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***Please note: This media guide has been 
adapted from the Ruckus Society’s Media Manual 
How to Work Miracles  



 
Coordinating media for a direct action is more art than science, and sometimes owes more to 
luck than either. News is a quirky, complicated, unpredictable endeavor – much like an action 
itself. Put the two together, and it can seem like a miracle when an action actually 
communicates the intended message to the desired audience. As media coordinator, your job 
is to work miracles.  
 
There's no formula for working miracles, but there are certain steps you can take that will 
greatly increase your chances of coverage. You have to stay flexible and willing to do 
whatever works, but following the basics will put you in position to respond most effectively 
if you have to change course.  
 
Much about media work, up to the point when the action finally goes down, is tedious, 
exacting, and detail-oriented. (Then it's exciting as hell.) But if you ignore the fundamentals, 
you're giving the news media – who are already naturally disposed to regard activists as naive 
amateurs – one more reason to ignore your action.  
 
This chapter includes a checklist of what you should do and when you should do it, to have 
the best shot at getting your action's message out. But these steps can be for naught if not 
done with thorough professionalism – j ournalists are professional cynics, and if you're 
sloppy they will notice it, and it will color their  coverage. So go the extra mile; proofread 
the press release again; make the extra phone call. Never  cut corners.  
 
And always remember this advice from Wes "Scoop" Nisker, a legendary counterculture 
journalist of the '60s: " I f you don't like the news, go out and make it yourself."   
 
 
One month to one week before the 
protest/action 
 
1. Decide what person or persons will be in charge of media strategy. The benefits of 
consensus aside, it is nearly impossible to write a press release, focus on a key sound bite, 
contact key reporters, or accomplish any other media tasks by committee. So empower a 
media team to make these decisions, and let them do their jobs without second-guessing and 
micro-managing.   
  
The most logical makeup of the media team is a media coordinator, an action coordinator and 
the lead campaigner. During the action itself, each of these people will likely be stationed at a 
point where they can serve as media spokespersons. If the media coordinator is to be stationed 
at the action site, you need one more member of the team: someone to stay in an office and 
work the fax machine (unless you have on-site fax capability).   
 
2. Settle on one simple message. You need to accept that you're not going to be able to 
communicate all the points, sub-points and shades of gray about the issue you'd like to. An 
action is like a freeway billboard, designed to hammer home one message.  
 



3. Choose a strong image that clearly communicates your message. Remember the freeway 
billboard: with one glance it is unmistakable what product or idea is being sold. Similarly, 
your action should ideally communicate the message in as few words as possible.   
 

 For example:  
  

If you find yourself saying, "They'll understand it when they read the banner," your 
image isn't clear enough. But the banner, which will probably contain language very 
similar to the sound bite, must also be capable of communicating the message on its 
own. You may not pull off the image, or you may not get the banner up; each, therefore, 
has to be able to stand alone.   

 
4. Craft sound bites that communicate the message and enhance the image. Assemble the 
media team. Take out a legal pad. Lock the door. Throw out short, simple, declarative 
sentences that express your message. (Remember: The average sound bite on U.S. TV is less 
than 10 seconds.) Write them down. Stay in the room until you have five that might work. 
From five, choose three. From three, choose one. Shape and refine it until it's as close to 
perfect as your hard work and creativity can make it.   
 

Sample sound bites:  
 
- We are here today to mark the 49th anniversary of the Tibetan National Uprising 
and with the Olympics in China this summer, we are protesting the Chinese 
government’s use of the Olympics as a political tool to legitimize its illegal 
occupation of Tibet and whitewash its worsening human rights record.  
 
- Tibet is a central part of China’s Olympics propaganda, which includes the 
running of the Olympic torch to the top of Tibet’s Mount Everest and the use of 
the Tibetan antelope as one of China’s 5 Olympic mascots. 
 
- The human rights situation in Tibet and China is getting steadily worse and yet 
China is using the Games to show the world a kinder, gentler face with Tibetans as 
happy and prosperous under Chinese rule. 
 
- While we protest here today Tibetans in India have launched a historic return 
march to Tibet to show China and the world that Tibet belongs to the Tibetan 
people and we are more determined than ever to fight for our freedom. 



 
- Young Tibetans from around the world are also gathering in Greece, the 
birthplace of the Olympic Games to light the Tibetan Freedom torch, preempting 
the lighting of China's Olympic torch later this month and showing that the flame 
of Tibetan resistance burns brightly around the globe. 

 
5. Choose a date and hour for the action that will maximize your chances for coverage. 
Sometimes you have to do an action when it is possible to do it, or when it's safe to do it. But 
if circumstances permit you to choose the date and time, make your choices with the media's 
convenience in mind. Again, there's no formula, but there are some general rules of thumb:   
  
Morning is better  than afternoon. Almost no event short of a major catastrophe gets 
covered on the evening news, or in the next morning's paper, if it occurs after 3 p.m.   
  
