Using Public Relations To Promote Local Alpha Courses
Public Relations (PR) is a planned effort to develop awareness and understanding between an organisation and the public by arranging opportunities for exposure in the media.  This could be through articles published in local, regional or national newspapers, magazines, radio or television.  
The value of local PR is enormous:

· It is estimated that local newspapers are read by 9 out of 10 adults every week and they tend to stay around in the home longer than any other.  
· People are actively interested in what is happening in their area.  They are likely to seek out and read articles, posters and advertisements which are relevant to them.
Because you do not pay the media to cover your story, there is no guarantee that it will appear in exactly the way that you intend, hence it is important to prepare your story and press release and to develop a good relationship with the press.

Media Enquiries 
If you are contacted by a national journalist with questions about Alpha, please refer them to Mark Elsdon-Dew in the Communications office at Holy Trinity Brompton on 0845 644 7533. 
We appreciate that you will be able to answer questions from local and regional journalists about Alpha in your area, but if there are any questions that you cannot answer, please refer them to Mark Elsdon-Dew.

Getting a story into the press

Try to ensure that press coverage begins in September when the national advertising campaign begins to gain maximum impact.
What makes a story for the press?

The press is interested in stories that are local, topical, original, have a human interest element (such as a story of a life changed, or a well-known local figure supporting it) and are visually interesting.  Newspapers, magazines, radio and television may come to a story from slightly different angles but the following rules generally apply:
· What a newspaper and magazine editor is looking for:
· Groups of churches doing things together
· Good local personal stories
· A local angle that really relates to your area but links with what’s happening nationally

· Something that non-churchgoing readers will find interesting

· A good picture with caption – this really does make an enormous difference (see Appendix 2: Photography – getting the right shot)
· Speedy and reliable access to the right contacts

· Attributable facts and quotes (current Alpha statistics are available on the ‘About the Alpha Course’ section of alphafriends.org)

See the example articles from around the UK on the Resources page of alphafriends.org
· What a regional TV news editor wants:
· A good moving picture opportunity (see Appendix 2: Photography – getting the right shot)
· Possible interviews – human interest and fun, imaginative stories.

· Report local personal stories:

· Identify local people who have a particularly good story to tell in relation to the Alpha course and how it changed their life.

· Obtain permission to give their details to the local media for interview (it may also be helpful to have them available for interview at an Alpha launch event). 
· Work out the key messages they want to convey in the interview – spend some time with these people prior to the interview helping them to prepare.  See ‘Interviews with the Media’ further below.

· Always try to accompany them to the interview itself.

How to get a story into the press

Be proactive – don’t assume that the press will know about your Alpha event or course or that they will approach you for a story.  This does not mean that your story is not newsworthy.  It is estimated that 50% of stories that appear in the local press are the result of public sending in the stories.
· Get to know your local press.  Look at their reader profile, the area they cover and the types of stories they report on.  You can carry out some research on your local newspapers on the Internet – the Newspaper Society’s web site on www.adweb.co.uk has a breakdown of circulation and penetration.  Try to build a personal relationship with local press contacts, such as reporters, picture editors and news editors so you can let them know when you have a story of interest. 

· Send a press release. A press release is a one or two-page summary of your ‘story’. A press release template is available in Appendix 1, or on the resources page of alphafriends.org for you to adapt locally.  You should send it together with your press pack.
· Ensure the press release is sent to the right person (telephone to ask the name of the person to whom it should be sent).

· Make phone contact to follow-up the story 
· Don’t call them during their busy times right before going to press (it’s best to contact editorial offices between the hours of 10am-1pm and 2pm-3pm).
· Ring the television and radio stations first (if applicable), followed by the dailies and lastly the weeklies.  If you know the name of a journalist who may be particularly interested in your story, ask to speak with them. Otherwise, approach the news editor.

· Don’t assume the journalist received your press release – they can get lost in a busy environment. If the journalist is not familiar with your press release, don’t be disillusioned. Simply explain the story briefly, offer to fax it again and follow up again a few hours or a day after re-faxing. This is why following-up the story is so important. 

