
Managing Media Relations
Public Health Communications Webinar Series

July 18, 2019



Webinar Objectives

• Introduce basic principles of interacting with and pitching 
local media

• Understand different types of media communications 
tactics, (e.g., press releases, backgrounders, media 
advisories and press briefings)

• Learn best practices for educating media partners on 
health topics/data to avoid inaccuracy



Agenda

• Media Relations Principles & Tactics
• Richard Sheehe, Senior Strategist, Merritt Group

• Case Study: Ottawa County Department of 
Public Health (Michigan)

• Kristina Wieghmink, Public Information Officer

• Q&A
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Navigate the media, messaging and interview techniques

Leverage media relations tools and templates: You don’t have 
to start from scratch!

Learning Objectives

Understand conceptual keys to effective media interactions

An Integrated, Strategic Communications Approach

Informed by evidence-based leading practices and a cross-
disciplinary perspective derived from Richard’s background 
in journalism, PR, marketing, education & research.
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An individual has been described by a neighbor as follows: 

“Steve is very shy and withdrawn, invariably helpful but with 
little interest in people or the world of reality. A meek and 
tidy soul, he has a need for order and structure and a 
passion for detail.”

Q: Is Steve more likely to be a librarian or a farmer?

Primer Exercise:
Importance of “Storytelling”
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An individual has been described by a neighbor as follows: 

“Steve is very shy and withdrawn, invariably helpful but with 
little interest in people or the world of reality. A meek and 
tidy soul, he has a need for order and structure and a 
passion for detail.”

A: Steve is at least 18x more likely to be a farmer.

The Importance of “Storytelling”

THE UPSHOT: Our communication style must 
leverage narrative & storytelling...

...including tech, engineering, science, etc! 
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WHAT REPORTERS WANT

To break news

Facts and figures, 
supported by 

interesting quotes

Drama -- rapid success 
or failure — outsized 

personalities, 
controversy, spicy 

quotes

You to know of 
their publication or 
network

Straight talk, 
honesty, and access

References 
(customers and 
analysts)

Responsiveness Personal approach
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WHAT YOU WANT

Leverage the media as a 
resource to reach many 

stakeholders

Avoid confusing the 
interests of the media 

with the interests of 
your organization and  

stakeholders

Maintain polite locus of 
control during the 
media interaction

Tailor interaction to 
situational factors 
(ie: crisis vs. ribbon 
cutting)

….while still 
maintaining people 
skills, staying human 
and approachable

Maintain “Message 
Discipline” and stay 
on topic...

Remember that a media interaction 
is, above all, a business interaction. 

Never confuse a friendly 
interaction with friendship!
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SUPPORT YOUR 
STORY WITH SOLID 
MESSAGE
DEVELOPMENT 

KNOW YOUR STORY:

• Develop key messages and have sound 
bytes ready to optimize quotability

• Balance facts and figures with anecdotes 
and illustrations

• This reaches the broadest variety of 
stakeholders

• Use 3rd party endorsements

DEFINE YOUR OBJECTIVE 
AND THE MEDIA’S OBJECTIVE:

• What are you being interviewed for?

• What is the potential loss/gain? Any 
controversy?

• Will stakeholders, consumers, partners, and 
customers understand your message?

SUPPORT YOUR 
STRATEGY WITH  
SOLID GRASP OF 
SITUATION & GOALS



11THE COMMUNICATIONS “ECOSYSTEM”
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More on the Communications Ecosystem

NPHIC News Article: (archived at https://bit.ly/32t9eKG)
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Openness and “Empathy”

Common interests

○ “Zoom out” to find shared goals

○ “Zoom back in” to establish POV from a starting point of consensus

Emotional balance

○ Keep any of your own strong emotions in check

○ Avoid urge to match any negative rhetoric/tone of the questioner

Sense of teamwork (“We” instead of “I”)

