Experience from STIPRO: How do We Disseminate Press Releases?
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The Science, Technology and Innovation Policy Research Organization (STIPRO) is a 13-year-old Tanzanian think tank that undertakes research to inform policies in sectors that include agriculture, manufacturing, energy and natural resources. I believe it is obvious that emerging organizations confront their communication challenges. For instance, editors receive a number of press releases competing for a limited media space that often end up in the trash box. However, there are organizations that, despite the challenges of young history or operational size, become effective in distribution of press releases. 
In 2013, STIPRO came up with the idea of working with information partners, which are defined as people who have influence in communication/media landscape in a given locality. Those might include journalists, bloggers, parliamentarians, musicians and other people with influence on the public and/or experience in social media.
For about two years, STIPRO has been working in a partnership with the TASJA (Tanzania Science and Journalists Association). TASJA has members who are journalists working in different media houses in Tanzania. The TASJA network is the one that STIPRO works with whenever there is something to do with media and it handles our press release dissemination. Since TASJA has members from media houses, the network has been very useful to us in advising on the best strategies for press release dissemination and the results have been impressive. Below, I list the things that think tanks should consider before disseminating their press releases to the media. The list will help communication practitioners avoid mistakes during their press release dissemination. 
Timing Matters

It is important to consider timing. This involves a number of things but most importantly, you must consider what is going to be at the top of the news agenda. For instance, if a think tank is doing anything in Liberia today, Ebola is likely to be on top of the media agenda. If there is a presidential election or campaign bear in mind that such news will mostly occupy the media. This does not mean you can never disseminate press releases during these times, but if you do, part of your story should be in line with what is happening. Otherwise, you should choose another time. 

Relationships Matter

It is important to build long-term relationships with people from media for effective dissemination of your press releases. If you are new to the organization or the organization is new in a given locality, it is not necessary for you to be on top of the dissemination process. For instance, we use TASJA to disseminate our press releases. That does not mean that we were incapable of doing it ourselves. It only means that TASJA has friendships with editors more than we do.
In a similar regard, some organizations hire companies to distribute press releases. However, this is expensive for think tanks with budget constraints. A think tank has to build long-term relationships with media people and not work with them accidentally whenever the need arises. 
Choice of Channel 
I have seen people spending unrealistically on communication. I have also observed those who spend wisely but use the wrong communication channel. Some people think that an effective press release dissemination always needs a press conference, believing that since it goes to the general public it will eventually find the target audience as journalists are part of the public. This is the wrong approach because if you are addressing a particular group of stakeholders and you let your message go to those who will find it irrelevant the next time, they will consider your news irrelevant even before reading or listening to it. A press release can be disseminated even through a think tank website. The challenge is getting your stakeholders to go to the website and accessing it.  It can also be done through newspaper, radio or TV but as long as you use the right newspaper, radio or TV.

Lastly, I understand the difficulties encountered by think tanks on communication because we operate in different contexts but I believe that having a network of partners in a media house can be very useful in press release dissemination and in communication in general. I recommend that think tank communication officers and executive directors read my article on the role of information partners posted here last month. 
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