PR Toolkit

When a survey finds that one in three people don’t know what a molecule is, you can begin to see the difficulty you may have explaining your latest research to a popular audience.

But don’t be put off. With a few helpful tips and a bit of practice you’ll soon be writing press releases even a precocious five-year-old could understand.

1. Does your press release pass the ‘so what?’ test?

Imagine yourself as the layman and ask yourself: “What is the story really about? Will it be of interest to people other than scientists?” If the answer is “no”, then you may be wasting your time.

2. What is it that’s new?

News, by definition, has to be new. Ask yourself what it is about your story that has never been done before. Is anything about it a “first” or does it surpass or build on what has gone before? Why is it important? Will it develop current understanding or lead to new treatment for disease? Does it relate to a current news story? Whatever the case, be sure to make it clear at the beginning of your press release so the journalist knows why s/he is reading it.

3. Get used to writing the general gist of a topic

The physicist and Nobel Laureate Leon Lederman once said: “I have the naïve idea that all science can be communicated. You can make the most exotic science understandable… without having to give all the details.”

In other words, don’t get so wrapped up in describing the details of the trees that you forget to mention the forest.

The layman is far more likely to be interested in what your research might mean for society than the intricacies of how you got your results.

4. Forget the jargon

Don’t use technical words when simple ones will do. Nor should you assume your audience will know the meaning of words that you take for granted.

“You have to lean over backwards to avoid jargon,” says Richard Restak, professor of neurology at George Washington University, who has written extensively for the public. “The big challenge for the scientist is to communicate your enthusiasm for what you do.”

Understand that it’s okay to call a neuron “a nerve cell in the brain” or a neurotransmitter “a chemical that carries information from one brain cell to another”.

5. Use a snappy headline

Your press release should be accompanied by a headline that is likely to grab the journalist’s attention. Don’t worry about telling the whole story in your title. The headline’s primary function is to make the reader read on, so a little intrigue can be good. The definite and indefinite articles and the names of people and organisations should all be avoided in headlines.

6. Your opening sentence is the most important

The first paragraph (note: paragraphs in press releases tend to be just one or two sentences long) is by far the most important. Journalists receive dozens of submissions each day and will often decide whether to accept or reject your release after reading the first sentence, so take your time to fashion an engaging lead.

As a general rule the opening sentence should tell the reader what the story is about without going into any unnecessary detail. It should be between 20 and 30 words, be free of names and proper nouns and be constructed in the active rather than passive tense. Consideration should even be given to the first word of the sentence, which should be dynamic and powerful.

Rather than writing: “According to research published today…” Try instead: “Pioneering new research unveiled today...”
7. Talk like an Egyptian

The rest of your press release should be constructed in the form of a ‘pyramid’, introducing more detailed information with each paragraph, starting with the most important facts. More technical detail should be left until the end of the release or written in point form at the end under a ‘Notes for Editors’ section.

8. Sending out your release

The Faculty Media Relations Officer can help with sending out your press release to the appropriate media outlets. Bear in mind that once your release has been issued journalists may wish to speak to you for additional information or to arrange a photograph. Make sure your contact details are displayed at the end of your article and that you are available for interview on the day the release is issued.
