A Quick Guide to Wine Public Relations
Paul Franson paul@napalife.com
Ten Basic Hints
I spent 15 years in corporate and agency public relations. I worked for four magazines 13 years, editing two, and have written about wine as a freelancer for more than ten years. With that experience in mind, here are my tips on public relations for wineries. 

1.
Decide what’s distinctive about your winery and its wines. Don’t try to be all things to all people unless you’re very large (and probably not even then).

2.
Make a list of the ten or 12 writers most important to your winery, and try to get to know them in person. That may not be possible with the top writers, who are very busy — and may not be available or interested. The most obvious way is to invite them over for a meeting, tour if relevant and tasting — and the relationship is best cemented with lunch. And though writers appreciate and often become friends with PR people, they’re really interested in talking to the owner, chief executive or winemaker.

3.
There’s no such thing as a typical “wine writer.” People who write about wine have many different interest and priorities. Determine each writer’s interest: it may only be tasting and rating wine, but it could be much wider. Writers who cover wine range from part-timers doing it for perks to serious journalists who treat the job just like covering politics or business. Be honest but careful with the latter.

4.
Develop a list of people who write about wine, but don’t overuse it. Use e-mail for releases unless told otherwise. Place them in text of message or use Word documents. Don’t send releases as large attachments or Acrobat (.pdf) files, but as Word or text.

5.
 Make sure your web site includes contact information and all your marketing information. A great bonus is thumbnails of photos available online or otherwise; many writers don’t have budgets for pictures.  

6.
Many writers don’t regularly rate wines, but sending samples helps them know what you’re doing. Ask before sending wine samples, however. Not all writers want them, some don’t or can’t accept them, and some prefer to ask for specific samples. 

7.
What’s news? Something truly new. A new wine release is not normally news. A new type of wine from your winery may be. It’s nice when your wines win awards at competitions, but most writers don’t consider that a very big deal. Many renowned wines aren’t entered in competitions where they can only lose. 

8.
It doesn’t hurt to send club newsletters and notices of events to writers (but ask first). Telling writers about events isn’t an invitation. If you want writers to attend, invite them but remember that there are dozens held monthly in Wine Country.

9.
Don’t expect writers to provide market research, i.e., honest opinions on your wine. Some writers love to give you their views, but they work for their readers, not you. 

10.
Respond quickly. Wine media may be laid back compared to most publications, but they still have deadlines.

Design Your Web Site for the Media as Well as Customers
The Internet allows companies to bypass editorial “gatekeepers” they think first ignore them, then distort what they’ve said. Now those companies can say what they want directly to viewers who visit their Web pages.
In the rush to use the Internet to bypass the press, however, many companies miss an opportunity: to make it easy for writers to get the right information in the first place.

As a free-lance writer who needs to collect information, I’ve found the Internet, especially the Web pages of wineries, can be an immense timesaver. But not always. 

Many companies overlook basics that could help them tell their story better and maybe even get favorable press coverage. They should remember that their Web sites are really advertising and promotional material. They should receive as much consideration as ads. I suspect one reason many Web sites are so bad is that the concept is new, and many sites are created by people who aren’t trained communicators.

Here are some suggestions to improve web sites. Most help prospective customers, investors or employees visiting your Web site just as much as writers.  

1. Be on the Web, preferably with your own domain, even if it’s only a page containing your phone number and a notice, “This site is under construction.” But don’t leave it that way for very long; posting a superb site should be a high priority.

2. List the address, phone, fax, and if possible, the general e-mail, of your corporation’s headquarters. Even if your firm has locations all over the world, writers and customers need to start somewhere.

3. Designate someone to receive, acknowledge and route inquiries from any source, preferably not be a busy technician but someone sensitive to customer needs. 

4. List media contacts (with a name, phone and e-mail). The public, not just the press, will contact them, but they can forward inquires to the right source. 

