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INTRO
You’re probably wondering why you should take advice 
from me on PR. Honestly, there’s no right or wrong 
approach about how you conduct media outreach. There’s 
also no formula that guarantees coverage of your news.

But I’ve worked in PR for nearly a decade, and I’ve gotten 
coverage for my clients in The Wall Street Journal, CNBC, 
Fortune, Forbes, Harvard Business Review, NPR, and more. 

I’ve gotten coverage in local outlets from The Spokane 
Review to the Boston Business Journal and everywhere in 
between. 

I’m also the son of two journalists, and the brother of 
another who works at CNN. I’ve also written for the Chica-
go Tribune, The Boston Globe, and Dartmouth Alumni 
Magazine - so I have a strong sense of what makes a story 
for a journalist. I’m excited to share my thoughts with you 
in this whitepaper.

 

+more

-Keith Chapman, 
Founder, Chap Public Relations
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You’ve started your own business. 
Every year, 

so taking this step is an accomplishment in 
itself. 

You clearly have the smarts, vision, and 
cojones that it takes to become an entrepre-
neur. For many new startups, a huge busi-
ness priority is to get publicity. Immediately.

Getting media coverage is vital: You may 
need coverage to reach prospective custom-
ers, new investors, and potential employees, 
boost company morale, build brand aware-
ness, or position your executive team as 
thought leaders in the industry. Of course, 
one of the biggest consumers of media is 
the media itself - so getting even just one 
placement can create a snowball effect, get 
you on other journalists’ radar, and catapult 
your business into the local, regional, or 
national spotlight. 

There’s simply no other tool that simultane-
ously reaches so many vital audiences. 
There’s no marketing or sales solution that 
rivals the power of the right story about 
your business, with the right headline, in the 
right outlet.  

The problem is that PR agencies know this, 
too. 

You read that right: minimum. 

Mind you, that’s not a guarantee of media 
coverage. It’s simply a commitment that 
they will reach out to the media on your 
company’s behalf.

Maybe you’re already working with an 
agency and you are unhappy with the 
results. Perhaps you are so unhappy that 
you want to fire your agency. Even if you 
don’t like the work your agency is doing, 
most require a 30- or 60-day notice to end 
an engagement. And good luck getting 
them to do quality work once you’ve given 
notice. That means you’re wasting tens of 
thousands of dollars in the interim.  

Public relations for startups is simply a 
broken model. But that doesn’t mean you 
can’t get the media coverage you need to 
drive your business forward.

MANY PR AGENCIES CHARGE A 
MINIMUM OF $15,000 TO 

$20,000 PER MONTH FOR A 
MONTHLY RETAINER.

LESS THAN1% OF AMERICANS 
START THEIR OWN COMPANY,

CONGRATULATIONS!



HOW IS A PR AGENCY 
ORGANIZED, AND WHERE 
IS MY MONEY GOING?
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Let’s take a step back and think about how all this 
works.

On the agency side, reaching out to media (pitching) 
often falls to more junior employees, for a number of 
reasons. For starters, many more experienced PR 
professionals simply don’t like pitching. And why 
would they? Pitching media is basically a glorified 
entry level sales job. 

Think about it: it takes a lot of grunt work to find the 
right reporter covering your space at the right outlet. 
Then you have to reach out and cold call numerous 
reporters. These journalists resent PR people. For 
one, PR professionals make more money than jour-
nalists (see: the aforementioned retainer minimum). 
They are pestered by way too many PR people on a 
daily basis, are on deadline, and generally get a lot of 
terrible pitches. How would you feel if someone 
constantly interrupted your day, trying to use you to 
benefit themselves? Even worse, these pests do 
better than you financially! 

Furthermore, your more senior agency team mem-
bers working on your account also bill at the highest 
hourly rate. That means senior members can devote 
fewer hours if they’re trying to stay under a certain 
retainer budget. Because pitching is time-consum-
ing, it gets offloaded to inexperienced employees, 
sometimes even interns. 

All this means that your company’s most crucial 
assets - your brand and your story and the media’s 
opinion of your company - is in the hands of a super 
green and distinctly unqualified PR professional. It 
doesn’t exactly inspire confidence. 

At Chap Public Relations, we get it. We’re entrepre-
neurs too, and we know what it’s like to have to run 
on a tight budget and still get meaningful media 
results. We do it everyday for our clients. But we also 
realize that you may not be able to pay for an ongo-
ing monthly retainer - or you may want to try your 
hand at garnering media results on your own before 
you commit to an agency. 