Monday through Thursday are the best days, and Monday is best of all, because the later 
you go in the week, the greater the chance that some other big story will come along and blow 
you off the news map. Avoid Friday and Saturday (lowest TV viewership Friday night; lowest 
newspaper readership Saturday morning; lots of competing news.). Saturday and Sunday are 
also not the best, because news outlets operate with skeleton crews on weekends.   
  
Combining the above guidelines, we arrive at the theoretical best time for a hypothetical 
action: 10:30 a.m. on Monday, after news crews have reported to work for the day, but before 
they've got other stories going. 
 
But that's assuming your action occurs in a news vacuum, which it won't. Try to time the 
action so that it either anticipates or responds to an event the media will recognize as a story - 
"the news peg." If the President plans to sign the bill you're protesting on Thursday, do your 
action on Wednesday.   
 
 
One week to a few days before the 
protest/action   
 
1. Send a media advisory (see pg. 10) for sample March 10th media advisory. Check out  Rain 
Forest Action Network’s excellent explanation of the difference between a media advisory 
and a press release and the importance of both as part of your overall media strategy: 
http://www.studentsforafreetibet.org/downloads/how_to_write_media_advisories_and_release
s.pdf  
 
2. Write a draft press release. Circulate the draft release to the media team. Discuss and 
revise, discuss and revise, until it's perfect or you need to move on.   
  
Remember: The press release is not the message. It also is not the action. The action is the 
message. The press release is an advertisement to get the media to cover your action. The first 
two paragraphs are far more important than the rest of the release; the headline is even more 
important than that.   



 
2. Make a list, with phone and fax numbers, of every news outlet you can think of that might 
be interested in the story.   
  
If you have time before the action, consult a media directory. The standard national references 
are the Bacon's News Media Guides, with geographically indexed volumes for print and 
broadcast. (Bacon's, 332 S. Michigan Ave., Chicago, IL 60604.) They're expensive, but 
available in good libraries. Or try to find a directory for your state or region, which may be 
published by a press club or the like. In a pinch, get out your Yellow Pages.   
  
Check the phone number and fax number listed in the directory to make sure they're correct. 
Prioritize this list in order of most important outlets, but remember: The Associated Press is 
(almost) always first.   
 
3. Begin practicing sound bites and mock interviews with the media team. If someone's 
never been interviewed on camera and you have one available, videotape each other, play it 
back and look carefully for anything – words, gestures, expressions, mannerisms, posture – 
that doesn't enhance effective communication. Practice until you eliminate those things.   
 
4. Decide what supplementary materials – fact sheets, background papers, maps, etc. – are 
needed for the press kit.   
  
5. Assemble the materials and folders to put them in. Get them all ready to go, except for the 
press release, which you'll add after any last-minute changes. 
 
 

A few days to one day before the protest/action   
 
Get on the phone and do follow-up media calls to all the outlets that should have received the 
media advisory. Call the TV and radio stations to make sure someone on the news desk got 
the message knows what's happening. Again make sure they have the exact time, place and 
the correct phone numbers for contacts. The early you call the better, most TV stations have 
people staffing the newsroom by 7:30am. Most newspapers won't have someone on the desk 
until 9 a.m.   
 
In the case of a direct action scenario, gut check: Decide if it's safe to tip off key reporters 
in advance.  If there are one or two reporters whose coverage is key and you decide they can 
be trusted, approach them now – strictly off the record – and let them know what's going to 
happen. You may find out they'll be out of town, but they can tell you who will be covering in 
their place. They may tell you they live two hours away, so they need extra notice. They may 
want to cover the action from a strategic vantage point. Make adjustments to accommodate 
them if you can, but never at the expense of a safe, effective, authentic action.   
 
 
 
 



The day before the protest/action   
 
1. Finalize the press release. If at all possible, keep it to one page. Spell-check it. Proofread it. 
Get someone else to proofread it again. Print it, copy it and add it to the press kits. (An 
example of a press release for a breaking-news action follows this checklist.)   
 
2. Alert all media you can trust, and who might possibly want to be on the scene, that the 
action will be going down.   
  
Obviously, there are times when you can't tell anyone. The local newspaper may be in the 
pocket of the industry you're hitting. The TV anchor in a small market may not know enough 
not to "accidentally" break a pledge of confidentiality. But in general, if you approach the 
news media straightforwardly and make sure that you're off the record, they will honor your 
request to keep the information confidential.   
  