5. Provide company background with detailed information on your company, its products, its operations and its history. 

6. Post executive biographies, titles, downloadable photos (but not big photos on the page), and their e-mail, phone and fax addresses. Someone can screen the inquiries, but I suspect executives would find inquiries interesting.  

7. Provide financial reports on line if your firm is public, preferably in ordinary text , Word or Web HTML formats as well as Adobe Acrobat files so beloved of designers.

8. Keep the site current, including the latest releases of your wines. And post all news releases.

9. List retail prices of all wines.

10. Don’t go crazy with graphics, much less video, audio and multimedia. Provide alternate text-only access. Avoid huge graphics that serve little purpose. Writers are seeking information, not entertainment.
 

Some hints for writing press releases
A news release is simply a document that tells a writer, reporter or commentator about something that’s happened – or will happen. If you’d like your material used, make using it as easy as possible. There are a number of conventions that make it easy for busy writers to use the material.

1. Provide the facts, the five “W’s”: who, what, why, where, when -- and you might include a sixth—who cares? Most writers need prices, too. A news release isn’t an article, a letter to customers or distributors, an ad, an e-mail promotion or a brochure. Don’t write an article; leave that to the writer. 

2. Write a simple headline that gives a summary; don’t try to be cute, especially if it hides the news. You can provide a subhead if you want to expand on a few important points.

3. Provide a dateline with the place the release originates, and the date you send it out.

4. State the significance of the release in the first sentence. Don’t sneak up to it in the third paragraph, and don’t brag.

5. Stick to the facts. Forget the flowery phrases and especially all the superlatives. In general, avoid first (“we, our” and second (“you”) person.

6. If you include quotations from your executives or staff, make them punchy and meaningful. Most quotes in releases are unusable drivel: “We’re happy to announce that we’ve hired my talented daughter as CEO…”

7. It’s best to provide all the basic information in one page. You can include more information if you want, but a release rarely justifies more than a couple of pages. It’s better to provide background material in other documents.

8. The best way to handle artwork like photos is probably to provide a link to a high-resolution art on the Internet that someone can download if they want. Thumbnails are useful, too. Don’t e-mail large attachments. Let people request them if they want.

9. You can single-space the text; in the old days double-spacing was desirable for editing, but now most edit on screen or print out copy double spaced.

10. Above all, provide a contact who will be available for clarification, amplification or other information. Include name, phone number and e-mail address.

Some Common Style Errors and Suggestions
These are rules from the Associated Press Style Book, used by virtually all newspapers and most magazines and other publications (including NapaLife except in its calendar listing, where some things are condensed).

1. Don’t assume the reader will know industry terms, abbreviations and jargon.

2. Forget the “pleases” (e.g., “Please call 777-1200.” Just say “Call 777-1200,” or “The telephone number is 777-1200.”)

3. Use a.m., p.m., not PM or pm.

4. Write out most symbols (use “and” for “&,” “percent” for “%”  but not “$.”

5. Don’t abbreviate most words. This includes days of the week.

6. Do abbreviate months in dates, and also “St.” “Ave.” and “Blvd.” when in addresses with numerals (but not if they’re used without numbers,  i.e., “The market is held on Main Street”).

7. Write dates as Sept. 11, 2006. Don’t include “th,” etc., and abbreviate longer months (Don’t abbreviate April, May, June or July). And 
8. Don’t use extra zeros with money( $5, not $5.00) or times (10 p.m., not 10:00 p.m.), but obviously 10:30 p.m.

9. Use conventional state abbreviations (“Wash., Calif.,” not two-level postal codes after cities in text. Use the codes (WA, CA) in listings and tables. Write out the name if you’re referring to the whole state: “Washington wine.”

10. Write telephone numbers as 258-0159 (not 258.0159). The AP prefers 1-707-258-0159, but NapaLife doesn’t include the 707, though it obviously does for other area codes. We’ll have to dial them all someday, I suspect.