In this whitepaper, we’ll explore how you can:

Let’s dive in.

Get your PR program off the ground

Build long-term relationships with 
media

Get coverage



GET TING YOUR PR 
PROGRAM OFF 
THE GROUND

Some basketball teams, when they start practice for a 
new season, don’t take a shot for days. They simply run 
drills, get familiar with their teammates, learn how to 
communicate, and practice defense. 

That basketball model can be very effective if you’re a 
newbie to PR. You have to take a patient, deliberate 
approach to pitching media. Find the influential publi-
cations that matter most in your industry. Ask around: 
chat with your customers and colleagues about what 
they read on a daily basis. If you’re working in adtech, 
for example, perhaps these are verticals like Market-
ing Land, Adweek, AdAge, The Drum. 

Think about the search terms that are most relevant to 
your business, and check in on them regularly 
throughout your day. If you’re developing an email 
marketing solution that uses artificial intelligence, for 
example, create a Google News alert with the terms 
“Email marketing + artificial intelligence.” 

If it’s helpful, add the search to your bookmarks, and 
make sure you’re looking at the most recent news: set 
the timing to the past week or past 24 hours to stay on 
top of the latest trends. Click on the bookmarked page 
whenever you have a spare minute.
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GET TING YOUR PR PROGRAM 
OFF THE GROUND

Start reading the articles and identifying the report-
ers that come up with the most frequency in these 
alerts and searches. Are certain reporters covering 
your competitors? Follow them on Twitter. Most jour-
nalists are active on Twitter, and you can gain useful 
insights into their interests and the news trends and 
cycles they follow closely. Occasionally, some will 
even Tweet if they need a quick source for commen-
tary on a story.

But you also can learn more about reporters from 
their mundane comments: where they’re from, what 
college they went to, what sports teams they root for. 
These tidbits may seem irrelevant, but when you 
eventually reach out, these details are useful 
icebreakers.  

As you’re learning about the reporters covering your 
space, start compiling them into a media list in an 

Excel or Google Sheet. To make it easier to organize 
and sort, use columns to create categories of infor-
mation, like “email,” “outlet,” etc.. Include a “notes” 
section where you can insert details about their 
coverage -- what stories they’re interested in and 
where they are based. 

Also include a column that notes when you last 
reached out to them and how they responded. That 
way, if you do eventually hire a PR person or bring an 
agency on board, you’ll have an extensive record of 
your communications with each reporter, which 
provides valuable context. Include notes like “recep-
tive, but too swamped at the moment to cover us” to 
clearly indicate their level of interest. As you reach 
out to more reporters, this record is a lifesaver to 
help you remember past interactions. Include links 
to their bios or relevant articles so that you can 
make an email more personalized.
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Top Technology Reporters

Outlet

Mike

First Name Last Name Email Notes Link Have we contacted?

Isaac mike.isaac@nytimes.com Covers Uber, Facebook, Twitter, 
and other large tech players. 
Based in SF

New York
Times

https://www.ny
times.com/by/
mike-isaac

Yes, emailed on 
August 11

Georgia Wells Covers Snap, Twitter, Tinder. 
Based in SF.

WSJ georgia.wells@wsj.com https://www.wsj.
com/news/
author/7791

No, not as of 
August 11



BUILDING LONG-TERM 
RELATIONSHIPS 

WITH MEDIA

I was never very good at the dating 
game, but one of the few things I 
learned was that it was never a good 
idea to ask someone out right at the 
start of a conversation. You had to 
build up to that, see if there was some 
chemistry and common interests, and 
eventually, ask. The same goes for PR. 
It’s always best to build a rapport 
with reporters before you ask them if 
they’re interested in writing about 
your news or announcement. As 
entrepreneurs, we all are pressed for 
time. But I promise you, it will pay 
enormous dividends if you play the 
long game. If you’re based in a city 
where relevant reporters also are 
located, ask to take them to lunch or 
coffee without an agenda to get 
coverage. You want to spark a connec-
tion. 

An introductory email might go 
something like this:
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To: John.Smith@nytimes.com
Subject: Coffee?
Body:

Hi John,

Hope all is well at the Times. Enjoyed your piece last 
week on AI’s impact on email marketing. 

