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15 classic press release 

mistakes – and how to avoid 

them By Debbie Leven 

 

If you’ve ever tried to write a 

press release, to get your 

news noticed by journalists, 
then you’ll know that it can 

be a complicated business and 

frustrating too. 
 

A press release is a useful tool for 

presenting a news story to a 

journalist but it’s easy to get it 

wrong.  Knowing the common press 

release mistakes can help you to 

avoid falling into the trap of 

spending time on putting a press 

release together that isn’t going to 

get you anywhere. 

 

15 classic press release 
mistakes 
So, without further ado, here are 15 

common press release mistakes and 

how you can avoid them. 

 

Failing to find the news 

story 
1. Self-promotion – of course you 

want to promote yourself and your 

business but the press release is not 

the place for blatant promotion. The 

value of coverage in the press and 

media comes from the third party 

endorsement of being featured.  

 

This is not advertising – you cannot 

control what the journalist writes or 

reports.  But, you can make their 

job as easy as possible by giving 

them news and information that 

their readers, visitors, listeners and 

viewers will be interested in. 

  

In that way you will get noticed and 

your profile, reputation and 

credibility will be enhanced. 

 

2. No news – you need to have a 

clear understanding of what ‘news’ is 

and what it isn’t.  A new website is 

not news unless it can provide or 

offer something that has not been 

done before, changes the way 

people experience something, and 

enhances their lives in a major way. 

There are certain things journalists 

will look for in a news story and 

your job is to give them those 

‘ingredients’ they want and to make 

it as easy as possible for them to use 

your story – human interest in your 

story is key. 

 

3. Too much news – any press 

release should focus on one news 

story.  If there are many news 

stories or angles then you need to 

find the strongest or pace/separate 

out your announcements.  The story 

needs to be obvious otherwise it 

will just lead to confusion. 

 

Getting the words wrong 
4. Too many words – it can be 

tempting to try and put as much 

information as possible into your 

press release.  Less really is more.  

 

You should aim to use as few words 

as possible to get your key points 

across.  You don’t need to include 

all the detail – and you must ensure 

that the essence of the story is in 

the first line of your press release. It 

needs to be obvious, straight away, 

what your press release is about 

otherwise journalists won’t bother 

to read on. 

 

5. Jargon – every industry and sector 

has its own jargon. Acronyms, 

abbreviations and jargon should all be 

avoided.  

 

Ideally, you want someone not 

familiar with your business or sector 

to be able to read the press release 

and understand it fully without 

further explanation. 

 

6. Typo mistakes – you need to 

take the time to go through and 

ensure that spelling and grammar is 

all in order.  If the journalist sees 

errors then that may well put them 

off using the press release. 

 

Press release distribution 
7. Messing up the timing – some 

press releases will just fall flat on 

their faces because the timing is 

wrong.  If there are target press and 

media that are important to you 

then take the time to find out what 

their deadlines are.  You can then 

time your announcements to give 

your press releases the best chance 

of being picked up. 

 

8. Shotgun distribution – if you 

have a press and media distribution 

list then think carefully before 

issuing your press release to all your 

contacts.  Ask yourself whether 

your news story will be relevant to 

all your contacts and how you can 

tailor your story.  

 

For any one story you may well 

have a standard press release but 

then tweak the title and first 

paragraph, and maybe more, to 

make it more interesting, and 

relevant, for your different target 

journalists. 

 

9. Not being prepared – you’ve 

put in the hard work but that could 

all be wasted if you aren’t prepared 

for taking calls from journalists as a 

result of your press release.  Think 

about the obvious, as well as the 

most difficult, questions you could 

be asked and identify additional 

information and resources that 

would be helpful too (such as 

photographs, research, case studies). 

 

10. Clogging up email boxes – 

yes, we can all fall in love with logos 

and branding but using it in your 

email pitch to a journalists is not the 

thing to do.  Likewise, attaching 
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photographs without already having 

agreed to send them is no way to 

win friends.  Photography and logos 

just clog up email inboxes and slow 

down systems – so, keep it simple. 

 

After issuing the press 

release 
11. Not being available or 

accessible – even though this 

sounds obvious it does happen.  If 

you are going to issue a press 

release then ensure your contact 

information is displayed clearly, 

including out of hours details.  

 

Once issued, keep a copy of the 

press release on you so you have it 

to hand when out of the office. 

 

12. Not briefing staff on a 

story/press release – it’s a good 

idea to have a press and media 

handling policy in place so that staff 

know what to do should they 

receive calls from the press and 

media.  Keeping them informed as 

and when announcements go out 

helps to ensure they can handle the 

calls effectively – including directing 

journalists to the relevant person 

should you not be available. 

 

13. Following up with ‘did you 

get it’ – the topic of following up 

with journalists is much debated.  

 

Should you do it or not?  It’s not so 

much whether you should do it or 

not but how you should do it.  

 

Just calling up to say ‘did you get the 

press release’ might not go down 

well.  Think how many press 

releases journalists get each and 

every day.  The key is to follow up 

and offer something that adds to the 

story – interview opportunities, 

photography, visuals and case 

studies. That adds value to your call 

as well as a reason for it. 

 

Focusing on the wrong 

stuff 
14. Perfectionism that misses 

the opportunity – of course, it’s 

important to get your press release 

right but timeliness is essential too. 

Striving for perfectionism can 

backfire.  Much better to get an 

imperfect press release out than no 

press release at all.  Remember too 

that the press release is just a way 

to convey the key points of your 

news story to encourage the 

journalist to use it and to contact 

you for more information – it does 

not need to include every single 

detail. 

 

Giving in and giving up 

15. Giving up – not every press 

release will be successful and that 

may be for a number of reasons, 

some out of your control.  Don’t 

become disillusioned.  Ask for 

feedback and keep trying.  

 

Remember too that the press 

release is just one tool you can use 

to get your news story noticed, 

there are many others as well as 

ways to get profile without having 

any news at all. 

 

In a nutshell: the press release is a 

great way to highlight your news to 

journalists and to raise your profile 

and enhance your reputation, 

credibility and trustworthiness.  

 

Avoid the classic mistakes to give 

yourself the best chance of getting 

your news story noticed and getting 

coverage. 

 

There are many other press release 

mistakes – what would you add to 

the list? 
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