· Explain the story simply and concisely, emphasising why you think it’s newsworthy (remember to think locally). If the journalist expresses no interest, thank them and try another publication (if there is one). 

· If you can’t get through to the journalist you want, don’t expect them to return your call. Say you will phone back – gentle persistence will work, but never persist to the point of being a nuisance.

· Invite the press to your Alpha Launch Event
· Ensure the event is something the press will want to attend – use the Planning an Alpha Launch Event guidelines.  
· Four weeks prior to the event – identify the local press you want to invite.
· Two weeks prior to the event – post or fax an invitation to your event and a press release to the press. Keep it simple but make sure you give them details of what is being launched, the day, the time, the location (with directions of how to get there and parking) and the timetable of the event. Give them details of any local figures or celebrities who will be attending and let them know if there will be an opportunity to do an interview.  
· Three-to-four days prior to the event – ring the press you have invited to check that it is in their diary and try to get the name of the person who will be attending. Do not be discouraged if they do not appear to have received your invitation, but offer to fax or email it and explain the details on the phone. 
· On the day - make sure that your event is easy to find and clearly sign-posted. Designate a member of your team to welcome the press, to host them and to answer any questions they may have.  

· Give journalists opportunities for interviews with the speaker and those giving their testimonies (always ask permission first from those being interviewed and ensure interviewees are properly briefed, see ‘Interviews with the media’ further below).  

· Provide photo (or moving picture opportunities for television) to encourage editors to use the material (see Appendix 2). 

· After the event – phone the press who attended and ask if they need more information or would like any of the photographs you took. Also be sure to send a press release and your own photographs to the local media who were unable to attend.
Put together a Press Pack of information for the local press

It should include:

· Contact details of your spokesperson who the press could contact with enquiries.
· Local Alpha fact sheet with details of how long the Alpha course has been running locally; how many churches and denominations are running the Alpha course; how many people have done the Alpha course; what events are planned; how Alpha has affected your church or community; other interesting information.
· Details of Alpha courses running in the area and Alpha launch events planned.

· The 2008-9 advertising image and Alpha branding, so that people recognise that your Alpha course is part of the national initiative.  As well as the Invitation creative image, this also includes the wording ‘The Alpha Course’ in black trajan font accompanied by the website alpha.org and the Alpha logo – it works well to have these elements in a white band across the bottom.  These can be downloaded from alphafriends.org or on the Local Alpha Course Advertising & PR CD-Rom (available free from Alpha UK).

· A brief summary of potential interviewees with interesting personal Alpha-related stories – always gain their permission beforehand.
· Captioned photographs or details of where they can take a good photograph (e.g. at an Alpha launch event).
Interviews with the media
Decide who your spokesperson is who will handle any media interviews.  Journalists will be most interested in interviewing those with interesting personal stories or well-known local figures.  Ask permission from these people and make sure they are thoroughly briefed before the interview.  Prepare as much information in advance as you can and ensure that your spokesperson accompanies them to the interview – the following will help:

· Key messages are the points that you will want to get across into every piece of media coverage; always try to weave these into your answers – often more than once to reinforce them.  
These should include:
The Alpha Invitation:  A campaign to raise awareness of Alpha in the UK and to give everyone an opportunity to attend an Alpha launch event hosted by local church(es) in September and to receive a follow-up invitation to an Alpha course starting near them. 

The Alpha Course – what it is:

An opportunity to explore the meaning of life

A practical introduction to the Christian faith, which is free and for everyone

For non-churchgoers and those who wouldn’t call themselves Christians

Reaches across all Christian denominations

There are currently over 7,000 Alpha courses running in the UK 

Low-key, friendly and fun, run in a relaxed setting
· Make your interview interesting to the journalist.  Know your audience and think about what sort of questions you might be asked. Try to prepare by reading a back copy of the publication, or a piece written by the same journalist, or by watching/ listening to the same programme.  

· Provide interesting facts, figures and examples. Support answers with relevant facts (use your prepared Alpha fact sheet).  Tell stories about your experience with Alpha and anecdotes of people who recently attended Alpha (with their permission).

· Build on the journalist’s questions to communicate your own messages, for example ‘Let me answer that briefly by saying... but what I really want you to know is...’