As you know, consumers are becoming better all the 
time at deciphering when they are just a number in a 
marketer’s system, and being blasted. At my company, 
AI Email Solutions, we’re using groundbreaking AI to 
create personalized email at scale - which we think 
has enormous potential as more digital natives enter 
the workforce and gain spending power.

Any interest in a coffee sometime soon? Could meet 
you at your office or wherever is convenient. 

Thanks,
Keith
CEO & Founder, AI Email Solutions | 123.456.7890



BUILDING LONG-TERM 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH MEDIA

Okay, let’s break this down and see why this is an effective email. The subject is short 
and to the point. With one word, the recipient already knows what the email is about. 
Reporters have limited time in a day, and a subject line that’s too wordy or vague is not 
going to grab their attention. Furthermore, the question mark is a call to action. 
MailChimp has found that subject lines with a question mark perform better than those 
without.

In the first line, keep it casual. Avoid formal salutations, like “Dear Mr. Smith.” These 
formal salutations are common with spam, and moreover, they’re impersonal. Write 
conversationally.  Then, immediately show that the reporter is not being blasted as part 
of a mass email. The tailored “Hope all is well at the Times” is a warm opening line, but 
it also signals to the reporter that this is personalized, not an email sent to dozens of 
other reporters as well. 

The next sentence -- “Enjoyed your piece last week on AI’s impact on email marketing.” 
--  does a few things:
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It provides context about why you’re reaching out, and makes the email feel a bit 
more natural and less out of the blue01

It compliments them and hopefully puts you in their good graces right off the bat02

It shows you’ve actually researched their work and writing 03



Reporters are the gatekeepers to media coverage, 
and you should adopt a customer-centric mindset to 
all interactions with media if you want to build 
sustained PR success. Below your name, make sure 
you include a signature that includes your title. 
Reporters so often only hear from PR people, rather 
than executives themselves, so it’s flattering to them 
that you took initiative and reached out. Including 
your title will increase the chances that you’ll get a 
response. Also be sure to include your phone 
number. You never know when a reporter will need a 
quote or commentary ASAP. If your phone number is 
handy, the reporter might give you a ring to pick your 
brain.

Once you get a coffee meeting on the books, send a 
calendar invite with a reminder to ensure that the 
reporter doesn’t forget. Be sure to position yourself 
as a resource. You want to fit into the reporter’s 
needs, so s/he has a high opinion of you and wants 
to write about your company.

Before the meeting, make sure you read the report-
er’s most recent pieces and be ready to discuss those 
that are most relevant to your company. 
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BUILDING LONG-TERM 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH MEDIA

The next paragraph transitions to talking about your 
company. This part is key: you are explaining 
succinctly why your company exists. Every story 
follows an arc (setting the scene,  conflict, resolu-
tion), and this paragraph is helping to create the arc 
for the reporter. 

So first, outline the problem (“Consumers are becom-
ing better all the time at deciphering when they are 
just a number in a marketer’s system, and being 
blasted”). Then clearly explain how your company 
resolves this issue. (“At my company, AI Email Solu-
tions, we’re using groundbreaking AI to create 
personalized email at scale.”)

The last part (“Any interest in a coffee sometime 
soon? Could meet you at your office or wherever is 
convenient”)  is the call to action, just like you would 
have on your website. Ask the reporter to grab coffee, 
but make it as easy as possible for the busy reporter. 
(You show respect for their time when you make 
every effort to make an engagement convenient for 
the reporter.)  

Everything you do involving the media should be 
similar to how you would treat a customer or client. 

Setting The Scene Resolution

Conflict



BUILDING LONG-TERM 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH MEDIA
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If there are questions you don’t want to 
answer, it’s always fine to say, “Let me get 
back to you there,” or “I’m afraid I can’t com-
ment on that at this time.”

After the conversation, be sure to send a 
thank you note within 48 hours of the 
meeting. Share any follow-up items that 
you discussed in this note. 

At the start of the conversation, you should be sure to:

Acknowledge that you know how busy the reporter is, and you appreciate the time
Ask what trends in the industry is the reporter following most closely?

When they ask about your company, you should think about asking or discussing:

Is there anything that particularly grabbed you about our company or solutions?
Provide your origin story:

Discuss your past career before this company.

How you came up with the idea for your business.

Reporters love confilct: so don’t sugarcoat your journey.

If there have been hardships or missteps that you’ve faced, don’t be afraid to talk about them.

