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Scientists and the media – should be the perfect marriage! A win-win situation for us both!

Know the audience you wish to reach 
Who is your target audience? Farmers?  Teachers? Politicians?  Donors?

Deciding on your audience will determine which media and which journalist you wish to work with.

Know your message
Your message(s) should be succinct and useful.  Trying to get over too many messages to too many people is not a good start to getting research into the media.  Science can be complicated.  Science in the media needs to be understandable, digestible.  Take a step back from what you do and analyse the essence that you want to get across.
Publishing your work.

If you have a network of science journalists, your research work will be widely published without paying a penny. But this can only be possible if you invest in developing such a network. 

Finding good science journalists is the simplest thing to do. Many people will come to you purporting to be journalists. Some are looking for money or they are simply not serious. However there are those serious ones who will come to you too and it is your duty to distinguish between the two. With the advancement of the Information and Communication technology, you cannot fail to know who a serious journalist is. A quick search will link you to the work of the journalist on the website, instead of asking for an identification card, which could be a forged one. Remember even FM stations now have websites and online versions of stories. Listen to /read good articles and note the names. Be a detective!
Parallel workshops.
This is a new trend which could see your work being reported widely. There are always science conferences and meetings taking place year round. A press release of the workshop will not help. The best you can do is to organize a parallel workshop for journalist who will have time to interact with scientists on different topics. There are already established networks of journalists whom you can invite or sponsor for the workshop.WRENmedia (www.wrenmedia.co.uk) is a good example of an organization training science journalists in Africa. Or when you see a journalist at an event, introduce yourself-find out who they are-offer your card, your story. Journalists can be shy. 
Letters to the editor.
This is a free platform for you to publish your work in the media. A well written piece of news will be published in the letters page. This could be a break through for you to be noticed, or even become a columnist or a special reporter.
Opinion leaders/shapers

You may want to launch or release an important scientific report, but you are afraid that you will not get enough media coverage. Use influential people in society. A minister for health will be the right person to launch a research outcome on a new vaccine or medicine, same as an ambassador giving a speech about your research findings. 

Avoid hotels/have field trips.
Many people are tired of air conditioned rooms like hotels where most meetings, news conferences and exhibitions are held. Journalists want unique pictures and ambience. Let them have time to interact with the communities by you taking them there – and keeping a watchful eye to make sure they get the story you want to get across. If for example you are marking an annual event, it is better you recognize one of the neglected community and celebrate with them. But tread carefully.  Journalists – especially in groups – can be clumsy or insensitive.  Be sure to brief any community members on what to expect and how to deal with the journalist interest.
Dealing with journalists

The Hook 
News is about change. Change here means anything unusual. This MUST answer the SO WHAT question. A journalist should get attracted to your research report or information you want published or broadcast. Remember journalists are reporting on several issues each day and therefore your information must be able to catch their attention. No journalist will want to cover an already published story. Let them be the first to break the news.
Some hooks are stronger than others.  A meeting, an event, the start of an alliance, a report – are all hooks but a bit weak.  A breakthrough, a report on the numbers involved/the financial benefits of some research, a personal story of the way your work has had a beneficial impact on peoples’ lives – are hooks that are stronger and likely to hold more media interest for longer (and more minutes on air or column inches in print) 

Language
All professions have their jargon.  As a journalist I have mine – mp3, wav, cool edit, gain control etc etc.  You have more than any profession!!

Break down all those scientific jargons. No journalist will be comfortable with difficult words he/she cannot even spell. Remember if a journalist is lost, the editor will throw away the story. Be simple in language and where you cannot avoid a jargon; take time to explain in simple language what it means both for print and radio. Be conversational, not as if you are lecturing your peers or students.

Background information.
Always prepare information to run alongside your story. Explain the context.

This may also include press releases prior to your meeting with them. Or you can organize a news conference to announce upcoming events. Prepare a fact sheet/briefing giving in one side of A4 max about the background, the statistics etc. And your contact details.

Contacts.
After a good interview, thanking each other is not enough. Exchange your addresses, business cards, and telephone numbers and always leave your door open for the journalist to come back.

Build Trust
 Just like you have trust in your personal doctor or your priest, you need to make friends with journalists. This will be only able if you keep in close contact and seeing how your news is covered. Let journalists feel free with you and give them calls even when you have no news for them. On the other hand, your maturity and reliability will automatically pull journalists towards you and you will always find them calling you more often to ask what is developing. But a word of warning – nothing you ever say to a journalist should be considered to be truly off the record.
Team work.

You are not alone. Let journalists be part of your research process. Launching a new research is as good as releasing the findings. Most scientific stories are about development. A journalist, who was with you when you are starting your research, is easier to deal with than the one who is called in to report on the findings.
And finally – more than a win-win situation.

Communicating is fun.  You will enjoy sharing your science.  The reporter will enjoy working on the piece. That’s a win – win situation.  But, and this part is the most important part of all, the audience – be they a listener or a reader – will benefit.  And that is a win, win, win situation. - A triple win situation.