FRAME OF MIND

Make sure to convey:
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P

INTERVIEWS & REAL-TIME MEDIA RELATIONS:
CONSTRUCT ALL YOUR ANSWERS FROM

4 KEY “BUILDING BLOCKS”

PROACTIVE POINTS BRIDGES (or bridging)

REACTIVE POINTS CONTEXT POINTS

R

B

C
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CONSTRUCT ALL YOUR ANSWERS FROM 4 KEY “BUILDING BLOCKS” 

Uncomfortable or low-
priority issues you 
should be ready to 

address if asked. 
Answers should be 
brief, with bridge to 
proactive or context 

points

REACTIVE POINTS

Brief phrases to 
smoothly pivot away 
from uncomfortable or 
off-topic questions back 
to preferred territory. 
❏“One of the key things to 

keep in mind is..”
❏“It’s important to 

remember that…” 

BRIDGES (or bridging)
Positive points you want 

to make and introduce 
wherever possible, 

including key messages 
and preferred sound 

bytes

PROACTIVE POINTS

Broad and quotable 
points on context and/or 
process around an 
issue. Easy destination 
for bridging...and always 
counts as useful info 

CONTEXT POINTS

Modular or 
“recombinant”

like DNA
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• The media is not your end stakeholder, only a conduit to them.

• Your media interactions require advance strategy and preparation 
wherever possible.

• Your strategy and tactics should be informed by evidence-based best 
practices and a grasp of the broader “Communications Ecosystem”

• Your real-time media interactions should rely on communications 
building blocks and message discipline.

• Tools, templates and processes can enhance consistency, efficiency 
and impact of your media relations efforts...YOU DON’T HAVE TO 
START FROM SCRATCH!

KEY TAKEAWAYS
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Lots of media relations tools and templates exist, including those freely-
available by and for government communicators (e.g., CDC – CERC).

YOU DON’T HAVE TO START FROM SCRATCH!

More info at https://emergency.cdc.gov/cerc/

https://emergency.cdc.gov/cerc/
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Another example: USDA’s NEW GIS-BASED MEDIA SYSTEM

More info: 
YouTube Video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch
?v=ZPqYgq2g0II

Dirk Fillpot
USDA Office of 
Communications

YOU DON’T HAVE TO START FROM SCRATCH!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZPqYgq2g0II
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Kristina Wieghmink, Public Information Officer

kwieghmink@ miOttawa.org  I  miOttawa.org/miHealth

Managing Media 
Relations

C ontaminated Drinking Water at a Rural S chool



S ituation Overview

C oordinated Response

Lessons Learned

Kirk Park Beach, Ottawa C ounty, Michigan



Be First. 

Be Right. 

Be Credible.

Express Empathy.

Promote Action.

Show Respect. 

Pr
in

ci
pl

es



S tatewide Testing Initiative

PFAS  sites in Michigan



Response Agencies



C oordinated Response Priorities

Address 
Public C oncern

Provide C onsistent 
Messages



• News Releases

• Press C onferences

• Text Alerts

• S ocial Media

• Facebook Live

• Websites

• Town Hall Meeting

• Posters

• Interviews

• Administrator’s Digest

• Newsletters/bulletins

C ommunication Methods









Public Relations



Emergency responses don’t have to be chaotic.

 Develop relationships with media before an emergency.

 C oordinate consistent communications with all stakeholders.

 Respect each other’s expertise and role in the response.

 Look at the situation through the eyes of those affected.

Don’t ever think it can’t happen to you!

Lessons Learned



• Analyze headlines - headlines.sharethrough.com

• Hootsuite – social media management platform

• Prdaily.com – communication tips

• PolishMyWriting.com 

• Hemingwayapp.com

• GovDelivery

• Qualtrics

• Adobe C reative C loud 

• Free photo and vector sites 

C ontact me if you want any links.

Helpful Tools



Kristina Wieghmink, Public Information Officer

kwieghmink@ miOttawa.org  I  616-494-5597

THANK YOU



Q & A



Thank You
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