This makes you more relatable and likeable on a personal level, but also gives reporters 
a more compelling story to write.

And why you think it’s filling a vital void in the market.

Is this making sense?

At the end, ask if there’s anything else you wish to discuss, and be sure to say you’d love to be a resoure 
for them in the future

Is this of interest?

Throughout the conversation, you should always:

Ask probing questions throughout, such as:

During the conversation, you should never:

Cut the reporter off
Make exaggerations about your business growth revenue that you can’t back up

Say anything that you don’t want to be published

Check your phone



GET
COVERAGE

Once you’ve laid the foundation and built relation-
ships with reporters, you’re now ready to try to get 
coverage. But before diving in, let’s get one thing 
straight: no reporter is going to write about your com-
pany just for the heck of it. This isn’t a college newspa-
per or your mom’s blog. 

Reporters want to write interesting stories, they want 
to break news, they want to get clicks, and they want to 
bring value to their readers. Your job is to determine 
how your company helps a reporter create an interest-
ing story or how your commentary can enhance their 
stories. 

Generally, there are two types of coverage you can try 
to get as a startup. One is driven by your company  
news -- significant announcements like a funding 

close, hiring someone new (i.e., in the C-Suite), open-
ing a new office, releasing an impactful new product, 
and so on. The other is newsjacking or news hijacking, 
in which you try to provide meaningful data or a quote 
to a reporter, so they’ll include you in a story. 

Let’s start with the news announcement. You histori-
cally have two options, giving it as an “exclusive” or 
going out “under embargo.” If you give a reporter the 
“exclusive,” this means that s/he is the only one who 
can break the story. You can conduct outreach after the 
publication of the exclusive piece, but if s/he agrees, 
that reporter gets to break the news.

“Under embargo” means that you’re sending the news 
to a wide range of reporters and letting them know 
they can all write/publish at a certain time. 
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HERE ARE THE PROS & CONS OF EACH STRATEGY:

EXCLUSIVE UNDER EMBARGO

PROS:

CONS:

Better chance at an in-depth, better piece
Less time commitment for execs

Can bolster a relationship with a key reporter

Could potentially reduce amount of coverage
Puts all eggs in one basket

PROS:

CONS:

Potential for wider, more coverage
Reduces risk for single narrative

Might result in shorter stories
Bigger time commit for interviews

Can be chaotic coordinating
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GET COVERAGE

Every announcement is different, and it’s difficult to 
offer advice without knowledge of the actual 
announcement. If you’re not the CEO, you should 
think about what the CEO will care about: would 
they rather get one great piece? Or several shorter 
pieces? If the former, you should go the exclusive 
route, the latter, go out under embargo.

In either situation, you should communicate from 
the start when the reporters can publish their 
stories. If you have a press release on the news, you 
should let them know when this will go out and be 
sure to share it with them, even in draft form so that 
they have the full context around the announce-
ment. If for some reason you have to push the news 
announcement back, you need to communicate with 
reporters immediately and apologize for the incon-
venience.

To do news hijacking right, you’ll need to be 
constantly monitoring the news that you or your 
executives can provide commentary. If you see a 
story break that you feel like you have A) relevant 
data on B) a useful perspective or C) both, you 

should reach out immediately to reporters who 
cover the beat. Stories can unfold fast, and after 
news is broken, it’s a matter of minutes or hours 
before other stories publish. If you can get on a 
reporter’s radar in this window, you’ve got a shot of 
being included.

One way you can maximize your chances of getting 
coverage is by including a quote from you or your 
executive in an email that reporters can simply copy 
and paste into their stories. Keep quotes objective 
and non self-promotional, positioning your execu-
tives as experts in the industry. The same goes for 
data -- if you have stats that are relevant to the news 
cycle, from your platform or any reports or surveys 
you’ve conducted, include these in the body of the 
email as well.

Even if you don’t get coverage from newsjacking 
right away, it’s still worth pitching. That’s because 
reporters will realize you follow the news closely. In 
time, reporters will start reaching out to you if they 
need relevant data or an expert to quote for their 
stories.



By nature, PR people are smooth, sweet 
talkers who can be persuasive. But if you’re a 

truly a scrappy startup, you can get results 
with a little perseverance and elbow grease. 

Best of luck and happy pitching!

-Keith Chapman, 
Founder, Chap Public Relations



Copyright      Chap Public Relations, LLC., 2018c


