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Introduction

What we say has power - the power to persuade, to inspire and to galvanize people to take action.  But in order for what we say to create social change, grassroots groups must make their voices heard.

The news media is a powerful means to raise awareness and alter public perception.  Yet this tool consistently goes untapped by concerned citizens and advocates as a means to place issues that impact the community on the public agenda. 

The media landscape is intimidating, and many grassroots groups are hampered by a lack of skills and resources.  This fast-paced and often cut throat arena remains a mystery to many community members and advocates.  The goal of this guide is to pull back the curtain and de-mystify the process of working with the media.  Equipped with a map and basic tools, the media can be navigable terrain for those who know how to approach it.

This resource is not intended as a guide to writing press releases, assembling press kits, or holding events.  Rather, it provides an overview of how the news gets made and tangible strategies for improving the media work grassroots groups are already doing.

This guidebook is written to be a resource for grassroots organizers and community members without formal communications training who want to engage in more effective media work.  It will lay out a framework of how to approach media advocacy, and how groups with few resources can vastly improve the work they are already doing.

While the media is a powerful means to empower the voice of the community, media coverage alone is not a strategy that creates social change.  Media is a means to communicate.  What we communicate – what we tell people about social problems and the need for change – is what creates the public urgency to take action.

Yet, media coverage alone does not drive social change.  Media advocacy is one tool within a larger communications strategy that moves our work in the community forward.  Here is a beginning guide to picking up that tool and using it well.

Forward

This guidebook was written to dispel the myth that access to the media is the domain of the spin-doctors and power brokers.  Ordinary people can tap into the power the news media holds to raise-awareness, stimulate dialog and create social change.

The Statewide Poverty Action Network was asked to write this guide because of our experience as community organizers engaging in media advocacy.  We are not media professionals.  Everything we have learned, we have learned by doing.

The information and insight in this guide comes directly from the field.  It is the result of what we have and others have learned as we sought more and better coverage of poverty and welfare in Washington State.  It is the result of employing a few simple strategies and broadening our understanding of how the media works.

Tapping the power of the media to create social change may sound intimidating.  However, even small investments of time and energy can make a world of difference.  Here are a few strategies we have incorporated into our work that could help you too.

· We pay close attention to media coverage on our issues.  Consider getting a clipping service, so you can keep track of what is happening in your community or across your state on the issues you work on.  Even a quick scan of the web can tell you much about what is being reported, and who is doing the reporting.

· We keep a detailed list with notes on reporters who cover social problems.  However you decide to monitor media coverage, keep track and take notes on who is covering your issues, and what they are writing or saying.  Is the reporting accurate?  Do you see opportunities to connect with the reporter, or ideas for future stories?  Following up on stories that have already been written or aired can be a catalyst for great media coverage.

· Once a year, we go out across the state and meet with reporters.  Make a commitment to get out to the media sources in the community you work in, urban or rural, daily or weekly.  Personally get to know the reporters who are covering your issue.  This kind of a geographical sweep will deepen and broaden your contacts, and can change the landscape of media coverage about your issue. 

· We contact reporters when something new is happening that is related to our work. Well over half the media coverage we get is because we get on the phone.  It is not because we organize a press event, not because we are issuing a report, but because we are talking to reporters about what is going on in the community. You don’t need to have an event to get press coverage, you just need to have a story.

We encourage you to read this guide with an eye for how you can improve your work with the media.  Your time commitment and resources do not have to be great in order to make a great impact.

The media is a powerful part of our democracy.  So long as this vital facet of our public life is weighted in favor of the powerful, our government and community will remain destructively out of balance.

It is within the power of grassroots groups to empower the voice of the community in the media.  Doing so will not only create social change, it will strengthen the news media itself in its ability to fulfill the role it occupies in the community – to inform the public to participate in their democracy.
Aiko Schaefer

Julie Watts

Statewide Poverty Action Network

Chapter 1 - What is Media Advocacy?
Few grassroots and community groups have a line item in their budgets for media and communications.  Even fewer actually strategize how working with the media can help them reach their goals.  Yet, a story on your issue on the front page can significantly boost all your other efforts to generate public interest and create political pressure for action.

Media advocacy is a strategy to turn an “issue” into a compelling news story that raises awareness, impacts public opinion and helps bring about social change.   In this sense, media work is making the news.  However, when we talk about tapping the media in this way we are NOT talking about publicity for your organization, your community meeting, fundraiser or event.  

In fact, reporters tell us that their biggest “pet-peeve” about community groups is that we only approach the media in order to promote our organizations. They are perplexed at how again and again community advocates ignore the real story behind their issue.  Your organization, your fundraiser – reporters tell us - is NOT NEWS!

When we use this tool effectively we generate a window of opportunity to reach a broad number of people at once.  Even a single news story can have a tremendous impact.  Getting a story in the news:

· Puts the spotlight on your issue

· Lends legitimacy to your cause

· Reaches people you wouldn’t ordinarily reach

· Shapes public opinion

· Generates political pressure to create social change

Engaging in more effective media advocacy may require you to change the way you think, not only about how you work with the media, but how you talk about the issues that are important to you.  

Finding the images, voices and stories in the work you do will not only help you with the media, it will improve your communications with funders, community members and the public.