Sometimes you just have to take a deep breath and take a chance, because if news outlets 
know what's coming you're almost certain to get better coverage. But do not, under any 
circumstance, fax them the press release, or anything else (except a map) – nothing on 
paper until the action is safely under way. Faxes can be lost or intercepted.   
  
Ideally, you should speak directly with the reporter who's going to cover the story. If that's not 
possible, you should ask to speak to the city editor of a newspaper, and the assignment editor 
of a TV or radio station. Be prepared to tell them in 30 to 60 seconds what you're doing, why 
you're doing it and why it will make a good story. Make sure they get the exact time and place 
of the action, and phone numbers where you or someone else on the media team can be 
reached. 
 
The best time to do this round of calls is the late morning or early afternoon before the action. 
Before 11 a.m., most editors are in meetings; after 4 p.m. they are on deadline and they will 
not want to talk to you. If you can't call before 4 p.m. wait until 7 p.m. and call the night 
editor.   
  
If you know you'll have reporters on the scene when the action starts – or even think you 
might have some – do whatever you can to keep news cameras away from the actual site until 
the action is underway. Have them meet you at a nearby staging area and take them in once 
your activists are in place. Or tell them to be there half an hour after you expect things to be in 
place, if you can control the timing that closely.   
 
 

The night before the protest/action   
 
1. Try to have a meeting of everyone involved (this is especially important in a direct action 
scenario) – action people, ground protesters, support people – go over the press release, 
emphasizing the main message and the lead sound bite. Spend some time with everyone who 
might possibly be in an arrest or interview situation, letting them practice the sound bite or 
variations on it. If there are too many of you, partner off and practice in pairs.   



 
 
The morning of the protest/action   
 
In a direct action scenario: Get on the phone by 7:30 a.m. (assuming it's a morning action, 
which is almost always best for coverage). Call the TV and radio stations again, to make sure 
someone on the news desk got the message from the day before and knows what's happening. 
Again make sure they have the exact time, place and the correct phone numbers for contacts. 
Most newspapers won't have someone on the desk until 9 a.m.; call them if time permits.   
 
In every scenario: Double check to make sure that the person stationed at the fax machine 
has copies of the release and the prioritized list of news outlets.  Also, make sure you  have 
copies of the press release to distribute at the protest/action 
 
 
Once the protest/action starts   
1. Contact the person at the fax machine and tell them to start pumping out the faxes. It is 
ideal, if you have the capability, to use multiple fax machines or to pre-store the list of 
numbers in your fax machine so you can start the process with one command. Do your best, 
but anything that gets out the maximum number of faxes in the shortest amount of time will 
help.   
 
2. Begin calling, in order of priority, the news outlets on your fax list. Identify yourself by 
name and organization, and clearly and succinctly, inform that you have a peaceful protest 
underway, its location and the purpose. Be calm and businesslike, not urgent or lecturing.   
  

For example:  

"This is Tashi Badasstsang with Students for a Free Tibet. We are here today to 
mark the 49th anniversary of the Tibetan National Uprising and with the 
Olympics in China this summer, we are protesting the Chinese government’s use 
of the Olympics as a political tool to legitimize its illegal occupation of Tibet.” 
 

At that point, they'll usually say: "Send us a press release." Tell them one is on its way, then 
say something like: "I just wanted to tell you the protest is going on right now at 123 Main 
Street, let you know how to reach us, and see if I can answer any questions for you." They'll 
either say no thanks, or start asking questions. For an action in a major U.S. metropolitan area, 
these will almost surely be the first few calls you make:   
 

- The Associated Press  
- United Press International and/or Reuters  
- The 3 or 4 leading TV news stations  
- The 2 or 3 leading radio news stations  
- The local newspaper  
- I f you're in a smaller  town - one without an AP bureau or TV station - your  



first calls may be the local newspaper and radio station. But get in touch with 
the closest AP office as soon as possible.   

 
 
During the protest/action   
 
• Do not keep calling back with updates, unless they are truly big and unexpected 
developments. If the outlets are interested, they will be following the action through the 
authorities.   
 
• With cellular telephones, it is now common for  action protesters to speak live to the 
news media from where they are hanging or locked down. News radio stations in 
particular love this, so if you didn't reach them at the beginning of the action, keep trying and 
make sure they know they can go live to the site.   
 
• It's best to let the people who are actually engaged in direct action deliver the message – it 
adds undeniable authenticity to the coverage. As media coordinator you should of course also 
be prepared to deliver crisp, on-message soundbites. But your main responsibility is to help 
journalists do their jobs.   
 
• Reporters will ask all kinds of questions unrelated to the action's message – IsnÕt today a 
school day, arenÕt you cutting class to be at a protest? You should be ready to provide a 
courteous answer that nonetheless quickly turns back to the topic at hand. (" Yes today is a 
school day, but as a person of conscience I  have decided to sacr ifice one day of my 
education to be here in solidarity with Tibetans in their struggle for freedom.")   
 
