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What do I know?
◦ Bachelor’s Degree in Communications/PR
◦ 20 years experience in Marketing & Communications, including:
◦ 6.5 years of marketing & communications experience in a municipal shelter (Memphis Animal 

Services)
◦ 4 years of marketing & communications experience in a nonprofit 
 shelter (Humane Society of Memphis & Shelby County)
◦ 3 years of experience at a PR firm, where I pitched media and 
 media-trained clients across all industries

◦ Volunteered as dogwalker at local Humane Society 
 for 3 years
◦ Fostered about 25 dogs
◦ Currently have three dogs & one cat (plus two kids!)



Who is Memphis Animal Services?
◦ Animal control and 

sheltering agency for city of 
Memphis
◦ Also take animals from Shelby 

County officers & citizens
◦ Constituents of 775,000+
◦ Took in 9000+ animals in 

2022 & saved 86% of them



Where is Memphis Animal Services?



Who is in 
the 
audience?



Overcoming Media PTSD
◦The media WANTS to help 
animals
◦If they believe you do too, they’ll 
help you
◦Step 1 is building their trust



Beat Them to the Punch

The first time they talk to you 
should NOT be when they call you 

because something’s wrong!



Give the media good experiences FIRST
Build partnership and trust by keeping them informed of 

the great things happening at your organization.

Even if they don’t cover it, they’re 
watching, noticing, and forming opinions.





How do you do that? 

NEWS RELEASE
(aka press 
release)

MEDIA ALERT PITCH

THE TOOLS



NEWS RELEASE

also called:
Press Release
Media Release

Most formal type of media writing

Media should be able to copy and paste directly from your news release

News releases should be used for *NEWS*

Includes quote(s) from involved organizations

Can include photo and caption to help illustrate the story

Media know that you’re sending a news release to all other media and don’t expect it’s just for them



Tool: Anatomy of a News Release
Who media should contact for more info

Why say 
FOR IMMEDIATE 
RELEASE?

Headline (can also add subheadline)

City/State and date First line to sum up most important points 
quickly

Body of news release

Quote

Organization’s boilerplate

Logo

Optional 
graphic/photo



Results: News Release



Tool: Collaborative News Release



Results: News Release



MEDIA ALERT



Tool: Media Alert (Event)



Results: Media Alert (Event)



Tool: Media Alert (Media Opportunity)



Results: Media Alert (Media Opportunity)



PITCH



Tool: Pitch



Results: Pitch



Tool: Pitch



Results: Pitch

This amazing dog 
(Lander) got an 
amazing home!



Keep the long game in mind
MY SECOND DAY AT MAS THREE MONTHS LATER

Same paper published 
a story showing faith in 

our new 
administration

Pitched a local 
business paper on 
our new veterinary 

medical director



But the short game saves lives, too!Dec. 19

Dec. 29

Dec. 29

Dec. 30

Dec. 31



But the short game saves lives, too!

This media outreach led to:

41% increase in 
adoptions

132% increase in 
rescue transfers



Rule #1 of PR

Don’t be dishonest or 
unethical!

Then you’ll never worry 
about media finding out 

about something.



Rule #2 of PR
Unless you’ve been ordered to 

by an attorney,

NEVER SAY
“NO COMMENT”

They hear, “I’m hiding 
something!”



Build Mutual Trust
◦Know what your goal is and share 
that with the media and in 
interviews
◦Be upfront about how close you are 
to reaching your goal (or how far)
◦Tell them what you don’t want to 
happen
◦Tell them what you need!



Turn “Oh no!” into “YES!”
Oh no! A media call about euthanasia!



Transparency: Don’t be afraid to let them help!

YES!



Transparency: Don’t be 
afraid to let them help!

24% YOY increase in adoptions for 
the week following the story

YES!



Turn “Oh no!” into “YES!”
Oh no! A HUGE unplanned intake…and no kennel space!



Turn “Oh no!” into “YES!”

ASK FOR HELP!



Turn “Oh no!” into “YES!”
ASK FOR HELP WHEN YOU REALLY NEED IT



AND THEY’LL PROBABLY HELP!