Chapter 2 – Planning ahead


Media advocacy is only one part of a larger plan that describes how you talk about your issue to community members, the general public, funders and policy makers.  That is why we begin this guide by taking a closer look about how you communicate with people about your issue.

For the media to be an effective tool at creating social change, it must reach a particular person, and move them to take action.  So begin by planning what you want other people to hear.

Asking “What” and “Why”

Think about what you want to accomplish and why.  Defining these two things will not only help you shape what you do, but it will lay the groundwork for how you will communicate with others. 

· The “What?”

What do you want to change, maintain or oppose?  What impact will your action have?  Begin by developing a statement that describes how the specific action you will take will provide a benefit to something or someone.  

Example:  Increase funding for health insurance for children! 

· The “Why?”

Why should someone else care about the action or policy you propose?  Think about what is happening in your community, and the impact this policy has on people, society or the environment.  What are the implications if your policy does not get passed?

Example:  One out of ten children lack access to basic health care because they are uninsured

Your answers to these questions will not only help you clarify your purpose, but will help you think about what you want to communicate to other people.

Identify who you want to reach

Your community is a complex and diverse group of people.  Some will immediately respond to your cause, and others won’t think twice about it.  Trying to reach every person in your community will scatter your efforts and deplete your resources.  

Narrow your focus by thinking about:

· Who has the power to make decisions on this issue?  The State legislature? The City Council?  A government agency?
· Who is concerned or should be concerned?  Women? Educators? Immigrants?

· Who can help you achieve your goals?  Can backing from labor lend legitimacy to your cause?  Can support from local businesses bolster your case?

You will need to identify those people that you need to build alliances with or move to take a particular action.  As you shape the stories you will tell about your issue, keep these important people in mind.

Possible “audiences” you may want to reach


Go where your audience is

In trying to get your news out to your audience, you will want to go to the sources your audience is paying attention to.  Think about the policy-makers that you want to influence.  Do they represent a suburban, white-collar community who read the big city paper?  Or do they represent a community of rural farmers who pay more attention to their local small town paper than the state capitol?  Ask yourself:

· Who are the policy makers we need to influence? 

What issues are important to them? What committees do they serve on? 

· What regions or groups do they represent?

Rural vs. Urban? White collar business vs. blue-collar laborers? Immigrants? Faith communities? Environmental interests?

· Where do these policy makers and their constituencies get their news?

Do they read the big city paper or a local, rural weekly? Do they listen to NPR or Talk Radio? Are they watching local TV News or surfing the web?

Read… watch… listen…  

Most importantly, become a consumer of the news! You won’t know how to navigate the terrain of the media if you don’t have a sense of where you are starting from.  If you don’t already, read the newspaper, listen to your local radio stations, watch TV coverage on your issue. 

The Internet is an excellent source for a quick scan of media coverage.  Most newspapers are available online and have searchable archives.  Even radio and TV stations post downloadable audio and video of their coverage.  Even if you don’t have time to read and listen in depth, a quick scan of these sources can give you a good picture of what media outlets are reporting on.  

Chapter 3 – Where do you take your story?
Who makes decisions about what makes the news?  With all the things that happen in a day, how does one event go from being “something that happened” to a “front-page story?” Think about an issue you are concerned about, and the last time you saw a story about it in the media.  Chances are that, in order for that story to make the news, someone talked to the right person in the right place at the right time.  

Think about where people get their news
Think about where you get your news.  You probably hear about what is happening in the world in a variety of ways.  You may scan the newspaper over orange juice in the morning, listen to the radio while sitting in traffic, or watch the 6 o’clock news while preparing dinner.  Some form of news is imbedded in our daily routines.   Think about where people hear news that shapes what they think!

Newspapers

The print media can be a powerful way to reach not only the general public, but also to influence policy makers. Tapping the print media has many advantages. 

· Newspaper stories also tend to go into greater depth on an issue than TV and radio. 

· TV and radio reporters often scan the papers to pick up story ideas. A story in the paper may spark coverage by your local TV news or radio station.

· For policy-makers who spend time away from their districts, their local newspaper is how they stay tuned to what is happening at home.

Newspaper newsrooms are often more accessible than TV and radio, because they cover so many stories in a variety of special sections and formats.  There are simply more opportunities to make the news.  Getting coverage in a daily or weekly paper is often a matter of picking up the phone and calling a reporter.  We will talk more about doing this in Chapter 8.

Television

Making it on the television news can be a powerful way of reaching members of the community and putting your issue on the public agenda. However, TV news can be somewhat more difficult to tap than print and radio.  Keep the following in mind about TV news.

· TV coverage can create powerful and memorable images in the minds of viewers.  

· TV news segments are short.  News shows often try to squeeze timely events into the 30 seconds to 3 minutes between traffic, sports and weather.  

Getting a story on the air requires a lot of luck and a keen sense of what is newsworthy for TV (more on what is newsworthy in Chapter 5.) A good television story will have good visual images that make a dramatic impact on the viewer.  Think about the faces and images of your issue and what kind of story they tell.

