine print on the masthead, you’ll often be able to get the street address of the publication’s editorial office, as well as phone numbers and email addresses of key staff.

One way to begin this process is to spend a few hours at the magazine rack in a good bookstore (Borders, Barnes & Noble, Hastings, etc.). Take your note pad & pen and jot down this information you find on the masthead. Then head back to the office and plug it into your database.

If you feel your publicity opportunities are less national in scope, and more regional, spend time at your local library getting similar editorial staff listings from regional newspapers. If, for example, you have a Montana based tourism business, you should at minimum have contacts at all the major daily newspapers in our state. Depending on the nature of your business (and your individual pitches), you can then decide if it’s the travel, outdoor, lifestyle, business, events, or whatever editor to whom you should direct your specific pitch. And remember; don’t wear out your welcome by sending irrelevant pitches to the wrong editor. 

Other Media List Resources 

While you’re at the library working on your press list, check to see if they have media directories in their Resource Area. There are excellent media directories available from Bacon’s, Gebbie and other sources that may provide one stop shopping in your quest to develop a media list. These Media Directories are available for sale, but are expensive, so smaller businesses are better off checking their local library first. For larger businesses with more far-reaching publicity objectives, these Media Directories are available online, but be prepared to spend a hefty fee. Speaking of online, you’ll be able to find good media contact information for many outlets by simply surfing the internet.    

Final Words of Advice

Developing a strong media list takes time and will require a committed, ongoing effort. But remember, this is one of the keys to launching a successful publicity campaign. Anytime a journalist contacts your business make sure you capture all their contact information and details on the media outlets to whom they contribute. The most valuable people on your media list are those who have actively expressed interest in your business or those who have experienced your business first-hand.  

As you can imagine, writers, editors and broadcast media are barraged by people wanting their stories told. Before approaching any of these folks, first do your homework. Do you have a legitimate story idea to suggest and are you directing your information to the most appropriate person?  Be mindful of how often you go to the well, lest the well run dry.
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