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Foreword

The California Endowment recognizes that no single policy or systems change will
achieve our goals. Rather, we believe that many policy, system and organizational
changes are necessary at the local, state and national levels to achieve these goals. We
also believe that everyone has a role to play and that all organizations can contribute to

a change process.

In order to help build the capacity of our partners to elevate our collective goals and
put forth solutions, The Endowment’s Communications and Public Affairs Department
and the Center for Healthy Communities have developed Communicating for Change as
part of the Center’s Health ExChange Academy. The Communicating for Change series
is designed to provide advocates with the resources they need to effectively use media
advocacy and other strategic communications tools to ensure that their policy goals for

improving the health of California’s underserved communities remain in the spotlight.

Special thanks are due to the team at Berkeley Media Studies Group and all the other
partners who participated in the design of this curriculum, which we hope will help you

amplify your voices for change.

Sincerely,

JEN L

Robert K. Ross, M.D.
President and Chief Executive Officer
The California Endowment



The California Endowment’s Communicating for Change training series will help advocates
learn to engage the news media strategically. Whether the goal is increasing state funding for
physical education programs or requiring hospitals to provide language access services, advo-
cates can harness the power of the news media to amplify their voices, reach policymakers,
and advance their policy goals.

This seven-session training series, which combines advocacy case studies with hands-on activi-
ties and group worksheets, will help advocates develop the skills to engage the news media
effectively. The goal is to learn how media advocacy strategies can best support policy-change
efforts to create healthier communities.

This manual is for participants of the fifth training session of the Communicating for Change
curriculum, Module 5: Engaging Reporters to Advance Health Policy. The topics for the other six
training sessions are listed on the next page. We hope you enjoy this training and that it helps
you reach your goals of creating healthier communities across California.



Module 1: Making the Case for Health with Media Advocacy

Module 1 introduces how to use media advocacy strategically to advance policy. Participants
will learn to recognize the news media’s role in shaping debates on community health. They
will clarify their overall strategy and learn how it relates to a media strategy, a message strategy,
and a media access strategy. This will be the basis for subsequent trainings.

Module 2: Planning Ahead for Strategic Media Advocacy

Module 2 takes participants through each step of developing a media advocacy plan: setting
goals and objectives, identifying strategies and tactics, assessing resources, determining timelines
and specifying who will do what. Participants will learn to integrate communications planning
organizationally and plan for timely, proactive news coverage.

Module 3: Shaping Public Debate with Framing and Messages

Module 3 explains framing—what it is and why it matters—and helps participants apply that
knowledge to developing messages in advocacy campaigns. Participants will practice framing
a range of community health issues to support policy change.

Module 4: Creating News that Reaches Decision Makers

Module 4 explores different news story elements so participants can get access to journalists
by emphasizing what is newsworthy about their issue. Participants will explore how to create
news, piggyback on breaking news, meet with editorial boards, submit op-eds and letters to
the editor, and develop advocacy ads.

Module 5: Engaging Reporters to Advance Health Policy

Module 5 gives participants intensive practice being spokespeople for their issue, including
on-camera training. Participants will learn to anticipate and practice answering the tough ques-
tions reporters ask.

Module 6: Targeting Audiences with New Communication Tools

Module 6 gives participants a tour of new communications tools, including blogs, e-flicks, and viral
marketing so they can tailor their advocacy communications to specific goals and audiences.

Module 7: Training Allies in Strategic Media Advocacy

In Module 7 those who want to train others in their organizations learn interactive techniques
for teaching media advocacy.
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Almost everyone gets nervous thinking about media interviews. The
good news is that there is a lot you can do to prepare ahead of time, so
you won't have to rely on just what occurs to you in the moment. If you've
heard someone eloquently answer a reporter’s question, chances are they
planned and practiced that answer in advance. This module can help
you identify potential spokespeople and help each of you learn to make
a strong case for your policy goals before reporters ask their questions.