Television coverage of a story is often heavily dependent on whether or not someone directly impacted by the issue is available to go on the air.  A story about a sudden, dramatic increase in families seeking help from food banks may be a great story to raise awareness about hunger in your community.  However, it will not make the 6 o’clock news unless cameras can go into the food bank, film the families and talk to service providers about the problem.

Radio

Radio, particularly music stations, are commonly overlooked as a means for reaching an audience. Yet, radio can be fairly accessible depending on the format you are approaching.  Keep the following in mind about radio news:

· Like television, radio news segments are often short, around 30 to 60 seconds.  Sometimes, as on public radio, they can be up to 3 or 3 ½ minutes long.

· Much of radio news on music stations is syndicated, and news is picked up from other sources. 

A good radio story creates an image in the mind of the listener.  You are more likely to hear your quote on the air if what you say is both brief and descriptive. When preparing to talk to a radio reporter think about how what you say can create an image that the audience can “see.”

	For example:
	The city council’s cuts to emergency services funding are unacceptable.  As a result of this policy we will see more homeless families on the street, more people standing in long lines at food banks.  The impact on the community is intolerable.


As with television, having a person directly impacted by what is happening who is willing to talk on the air is vital.  This can be easier with radio than with television at times, because spokespeople may be able to do an interview from far away over the phone.  However, most radio reporters will prefer to have someone in the studio.

Consider different formats

Not all news formats are the same.  There are “hard news” stories that provide up to the minute coverage of breaking events, “soft news” stories that explore varying aspects of ongoing issues, and “opinion” formats that provide opportunities for community members and leading experts to engage in debate and dialog. 

What types of news is your audience reading or listening to?  What sources do they find credible, interesting or persuasive? Crafting stories to appeal to different formats will help diversify media coverage on your issue.

Chapter 4 – In the Newsroom

The key to getting news coverage from any news source, whether it is print, radio or television, is knowing what is happening behind the scenes.  Getting your foot in the door with reporters will require you to peak behind the curtain, get a sense of how the newsroom works, and who is making decisions.  All news outlets are different.  Take the time to get to know the news organizations in your community.  

Newspapers

Whether you are looking at getting a story in a big city daily paper or a small local journal, understanding how the newspaper is structured is the key to making sure you get your news out to the right person, in the right place at the right time.

News Desks

News reporting is sometimes very specialized, and different reporters may cover different “beats” or specific issue areas.  Most major newspapers have city or metro writers, national and world news writers, etc… If you are not sure who covers the issues you are working on, call the paper and ask who covers the environment, public health or social issues.

Press Bureaus

Because many large papers cover issues that impact surrounding communities and the entire state, many have local or capital press bureaus.  A “bureau” may consist of only one or two reporters who cover only the state capital or city hall.  If you want to get a story on the impacts of a policy before the state legislature, get in touch with the reporter who is located at the state capital, not the headquarters of the local paper. 

Who’s who in the newsroom
Who makes decisions about the news depends on the paper, how big they are and how they are organized.  However all papers will have people who serve in these roles in one way or another.

Reporters – “General” reporters may cover many different stories from day to day, however those who have a “beat” write stories on specific issue areas.  Some reporters have built their career around a particular issue.  They will have a great deal more latitude in deciding what they cover and how.

Assignment editors – An assignment editor decides who will cover particular stories on any given day.  Assignment editors can be important gate-keepers, and it is worth developing good working relationships with them.

Editors – Editors oversee the work of assignment editors and reporters.  They decide what ultimately gets covered in the day’s news and what doesn’t.  They also decide whether a story gets placed on the front page or buried on page 24.

Copy Editors – The copy desk of a paper finalizes the way news articles will look for the next day’s paper.  It is often copy editors who write newspaper headlines.

Editorial Board – The editorial board is completely separate from the management of the news section of a newspaper.  The editorial board’s specific domain is that of the Opinion page and it is comprised of the editorial editor, editorial writers and the political cartoonist.  We will discuss more about accessing the Opinion pages in Chapter 9.

Radio

Radio stations may vary greatly in how they cover the news.  Some, like public radio stations, have full newsrooms with reporters and producers who cover different issues.  

However, many stations with music formats get their news from syndicated sources where news stories are created by another company and distributed for sale to local stations.  If their news is from a syndicated source, they may not have any reporters on staff.  Find out what you can about the stations you want to take your story to.  Often you can just call the station and ask, “how do you cover the news?” 

Talk Radio is one way to get your perspective on the radio outside of a news format.  Magazine or talk radio formats are under-utilized and can be great sources of media. Many talk shows feature lively and thought provoking debates on timely issues.  Tapping this maybe a great way to reach a new audience and stimulate a dialog.  

However, it’s a good idea to be familiar with the show and the host before calling. On some talk radio programs, the host’s job is to get tensions to bubble on the air.  You should be wary of being baited and may become frustrated by having your issue misrepresented.  The wrong kind of media can do more harm than good.  So know the show before you call.

Television

TV reporters work a little differently than print reporters.  While print reporters work a beat or have special knowledge of an issue area, TV reporters often work general assignment and cycle rapidly through a position.  As a result, general assignment TV reporters may be less familiar with your issue. 