· Avoid commenting on other religions.

· Do not over-answer questions. Stick to positive themes and only say things that you want to be reported. Off the record does not exist however well you know the reporter.

· Be honest. This goes without saying, if asked a direct or difficult question always tell the truth. The reporter may have the facts and any discrepancy will be damaging. 

· Don’t use jargon or Christian terminology, e.g. ‘born again’, ‘testimony’, ‘came to Christ’, ‘gave my life’ or ‘share my faith’ – your audience will not understand.

· Follow-up. Always thank the reporter for their interest and you may even want to send a thank you note if your story was printed. If they have been really enthusiastic, keep in touch and let them know how the course is going.

What if the press coverage isn’t what I expected? 

It is always best to prevent problems rather than having to deal with them, but from time to time the media will choose to concentrate on the least helpful aspect of a situation. Being prepared for this is the best line of defence.

We are available to advise and to deal with any particularly difficult media situations - please contact Mark Elsdon-Dew in the Communications Department at Holy Trinity Brompton. The following are some general principles which will help should a difficult situation arise:

· Never say ‘no comment’ if confronted by the press (the media tends to draw its own conclusions), but don’t get drawn into speaking off the cuff or reacting. It is perfectly acceptable to say ‘I am afraid I can’t say anything now. I will phone you back’ or to agree to an interview or telephone call at a time that suits you.
· Do not alienate the press – give them as much information as you can.  Try to supply the how, why, what, where and who of a story. Obviously some facts may be sensitive and should not be disclosed to the media.
· Never cover-up.
· Try to focus on any positives in the situation.

Appendix 1: Alpha Invitation Press Release Template

[Date]
Heading - Insert the key feature of your story, it could be one of the following:

· [NUMBER OF CHURCHES]  CHURCHES IN [YOUR AREA]  JOIN FORCES IN NATIONAL ALPHA CAMPAIGN

· EVERYONE IN [YOUR AREA]  IS INVITED TO DRINKS / SUPPER [INSERT YOUR LAUNCH EVENT DETAILS]  AT [INSERT YOUR UNUSUAL VENUE]  TO LAUNCH THE ALPHA COURSE IN [YOUR AREA]  THIS AUTUMN

· [NAME OF LOCALLY KNOWN SPEAKER]  TO SPEAK AT EVENT IN [INSERT YOUR EVENT VENUE]  TO LAUNCH THE ALPHA COURSE IN [YOUR AREA]  THIS AUTUMN

· [NAME OF RECENT ALPHA GUEST]  TELLS OF HOW THEIR LIFE HAS CHANGED THROUGH COMING ON AN ALPHA COURSE.

Over [xxx] churches in [your area] are set to run Alpha courses this Autumn and will be [insert advertising activities planned] inviting people to launch events in [specify where: churches, homes, halls, pubs and restaurants]. The launch events are designed to introduce local people to the Alpha course, which provides an opportunity to explore the meaning of life. The course is free and open to everyone.

Two million people across the UK are already estimated to have taken part in local Alpha courses which are now running at over 7,000 churches of all denominations.

Churches in [your area] are joining in a major national advertising campaign this September using posters, postcards, invitations, web banners and newspaper advertisements.  The designs are based around responses to the question ‘If God did exist what would you ask?’ which appears above the words ‘The Alpha Course…explore the meaning of life’. 

Local initiatives will be supported by a national advertising campaign. 2008 will see a major outdoor text based campaign on billboards, buses and 6-sheets across the country also posing responses to the question ‘If God did exist what would you ask?’  
The campaign is to form the basis of the UK’s biggest Christian advertising initiative this year. This is the eleventh annual initiative in the UK and is titled ‘The Alpha Invitation’ emphasising the relaxed nature of the course, which is primarily for those who do not attend church regularly.
Alpha is already one of the most widely-known Christian initiatives in the country. Over 23% of British adults can identify Alpha as a Christian course (MORI, October 2006).