The positives of this negative situation
◦Got the community actively involved
◦Thousands of dollars in donations
◦Hundreds of items donated
◦We reached even more people with the message of our 

transformation
◦Opened up more kennel space than ever before!
◦ZERO dogs were euthanized for space as a result of this intake (but 

they would have been IF NOT for this intake)



The positives of this negative situation

SAME OLD "WE’RE FULL, INTAKE IS HIGH"
= NOT NEWS, NO ATTENTION

ESPECIALLY BAD SITUATION = ATTENTION
THIS IS NEWS!

WHY?



The positives of this negative situation

Our most 
interacted-with 
Facebook post 
EVER, reaching 

440,000+ 
people!



Don’t be a press pest
◦Don't call during crunch times 
or deadlines
◦Be brief, especially on the 
phone
◦Know what is and is not 
newsworthy
◦Don't pester them to cover 
something that isn't 
newsworthy



Be the press’s best
◦ "We're full" isn't news if you're full all the 

time (and they’ve already covered it 
several times).

◦ You have to find a newsworthy hook. Dig 
into your data!
◦ Intake is up XX% over last year
◦ XX more dogs have tested positive for 

heartworms
◦ Brought in XX% more cruelty cases
◦ XX% more pets surrendered due to housing 

issues



The need for speed

When you control the 
timing:
◦Make sure your 

spokesperson is available for 
interviews when you send 
out your outreach

◦Be ready to do interviews the 
day you send it



The need for speed

Be able to respond to media ASAP:
◦Have cell phone numbers of all your spokespeople and subject 

matter experts
◦Have news desk and/or reporter numbers on your cell phone
◦Have cell phone numbers of all PIOs in related departments
◦ If you can, get a mobile login for your shelter software
◦Have more than one media-trained person
◦Respond to requests to let them know you’re working on it
◦Ask what their deadline is and meet it



The need for 
speed vs. 
Work/Life 
Balance

It’s ok to respond to a text or call and let them 
know you’re not working and will get back to 
them.

Some of our team has an out-of-office during 
their off days so contacts know not to expect 
a response

This is ultimately going to be a judgment call 
every time.

• Do you need to prioritize work/life balance or your 
shelter’s reputation more in that moment? This may be 
different each time.



Interview vs. Statement

INTERVIEW
is best for…

Anything you requested
Anything you’re totally 

comfortable with & 
have time for

STATEMENT
might be best when…

Media needs something 
late in the evening

You don’t have time 
before their deadline 

for an interview

The topic is complex 
and sensitive & you 

don’t feel comfortable 
going on camera

Bottom line: you don’t 
want to do an interview 
but you don’t want to 

say no



Media believes 
you are the 
expert

Media may hear a rumor (i.e. pandemic pets being 
returned), wonder if it’s true, and look to you as the expert 
to give them more info. 

Even if you feel like they want you to say something in 
particular, you need to say what you *know* is true. 



Resources
◦ Maddie’s University (sign up for free at university.maddiesfund.org)
◦ How to Get Your Story Told: Effective Engagement with the Media
◦ Compassionate Communication webinar
◦ Soooo many others!

◦ To send video to media
◦ Record with your phone
◦ Upload to Youtube (need a free account) as an Unlisted video
◦ Send link to media
◦ They can download from there

◦ You can also send limited amounts from Dropbox, Google Drive, and WeTransfer



Resources
◦ AI tools like ChatGPT for writing
◦ They can help you write in a news release, media alert, or pitch format quickly
◦ Always proofread your results
◦ Never use AI to write something that you are “guest writing” for a media outlet

◦ Phone apps
◦ Text Art: quickly make graphics on your phone 
◦ Videoshop: intuitive video editing app for phone
◦ Canva: has phone and desktop version for quick and easy graphic design. Nonprofit pro version



Resources

◦Google Drive Document with:
◦ Examples of:
◦News releases
◦Media alerts
◦ Pitches

◦ Links

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1YCd_YHbDnqGn9lIE5bOn1zrZ6vhpgGnC?usp=drive_link
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