Producing a nightly TV broadcast is expensive and sending a reporter outside the studio adds to the cost.  Often TV stations won’t attend your event or go out into the community with their cameras unless they know they have a great visual.  Having someone directly affected by the issue who will agree to go on the air, either in the studio or from their home, can make or break a story.

A Newspaper Reporter’s Typical Day

 By Florangela Davila

Reporter for the Seattle Times

I’m a reporter with an “enterprise” beat, which means I don’t have to turn a story every day.  When there is a lot going on in the news on my issues, I can be very busy researching and writing stories for the next day’s paper.  At other times, I may only be working on a couple of stories a week.  However, on a typical day may look something like this:
	8:30 – 10:00
	Every morning when I come in I have about 30 emails in my inbox, and 3-5 voicemails that need tending to.  I spend the first part of the morning responding to these messages and reading both of Seattle’s daily papers and three national papers. I also check the “Budget” each morning.  This is a schedule of who is writing which stories for that particular day.

  

	10:00 – 10:30
	About mid-morning the editors have their daily meeting.  They discuss all the possible news stories on what is happening in Seattle and in the local neighborhoods, and how things that are happening nationally might be effecting people locally. When my editor comes out of this meeting we discuss the stories I’m working on, what I can be looking into.



	11:00 – 4:30
	By now I will know whether or not I’m working on something for the next day’s paper.  If I don’t have a story for tomorrow, I’ll start talking to sources in the community and checking with people to find out what is going on with the issues I cover.

If I am working on a story for the next day, I’ll begin researching.  I’ll check the archives on other stories we’ve written on the subject.  I’ll call my contacts and sources in the community and ask, “is this a concern for your community?” to see if this is a story that will resonate with them. Whenever possible I try to line up an interview with people who are directly affected by the issue, or people who really illustrate what this story is all about.

Through the afternoon, I’ll write the story, occasionally checking in with my editor.   If the story turns out to be a bigger deal than we thought, we may make it longer or put it on the front page.



	4:30 – 5:00
	By late afternoon I need to be done writing.  At that time I’ll know how long the story is and where it is going to be placed in the next day’s paper. Once I’m finished writing the story, it goes to my editor, who may make changes to it, shorten or rearrange the sequence of it.



	5:00 – 7:00
	By evening I should have a pretty good idea what the story will look like in the next day’s paper.  Once the story leaves the editor’s hands, it goes to the Copy Desk.  The copy editors line up what it will look like in tomorrow’s paper.  It is often the copy desk that writes the headline for the story, before it goes to print.


Chapter 4 – Building Relationships with Reporters


Reporters are almost always as interested in getting to know you, as you are in getting to know them.  For you, building a relationship with a reporter is the best way to ensure your perspective makes the news.  For reporters, the best way to get the information they need to write good stories is to get to know you.  Building relationships with reporters helps you both.

Who’s who and how to contact them

If you don’t already have a list of reporters, you will want to develop one.   With a little time and energy you can build your own list by contacting area media outlets and asking for the names and contact information of reporters who cover your issues. Whatever way you decide to develop a list of reporters, you will want to keep track of: 

· The reporter’s name

· The newspaper or station they work for

· What issues they cover 

· How to contact them (phone, fax, email, etc…)

· Their deadline

Meet with reporters and get to know them
The best way to develop relationships with reporters is to get to know them individually.  Call a reporter from your local paper who covers your issues and ask them to meet with you for lunch or coffee.  Just say you’d like to meet them and talk about your issue and what your organization does. It will often work best if you are not trying to sell them on a particular story.  However, it is a good idea to have a couple of story ideas “in your back pocket” if they ask.

Respect their professionalism
Every interaction you have with a reporter adds to the relationship you are building.  If you are respectful and honest with them, they will see you as a person of integrity that they will want to work with again. Reporters care about the quality of the work they do, just like you.  So in all your interactions, be respectful.
Always return reporters calls

If you don’t return your best friend’s calls right away, chances are she will still be your best friend.  However, if you do not get back to a reporter quickly, you will not be a useful source for them.  Always return a reporter’s call as soon as possible!  Even if you don’t have the information they need right away. If you return their calls promptly, they will know they can count on you.

If you tell a reporter you will look for information and get back to them – by all means – get back to them. They will assume you are following up as you promised, and if you don’t, you will be leaving them in the lurch.  Don’t promise information if you cannot deliver, or they won’t ask for your help again.

Always meet a reporter’s deadlines
Reporters live by their deadlines, you should too.  In order to develop relationships with reporters, you need to help them get their job done on time.  When working with a reporter make sure you:

· Ask them when they need the information by

· Get information to them by this deadline

· If you can’t get them the information they need, let them know immediately so they can try somewhere else

Always be available
When you are working with a reporter make yourself available and accessible.  When sending out a press release, be near a phone, check your messages regularly, or use a cell phone and keep it with you.  Whether or not you give input on a story depends on the reporter being able to reach you.
Never Lie to a reporter
If a reporter asks a question you don’t know the answer to NEVER lie to them and NEVER pretend you know the answer or try to “wing it.”  When a reporter cites information you give them, they are putting their reputation on the line. If you don’t know the answer to a question:

1. Tell them you don’t know.  

2. Tell them you will try to get that information for them.  

3. Ask them when they need to know the answer.

By saying “I don’t know, but I’ll find out and get back to you” you are letting the reporter know that you care about the accuracy of your information and that they can count on you to help them find out what they need to know.  