After the protest/action  
 
In a direct action scenario: When the protesters are arrested, or leave peacefully, or 
whatever marks the end of the action, call the main outlets mentioned above (at least, those 
that showed any interest at all) and tell them that the protest ended, what time it ended, and 
the outcome. Again, make sure they know where you can be reached the rest of the day – and 
often the following day. If there were arrests and people are released later that day, call again 
with that update. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sample News Advisory: 



 
 
For Immediate Release    
March 3, 2008 
 
***PHOTO OPPORTUNITY 
 
Contact:  NAME, ORGANIZATION, MOBILE PHONE # 
 
 

GLOBAL PROTESTS TARGET CHINA’S OLYMPIC GAMES  
TIBETANS COMMEMORATE 1959 NATIONAL UPRISING  

 
[Your city] Local Tibetans and their supporters will mark the 49th anniversary of the 1959 
National Uprising against China’s occupation of Tibet with [short description of your 
march/protest]. Tibetans are calling attention to the Chinese government’s attempts to use the 
Olympic Games as a political platform to legitimize its occupation of Tibet. In India, Tibetan 
refugees will launch a historic return march to Tibet on March 10th as young Tibetans from 
across the globe gather in Greece to light the Tibetan Freedom Torch – pre-empting China’s 
Olympic Torch lighting later this month. Tibetan activists from across North America are 
organizing massive protests in San Francisco on April 8th and 9th during China’s official torch 
relay run through the city. 
 
WHO: Tibetans and their supporters 
 
WHAT/WHERE/WHEN: [Date/Time/Short description of events] Example: 
Monday, March 10th 
10:00 March from City Hall (address) to the Chinese Consulate (address) 
12:00 Rally at the Chinese Consulate 
***Speakers to include: 
 
WHY: To commemorate the 1959 Tibetan National Uprising and shine the 
Olympic spotlight on China’s ongoing occupation of Tibet and worsening 
human rights record.  
 

# # # 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Sample Press Release: 

For Immediate Release   
March 10, 2007 
 

Contact: NAME [ORGANIZATION], MOBILE PHONE     
 

GLOBAL TIBET PROTESTS FORESHADOW BEIJING OLYMPICS SHOWDOWN 
Tibetans Commemorate 1959 National Uprising 

[Your City] –Local Tibetans and supporters commemorated the 1959 Tibetan Uprising today by 
[include local activity]. Almost five decades ago, Tibetans rose up in Lhasa and across the country to 
protect the Dalai Lama and to demand that Chinese occupying forces leave Tibet. Today’s protests in 
over 20 countries worldwide foreshadowed the global uprising expected by Tibetans and supporters 
during China’s Olympic torch relay next month and this summer during the Beijing Games. 

“The Chinese government is using the Olympics to gain acceptance on the world stage and to 
legitimize its illegal occupation of Tibet” said [spokesperson]. [Add Local Quote]  

In the spirit of the 1959 resistance movement, Tibetans in India launched a historic return march to 
Tibet today to show China and the world that after five decades, Tibetans in exile are more determined 
than ever to reclaim their homeland. Young Tibetans also gathered in Greece, the birthplace of the 
Olympic Games to light the Tibetan Freedom torch - preempting the lighting of China’s Olympic 
torch there later this month.  

[Note: Below are SFT HQ March 10th quotes to include in your local release. Please do not change 
them]  

“A new generation of Tibetans has taken up the struggle for Tibetan freedom,” said Lhadon Tethong, 
Executive Director of Students for a Free Tibet, “In 1959 our parents and grandparents fought against 
China’s invasion of our homeland and sacrificed so much to make a new life for us in exile. Now, as 
young Tibetans, it is our turn to take action to bring an end to the suffering of Tibetans inside Tibet 
and to restore freedom and independence to our nation.” 

“Tibet is a central part of China’s Olympics propaganda - which includes the running of the Olympic 
torch to the top of Tibet’s Mount Everest and the use of the Tibetan antelope as one of China’s five 
Olympic mascots” said Tenzin Dorjee, Deputy Director of Students for a Free Tibet and Freedom 
Torch bearer. “We are lighting the Tibetan Freedom Torch today to expose China’s Olympics lies and 
to show the world that the flame of Tibetan resistance will never be extinguished.” 

Tibetans and supporters across North America are planning a mass mobilization in San Francisco on 
April 8th and 9th during China’s Olympic torch relay stop in the city. Protests are also expected inside 
China and at Chinese Embassies and Consulates worldwide during the Beijing Games this summer.  

Please visit www.March10.org for more information on the protests worldwide. 
-30- 