The Alpha Invitation forms part of the church’s plan to reverse the decline in attendance over the past twenty years. Only 7.5% of the population now regularly attend church, but many churches running Alpha report that their congregations are growing as a result and some are seeking bigger premises to hold these growing congregations
The Alpha course is a practical and contemporary introduction to the Christian faith and provides a relaxed and informal opportunity for participants to make up their own mind about Christianity. It is constructed around one meeting a week for ten weeks and has become increasingly successful in the UK over the last 10 years.

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams says of Alpha ‘What Alpha has to offer is a unique mixture of Christian content and Christian style. I recommend it …as a very special tool of evangelism.’

The Rev’d Nicky Gumbel, who presents the Alpha material, said: ‘We have heard so many wonderful stories of people – many of them young – whose lives have been changed by God through the Alpha course in churches of all denominations throughout the country.’

ENDS

For further information, contact:  [local contact] in [your area], [telephone number, including mobile]
Mark Elsdon-Dew in the Communications office at Holy Trinity Brompton on 0845 644 7533, or visit the website alpha.org/media-room
NOTES TO EDITORS
 
Devised in the UK, the Alpha course is supported by the Archbishops of Canterbury and York and by leaders of all the main denominations. Alpha is a 15-session practical introduction to the Christian faith designed primarily for non-churchgoers and new Christians and is being run by churches of every denomination. Most courses take place in the evening with a meal followed by a talk central to the Christian faith. After the talk, participants divide into groups of about ten or twelve people to discuss the talk in an environment where each person is free to ask or express whatever they wish. 
 

Since 1992 the Alpha course has seen astonishing growth, both in the United Kingdom and internationally. From just five courses running in the UK in 1992, to over 7,000 registered Alpha courses in the UK and 33,092 courses worldwide in over 160 countries. It is estimated that 11 million people have now been on the course worldwide. 
 

The growth of Alpha worldwide
 
	 
Year
	Number of registered Alpha courses worldwide
	Estimated cumulative 

number of guests

	1992
	5
	 

	1993
	200
	4,600

	1994
	750
	25,000

	1995
	2,500
	105,000

	1996
	5,000
	360,000

	1997
	6,500
	766,000

	1998
	10,500
	1.3 million

	1999
	14,200
	2 million

	2000
	17,000
	2.8 million

	2001
	19,800
	3.8 million

	2002  
	24,400
	4.7 million 

	2003
	27,000 
	5.7 million

	2004
	29,051 
	6.8 million

	2005
	29,580 
	8 million

	2006 
	33,500
	9.5 million

	2007
	35,092
	Over 11 million* (est)


Appendix 2: Photography – getting the right shot  

Local media love pictures that have a clear local angle, human interest, action, humour or famous people. Try to be as creative as possible when you are organising your event to provide good picture opportunities for the local press.  If you are inviting both newspapers and television to your event, your picture opportunity should be interesting to both; newspapers need something which can be captured in a single shot – this might well be an action shot; television needs a moving picture with some progressive action (e.g., preparing for a launch event, unveiling a billboard, dropping off invitations, putting up posters, letting off hundreds of balloons, interviews).

· ‘A picture is worth a thousand words’ – so tell a story with your picture. Pictures in a newspaper are easy for the reader to take in and even if people don’t read the accompanying article, a well-captioned picture can have a great deal of impact.
· Keep an eye on your local papers and have a look at the sample newspaper articles on the resources page of alphafriends.org to see what works well photographically and what doesn’t.  You may want to take good ideas and adapt them.

· Choose a suitable location for photography before the photographer arrives

· Is everyone who should be included in the photograph present?

· Will they be on hand when the photographer arrives?

· Is everyone dressed to convey the right image?

· Do you have all the props (e.g. posters, balloons etc.) that you will need? 

· Make it look as natural as possible and always include people in the shot.  
· Keep the purpose of the picture in mind, i.e. are there any props such as posters or promotional material you could bring in to the shot?

· For audience shots, zoom in and pan out – pick on a few people having fun.

· Show readers or viewers what they wouldn’t normally see for themselves, take pictures of unusual events/situations
Caption your picture with a description of the content of the photograph.  Always name people from left to right and remember to include a contact name and telephone number for further information.

· Don’t permit media to take photographs or film people worshipping or praying as these can be an invasion of privacy.