Never say, “No comment”
Saying, “no comment” can imply that either you have something to hide, or you don’t know what you are talking about. If you have been advised not to talk to reporters about something by a legal advisor, it is best to say that your lawyers have informed you that you cannot speak about that issue.  There is usually a reason you cannot comment.  It is better to clarify why than to allow someone else to draw their own conclusions.

Chapter 5 – What’s Newsworthy?
Reporters say that one of the biggest challenges for community members, who want to get their issues in the news, is that they don’t understand what is newsworthy. In order for something to make the news, it has to be a story – and it has to be a story people want to read or hear.

Think about the last news story you heard that was memorable to you.  What compelled you to read, watch or listen?  Was there a person in the story you connected with?  Was there something controversial or dramatic about the story that made you read or tune in?  

Reading, watching and listening to the news is the best way to learn what is newsworthy.  Pay attention to the stories you read and think about what makes them compelling.  Most good newsworthy stories contain at least one (and probably more) of the following five “C”s.  All are components of what makes a story.

Current
What is new with your NEWs?  People read and tune into the news to get the latest information on what is going on in their community.  Current, up to date developments make a story.  So ask yourself: what is happening right now with your issue? 

· New information?

· New events or actions?

· New consequences for ongoing problems?

· New perspective on an old story?

Characters
Who is your story about?  Who does your issue impact?  What will people want to know about them?  A good story is about people who other people want to hear about.  When you add the component of character to your news, your story will become more alive and real to the people you are try to reach.   Think about how the people in your story will:

· Relate to your audience

· Illuminate or illustrate your key points

· Dispel myths or breakdown stereotypes of the people affected by your issue

Controversy and Conflict
What is the plot of your story?  What is happening with your issue that generates controversy that people will want to hear about?  Most news stories represent opposing sides to an issue.  Think about the conflict around your issue and what people will want to know about it. Ask yourself:

· Who are on the different sides of your issue?

· What do they say?

· How do they interact?

Community
Good stories talk about the local community.  People read the paper and listen to the news to find out how what is happening impacts them.  What is happening with your issue that affects people in your community?  Think about the winners and losers on your issue.  What are the consequences for of national or state policies for local people?

Suppose a bill before Congress would eliminate funding to a county program that provides housing for low-income families.  How many people in your town could end up homeless?  Will downtown homeless shelters be overrun?  Think about the impacts on the neighborhood?  Will the city and county governments be able to cope with the influx of homeless on the streets?

Counter-intuitive
Sometimes, a story is newsworthy because there is something odd or unusual about it.   Are aspects of your issue strange or ironic?  Does concern over your issue bring together unlikely partners or place likely allies on opposite sides?  Perhaps a new state regulation would have the opposite impact that was intended.

Even though the issues we work on are often quite serious, there may be a way to work some humor into your story.  Don’t underestimate the power of humor and irony to grab people’s attention.

What’s NOT Newsworthy?
Many grassroots groups try and make the news with stories that just aren’t news.  The experience is frustrating and disheartening to people who care deeply about their work.  Save yourself the anguish of trying to push these common, yet non-newsworthy stories:

· The new coalition that just formed

· The fundraiser you are having

· The grant you just received

· The new organizational director you just hired

Only in rare circumstances are these stories truly newsworthy.  While a news clip on these events may be nice things to have, they do not further your cause, raise awareness about your issue or create social change.

Chapter 6 – Framing up the “main thing”

There are certain things that people believe and hold dear beyond everything else.  This is true for you, and it is also true for the people you are trying to reach.  Most of us are moved to care and to take action, not because of facts and figures, but because of what we ultimately value.

The basic values at the heart of your issue are what make it meaningful, interesting and compelling.  When talking to people about your issue you want to get at that “thing” about your issue that makes it “the main thing;” the important thing, the compelling thing.  Understanding this is the heart and soul of effective media advocacy.

Hitting on “Core Values”
In order for people and especially reporters to take an interest in what you are talking about, what you say has to appeal to those core values that are so central in people’s lives that their importance goes without question. Core values are those ideals that we don’t feel a need to explain or define.  We accept them as a matter of course. 

Think about the last time you rode the bus to work or stood in an elevator with strangers.  Chances are the people you were with were strangers to you.  They were also probably very different from one another.  They had different jobs, backgrounds, cultures and beliefs (political or otherwise.)  However, if you stopped to talk to each person, there are a few things they probably all would have agreed are important.

· Their responsibility to their family

· The responsibility to care for themselves

· The right to liberty and freedom

· The value of work

· Their spiritual beliefs

· The importance of fairness and equitable treatment

· The importance of honesty and integrity

While not everyone will draw the same conclusions about these core values – nearly everyone holds that these things are important and meaningful aspects of life.  Where social issues intersect with these core values we have found “the main thing.”
Examples:

	Responsibility for family
	All parents should have the means to provide for the basic needs of their children.  That’s why we need to provide access to training and education for all families to get living wage jobs.



	Freedom and liberty
	Because every woman has the right to live free from violence, we need to fully fund city services to women fleeing domestic violence.