Formatting and Distribution of News Releases
1. Don’t use ALL CAPITALs, or Capitalize The First Letters Of All Words, or underline text or use bold. Use normal fonts and forget color. I recommend Times Roman or Book Antigua font, and avoid “arty” fonts and italics. Punctuate normally.

2. Use e-mail and possibly a paid news wire to distribute the release. Don’t use fax unless it’s a very hot release indeed, and note that most writers don’t want fax or paper versions. Think about it: you have to retype anything that comes as fax or printed releases or try to scan it, which is time-consuming and introduces errors.

3. It’s best to send releases as an attached Word document, but be sure to include a subject and note in the text telling what it’s about. A lot of people won’t open unknown attachments (and for good reason).

4. Don’t use Adobe Acrobat files (pdfs), Microsoft Publisher files or other unusual formats, and don’t ever send a photograph of the text (a jpg or tiff). Make it easy for a writer to cut and paste, which encourages him to use it. It also minimizes mistakes. 

5. Make releases and artwork available on your web site the day you post it.
6. Be familiar with deadlines and don’t send in announcements of events too late.

An Example of a Basic News Release
Contact: Paul Franson (707) 258-0159 paul@napalife.com

 

New Newsletter Offers Inside View of Napa Valley
 

NAPA VALLEY, Calif., Aug. 18, 2005 -- A new newsletter called NapaLife offers an insider view of news and life in Napa Valley for residents, visitors, would-be residents and those in the wine and hospitality businesses.

The newsletter is created by Paul Franson, a veteran wine, food, travel, lifestyle and business writer based in Napa. Franson has written a weekly insider column for the daily Napa Valley Register for eight years, conducts a weekly radio program with similar news and guests on local KVON, and writes for local, regional, national and international publications about Napa Valley, wine and travel.

The newsletter consists of six to twelve pages distributed each Monday morning by e-mail. It covers hot news in Napa Valley about restaurants, wineries and lodging, as well as other news and opinions about the valley. It also includes social notes and items of special interest to those in the Napa wine community, recommendations about events to attend, event listings, and wine suggestions.

NapaLife is available for $50 per year for 50 issues distributed by e-mail. A past sample  issue plus this week’s teaser, NapaLite, is available at www.NapaLife.com.

To order, either use a credit card or PayPal at www.NapaLife.com or send a check to Paul Franson, 2035 Oak St., Napa, CA 94559. 

-- end –

Note to writers: A copy of the current week’s issue is available from paul@napalife.com. 

 

Other PR Materials Available to Wineries*
Review reprint
I wrote an immense article about the review policy of publications for the trade magazine Wine Business Monthly, and not surprisingly, they could only use part. Here’s the whole article with intense details.

List of wine writers
This is a big list of about 500 people (500 kilobyte file) who write about wine with their e-mail and physical addresses, phone numbers and more. I collected it from agencies and wineries who sent e-mails with lists of recipients visible, which isn’t a good idea. I then tested the list by sending inquiries to those on the list. Only one important writer specifically asked not to be included (If you live in Napa Valley and are in the wine business, I bet you can guess who). It’s a bit out of date, but still useful. If you’re a member of the Wine Institute or Napa Valley Vintners or other such groups, they probably have a better, more timely list, by the way.

My guidelines to wine samples
People keep sending me wine samples I can’t use and my Scottish Presbyterian upbringing hates the guilt. Here’s what I want – and it probably isn’t your cult Cabernet.

Corkage policy for writers at Napa restaurants
After seeing my hosts overcharged at Napa restaurants when we were tasting wines, I surveyed the restaurants for their policies. Here are the responses. Those who didn’t respond may not want you.

Napa Valley writers and media
There are more publications and writers based in Napa Valley than you might imagine. Here’s a list of those that cover Napa.

* I also have short specific guides for restaurants and non-profit organizations.
If you want any of these files, send an e-mail to Paul Franson at paul@napalife.com. There’s no charge or obligation.