	The value of work
	Every person willing and able to work deserves the opportunity to get a job with dignity.  Support the Job Creation Act.



	Fair and equitable treatment
	Because each child who attends school deserves the same opportunities regardless of where they live, we need a state schools initiative that values all our children.


Finding a way of talking about your issue that hits on core values is not as complicated as it may seem.  However, it may take time and energy to really think about what moves and inspires people, and what they value.  

It’s a good idea to “test” your appeal on people who may not know a lot about the problem, and may even initially disagree with you.  If others feel a common affinity for the basic values you are appealing to, they will be more likely to give credibility to your point of view.

Chapter 7 – Making your message

Now that you’ve identified the values at the heart of your issue, you will want to develop a message: something that tells people what is happening, why it’s important and what they should do about it.  Think about what people should know about your issue. What do you want them to do in response?  

In order for a news story to help your cause, you need to be able to say clearly and concisely what your issue is all about. Developing a “message” may sound like a complicated and mysterious process.  But in reality, it is very simple.  Your message is just you talking about “the main thing.” 

Think about your “message” in three parts:

· What is happening that people should care about?

Develop a short statement that tells people what is happening.  Your statement should be short, easy to say, and should clearly tell people clearly what the problem is.  A good “problem statement” will appeal to your audience’s values – it will underscore the contrast between the way things should be and the way things are.

For Example:
All parents should have the means to provide for the basic needs of their children.  Yet despite a booming economy, one in three kids under 12 lack adequate, nutritious food because their families are poor.

· What will resolve the problem?

What is your “solution?”  What do you want people to see as the answer? Too often, we put all our emphasis on the problem, and never get around to telling people what we want to do about it.  Like the first statement, this sentence should be brief and should relate to the ultimate goals of what you want to change, maintain or oppose.

For Example:
Working poor families need financial support to ensure their children are fed and healthy.
· What should people do about it?

What action do you want people to take?  This is the bottom line of your campaign.  This should be one sentence that tells people how to make the difference on this issue.

For Example:
Tell your legislators and the Governor to support the Family Food Support Bill!

Messengers

Now that you have a statement that tells people what your issue is all about, how do you get it out to people?  Who should be saying your message?  

Your People:

· Your organizational or staff spokesperson

· Experts on your issue

· Community spokespeople

Your materials:  

· Your fact sheets, flyers, brochures.

· Your website

· Your correspondence – letters to congressional members, letters to the editor, opinion editorials, etc…

Reinforcing your “message”
Responding with your message clearly and frequently increases the chances what will appear in print or be heard on the radio will reflect what you want to say.  So be prepared to respond to questions with the three or four sentences you have developed.

Reporter:
Your critics say that this bill is too costly.  Can the state afford to fund this program?

You:
We can’t afford the cost to our community when one in three kids lack adequate, nutritious food to get a healthy start in life.  Families need the means to provide for the basic needs of their children, so we must fully fund the Family Food Support program.

Every question is an opportunity to let people know your version of what this issue is all about.  You will know you are successful when you hear your opposition repeating your message and responding to it!

Chapter 8 – Pick up that phone!

Suppose there is a new development on your issue, and you want the local newspaper to write a story about it.  Perhaps while watching the evening news, you see a big new story that is related to your issue. Maybe you have sent out a press release about an event, and want to see if the reporter is coming.  If you want it to make the news, you need to tell a reporter about it.  So now is the time to pull out your media list and make the call!
Before calling…

· Make sure it’s newsworthy.  The reporter won’t want to write about it if your idea is not newsworthy.  Review the five C’s in Chapter 5 – does your story contain at least one of these components:  

Is it current?
Does it have characters?

Does it have controversy or conflict?
Does it impact the community?

Is some element counter-intuitive?

· Think about who you are calling. Check to make sure you care contacting the right reporter.  Is this the right person for this story?  Do they cover your issues?  If they have written stories on your issue in the past, you may want to review what they’ve written.  It could be an ice breaker.

Example:
“I read the story you wrote last week on working parents, I thought you might be interested in hearing about the latest development on this new policy on child care…”

· Make sure you are calling at the right time. Make sure you are not calling when a reporter is likely to be working on a deadline.  They will be more receptive to your story if they are not hurrying to finish another by 5:00.  
As a general rule you don’t want to call a newspaper reporter after 3:00pm.  Chances are they are trying to finish a story for the next day’s paper.  It is best to call between 11:00am and 3:00pm.

When calling a TV station be careful not to call right before or during a their morning, noon or 5:00pm broadcast.  Check and see when they are on the air and avoid calling at this time.

· Prepare what you want to say.  It is a good idea to make sure you can tell your idea to a reporter in about 30 seconds.  You don’t have to tell them everything about your story, just enough for them to get the general idea.  If your story idea takes more than 30 seconds to explain, the reporter may feel that your issue is too complex and too involved to be easily understood by their audience.  Don’t worry, if they want more information from you they will ask you questions and you can explain further.

Making the Call

· Ask them if they have a minute.  Before launching into your ideas, take a moment to introduce yourself and ask if the reporter has a minute to talk.  Even if you are not calling close to their deadline, they may still be swamped with work.  This small courtesy will go a long way in building a relationship, and will let you know how much time you have to get your ideas across.

· Be yourself.  You don’t need to be a seasoned professional to talk to a reporter.  Reporters will be interested in hearing from members of the community, especially if you have information that may help them write good stories.  They do want to hear from you, so relax and be yourself.

· Make the “ask.”  Don’t forget to ask them if they will write the story or show up for your event.  A reporter may be reluctant to commit right away, so don’t push for an answer.  They may need to run it by their editor or see what is happening on another story.  Nonetheless, don’t forget to find out whether or not they are interested in following up.

· If they want information, ask when they need it.  If you agree to follow-up on finding information or people for the reporter to talk to, ask when their deadline is.  You will want to make sure you know how much time you have available, and be realistic about your ability to get what they need, when they need it.

After the call…

· Follow-up on what you promise.  If the reporter asks for information, get it to them promptly, and in time for them to meet their deadline.  If for some reason you are unable to deliver on what you have promised, call the reporter back immediately and let them know so they can try to find the information elsewhere. Don’t leave them hanging!

· Keep a record of the call. However you have decided to keep track of your media contacts, be sure to record your interactions with the reporter.  You may want to track who you have talked to, and whether or not they did a story. This will help ensure you don’t present the same story to a reporter twice, and will allow you to learn what certain reporters are interested in.

· If they run the story, follow-up the next day. If the reporter does a story that you suggested to them, be sure to follow-up with them once the story has run.  Let them know you were glad to get the chance to work with them.  

You may also want to share your thoughts on what they wrote or aired.  Be honest and respectful in your feedback.  Tell them what you liked about the story, and if you have a criticism to offer, be respectful in how you give it.

Be judicious with your praise as well.  It is important to reporters that their stories represent both sides of the story fairly.  If you gush about how well the story represented your point of view, they may be concerned that the story was biased.  Always, respect their professionalism, when discussing their work.

Chapter 9 – The Opinion Pages
The opinion pages are one of the most commonly read sections of the newspaper.  They are also one of the most underutilized tools of media advocacy.  With your issue in the opinion pages, you will not only have your story in print, you will stir public debate and engage a dialog.

Editorial Boards

A strong editorial written on your issue can be extremely powerful in creating political pressure on decision-makers.  Often to get a paper to take an editorial position on your issue, you will need to set up a meeting with the Editorial Board.  

A newspaper Editorial Board is completely separate from the news functions of the paper.  Composed of editorial writers, the board expresses the views and opinions of the paper itself.  

Editorial Boards want to hear from you on important and high profile issues that relate to the news the paper is reporting.  However, if the they decline to meet with you, don’t be discouraged or insulted. It can be difficult to get a meeting and its not unusual to be turned down.  Consider submitting an Opinion Editorial or letters to the editor instead.

Here are some tips for setting up an Editorial Board meeting:

· Read the Opinion pages and find out what editorials the paper has written on your issue in the past.  This will give you an idea of what their views are, and how you may want to pose your concern to them.

· Get a copy of the Editorial Calendar.  There are times when the editorial board’s schedule will be very busy and others when they have very little to review.  If possible try and take advantage of empty spaces on their calendar.

· Ask the opinion editor or editorial board how they would like to be approached.  Do they want you to submit something in writing, or is a phone call sufficient?

· At the meeting, be prepared.  Arrive prepared to talk about who you are, and what position you think the paper should take and why.  Bring copies of compelling and persuasive information on your issue for the board to review.

Columnists

Almost every daily newspaper has columnists who appear on the Opinion pages.  Some are syndicated nationally, others are people who write about your community.  Read the columns in your local paper and get to know what particular columnists are writing about.  Consider writing or calling about a particular column that you like and suggest an angle or anecdote relates to your issue.  

Opinion Editorials (Op eds)
Editorials that represent the views of the newspaper are only one form of editorial.  “Op eds” or guest columns are opinions written by people from the community.  Submitting an op ed is an excellent way to get your issue on the opinion pages, and to write the perspective yourself.

To submit an op ed send a letter to the editorial page editor outlining your idea for a column.  Include information about you, who you represent and why you area credible person to comment on this issue.  In some situations, you can also submit an opinion editorial fully written and complete.  It is best to check with the newspaper however, and find out how they prefer to be approached with ideas.

In writing an opinion editorial or guest column, keep these aspects of a good article in mind:

· Make it personal.  Op eds are not position papers.  A good opinion piece should be thought provoking and appeal to emotions and values.

· Write a compelling first paragraph.  You need to grab the reader’s attention within the first few sentences.  So be innovative and provocative.

· Be timely.  Tie your opinion editorial to the latest development on your issue, new information or events.

· Tell people what the solution is.  Make sure you talk about what would solve the problem. Don’t be afraid to tell people to take a particular action.

· Don’t underestimate humor and irony.  You can catch your reader’s eye by adding humor or drawing attention to the odd and unusual.  Spoof, irony and satire can get people to look at your issue in a new way.
Letters to the Editor

A flurry of letters to the editor on your issue can keep controversy and debate alive long after a news article has run.  Tapping this important tool can keep your issue in front of the public.  Like Op eds, letters to the editor are your chance to write the content yourself.

Here are some tips for writing letters to the editor:

· Link your letter to something current and timely
· If you are responding to an article, send it immediately – don’t wait more than a day or two

· Check the paper’s requirements on length – as a general rule not more than 150-200 words

· Sign the letter and be sure to include your phone number

· Identify who you are and who you represent

· Make your letter personal

· Include important information that illustrates your key points

· Encourage others to send letters too

Other strategies for tapping the media
In this short guide we are unable to address all the ways that grassroots groups can tap the power of the media to further their work in the community.  Here we discuss briefly a few alternative strategies for accessing the media.

Public Service Announcements – PSAs

All TV and radio stations allow some air time to announce community events or make listeners or viewers aware of a public cause.  A PSA is usually brief, anywhere from 15 seconds to a minute in length, and is free to non-profit groups.  Most PSAs are written by the non-profit group and then sent to the radio or news station to be produced and broadcast.  Some groups can develop their own content to submit to radio and TV stations, however not all stations accept PSAs that have already been produced.  You should call the station you want to run your announcement and found out how they like to be approached.  For more information on how to develop a Public Service Announcement you may want to order: Media Alliance’s Media How-To Guidebook by Marianne Manilov – available at www.media-alliance.org
Public Access Television

Public access TV is cable broadcasting open to community members to produce and air their own video content.  The audiences that view public access TV are not generally broad, but are loyal, and this may be an opportunity to take your message to a group that does not ordinarily hear about your issue.  Many public access stations have studios and equipment for you to create your own video, and some even offer professional volunteer advice and assistance.  For more information on Public Access Television you may want to read Making the News: A guide for nonprofits & activists by Jason Salzman.  Contact your local public access television station to find out about the services offered in your community.

Community Calendars
Newspapers, radio stations and TV stations often have community calendars where local events are lists or read on the air.  You may want to investigate what news organizations in your community have calendars for when you want to publicize community meetings, fundraisers or events.  You can draft a calendar listing in the form of a media advisory stating who, what, when and where the event is taking place and mail, fax or email it to the calendar listing department.  Find out how the paper or station prefers to be contacted.  Not all outlets accept faxed or emailed calendar items.

Radio Actualities

Also called radio news feeds, actualities are like press releases for the radio.  You can develop your own packaged radio news segment complete with announcer, spokespeople, sound bites and story.  Radio actualities are then pitched to stations who decide whether or not to run them on the air.  For more information on radio actualities you may want to read Making Radio Work for You from the Families USA Foundation, www.familiesusa.org.

Resources on the media

There are many excellent books and guides that provide comprehensive information on working with the media.  If you are looking for additional information on writing press releases, organizing press events or other strategies for working with the media we recommend the following:

SPIN Works by Robert Bray
If you purchase no other book on media advocacy, you should buy this book.  Bray’s SPIN Project (Strategic Press Information Network) provides media technical assistance to groups seeking to garner media coverage and offers consulting, media strategy and training to community organizations across the country.  This guide provides the best advice on everything from writing press releases to framing up your news to going on the air.  You can order the guide and find out more about the SPIN Project at www.spinproject.org.

Making the News: A guide for nonprofits & activists by Jason Salzman
An excellent resource for activists, this is the guide to keep on hand when you want quick how to tips on the nuts and bolts of media work.  This is also a great resource for information on alternative strategies such as pitching ideas to cartoonists, getting on talk radio and tapping public access television.  

Prime Time Activism by Charlotte Ryan

A great book on media strategy for community organizers who want to be more strategic and sophisticated in framing up news stories.  It may take longer to read through than other guides, but its worth the investment of your time.

Media Alliance: Media How-To Guidebook by Marianne Manilov
You can get this great short guide online at www.media-alliance.org.  A resource for both short-term and long-term strategies, this guide provides week by week tips on how to conduct a media campaign.  It is also a good quick guide for nuts and bolts topics like writing a press release or organizing an event.

Now Hear This published by Fenton Communications

A short but very insightful guide to planning successful communications work.  This book gives great advice on media strategy from 25 experts in the field.  You can get this guide online as well at www.fenton.com
How to Tell and Sell Your Story by the Center for Community Change
A great guide with excellent practical advice for grassroots groups.  This contains wonderful insights into how we can learn from the media strategies of the right that social change advocates have had to combat.  Available through the Center’s website at www.communitychange.org 
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"Often when things are getting really tough, people will start saying "Okay, its time to crank up the media machine" ~ meaning that now things are desperate and getting media is our only hope. But that misses the point. Media work needs to be just one tool in a larger communications plan.  Investing the energy to get your "communications house" in order -- clarifying what you do and say and why, and developing good relations with the press -- will make your media work that much easier and more effective every day, especially when you need it the most.”


Tom Geiger


Washington Environmental Council





Calling to introduce myself to a reporter for the first time sounded intimidating.  To my surprise she was happy to schedule a little time to meet with me for coffee, just to get acquainted.  It was so much easier than I thought it would be.





Robin Low


Fremont Public Association





"It's helps me to think of the reporter as a neighbor or a friend I am trying to get excited about a story, the more it is a conversation, the more likely they are to ask more and develop an interest."


Laura Strickler


Childrens’ Alliance
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