The starting point for any media advocacy endeavor, including speaking
with reporters, is deciding on your overall strategy. Choose the problem
you want to address, the policy solution you want to see and the person
or group who can make that change happen. Making these decisions will
put you well on the way to answering any reporter question.

As Modules 1-4 discuss, once your group has made the “Layers of
Strategy” decisions (see page 2) you will be able to evaluate whether
participating in a particular interview could advance your media strat-
egy and what messages will best communicate your goals to your target
audience. Then, if you agree to an interview, you'll have a clear idea of
your own reasons for saying yes and know what direction youd like the
interview to go.

The tips in this module will help you and your allies prepare for many
types of media interviews. Then, it’s up to you to practice making your
case, before you're on the record. Speaking clearly, strategically and with
conviction in media interviews can help policymakers understand the
importance of supporting your solutions.

By the end of Module 5 participants will:

Identify the types of spokespeople who can advance their
advocacy goals;

Anticipate the types of questions reporters are likely to ask;
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-» Have practiced answering reporters’ typical questions;
~» Be able to link their experiences to the case for policy change;

-» Know what materials they need to have on hand before their
next interview; and

-» Have developed relationships with other California advocates.

MEDIA ADVOCACY LAYERS OF STRATEGY

OVERALL STRATEGY

e Define the problem you want to address.

e Clarify the policy solution for which you will advocate.

e Identify the target with the power to make that change.

e Name the allies who can help make your case.

e List the advocacy actions you will take to influence the target.

MEDIA STRATEGY

¢ Identify the best methods to communicate with your target.

¢ Decide whether or not engaging the media will advance your overall strategy.
¢ Find the media outlets that will best reach your target audiences.

e Compile the media tactics you will employ.

MESSAGE STRATEGY

® Frame the issue to reflect your values and support the policy goal.

e Create a message that describes the problem, the solution and why it matters.
® Develop a plan to assess and improve the effectiveness of your message.

¢ Decide who will convey your message.

e Identify the materials you will need to make your case.

MEDIA ACCESS STRATEGY

¢ Determine when media attention could affect the policy process.

e Figure out how you will gain access to the media.
e Prepare newsworthy story elements to offer reporters.
e Establish a plan for capturing and reusing coverage.

2 Communicating for Change | Engaging Reporters to Advance Health Policy



Authentic voices are spokespeople who can provide a unique perspec-
tive on the problem and the need for the policy solution based on their
personal or professional experience. They might have suffered from the
health problem directly or have other relevant experience as members
of the affected community, health care providers, civic leaders, policy
advocates, elected officials, researchers, business people, school officials,
etc. Consider carefully which allies could make your case effectively
because, as the saying goes, “the messenger is the message.” News profes-
sionals and policymakers respond to who is speaking, not just to what
they say. Think about who will have credibility explaining to your target
audience the causes of the problem, who is affected and why the policy
solution makes sense. Take a moment to brainstorm possible authentic
voices for your campaign by considering:

Who supports your advocacy goals?

Include current allies and those you hope to cultivate. Also list those
who may not be in a position to go “on the record” but could provide
reporters with background information such as public health data.

What unique perspective can they offer?

Keeping track of who can explain different parts of the issue can help
you see gaps you'll need to fill to make your case effectively with
reporters and policymakers.

Who will your target audience respond to?

Preparing a range of allies to make your case will allow you to put
forward the spokesperson who can be most effective in reaching your
target audience at a particular moment in time. A legislator may want
to hear from their constituents first, for example, and then from an
expert on the financial impact of your solution. Reporters will also
want to interview a range of spokespeople to help them create a com-
pelling story.
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Knowing whose opinion your target audience values and what ques-
tions a reporter is likely to ask will help you know who you need to
have ready to make your case. Imagine, for example, your advocacy
coalition is trying to convince the governor to support legislation that
will require health plans to provide interpreter services. You want to
demonstrate that having a trained, medical interpreter for patients with
limited English proficiency is critical to ensuring that quality care is
provided. Who should speak at your press conference? Let’s take a look
at some possible options:

Patients who do not speak English well could describe (either through
an interpreter or to in-language media) the frustration, dangers and
injustice of going to the emergency room in pain and not being able to
communicate with hospital staff. Other patients could describe how their
medical care, and health, improved when health-plan policies ensured
that interpreter services were available at each medical visit. Individual
stories are compelling, and show that the problem is real, serious and
deserves attention. To be effective in an advocacy campaign, individu-
als can practice linking their personal experience to the need for policy
change and to the values that will motivate action.

A doctor who has patients with limited English proficiency could
describe the difficulties language barriers cause in understanding a
patient’s symptoms, making a correct diagnosis, and communicating a
treatment plan. They can underscore the value of interpreters in improv-
ing health care and explain why it is inappropriate to expect children or
family members to fill this role. They can discuss the issue in terms of
fairness, since certain patients will receive worse care because the health
system is not set up to serve them. Doctors are seen as authorities in
health policy debates, since they can draw on their direct experience
with patients, medicine and the health care system.

A researcher who studied the problem could present data demonstrat-
ing that when non-English speaking patients are unable to communicate
with their doctor, they receive poorer health care compared to English-
speaking patients. The researcher could highlight that language barriers
are a systemic problem, not just the experience of one individual, which
creates unjust and unnecessary health disparities. Researchers can pro-
vide objective, carefully gathered information that explains the causes
and seriousness of the problem.

Hospital and health plan representatives could describe how they suc-
cessfully implemented an interpreter policy similar to that required by
the pending legislation. They could describe the benefits they have seen
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such as improved patient care, reduced stress in
hospital intake staft, and the cost savings experi-
enced when each patient’s condition is correctly
identified earlier. A speaker from the health care
industry can be a valuable political ally, since this
is a powerful interest group.

A policy expert or policymaker could explain
the urgency of solving this problem with legisla-
tion and the practical details of implementing
the proposal. Having policymakers as authentic
voices emphasizes that there are solutions avail-
able, increases the visibility of the issue, and
provides an effective way to reach other elected
officials.

This isn't an exhaustive list. Your coalition may
include a broad range of advocates who can make
your case. The key is to think carefully about who
can be the most effective voice for your campaign
with each target audience and in each news story.
As we discussed in Module 3 on framing, given
the tendency to hold individuals solely respon-
sible for their health problems, it is crucial to have
allies who can explain the larger societal factors
that contribute to or damage health. Having a
range of allies speaking up for your collective
goals also demonstrates the political strength
of your effort and makes for a more interesting
news story.

Once you know who will make your case, make
sure reporters can find them. Your press materials
can include a list of contacts and a short descrip-
tion of what each person can discuss, based on
their personal and professional experience.
Another way to publicize your spokespeople is
to create an online database of experts. The She-
Source project (see sidebar) describes a national
effort to cultivate a range of authentic voices on a
variety of issues to increase the number of spokes-
women featured in print and broadcast media.

Selecting Authentic Voices

The Case of the
Missing Women Experts

In 2005, three organizations formed a partner-
ship to address the absence of women'’s voices in
the news media. The Women's Funding Network;
the White House Project and Fenton Commu-
nications. created an initiative to encourage a
more “representative discourse” on'a variety of
topics by promoting spokeswomen from diverse
backgrounds to the news media. The result was
SheSource.org, a self-described “brain trust” of
women experts on a variety of subjects, ranging
fromthe economy to the military to humanitar-
ian issues. The online database serves.to.con-
nect these experts with journalists, producers
and talk show bookers who need the opinions
of female sources and guests for lively debate
and discussion of current events and issues.

SheSource.org seeks to bridge the gender gap in
news coverage by making it easy for journalists
to connect with women experts on.a variety
of topics. Journalists can search the organiza-
tion’s database for women by keyword, issue,
name or region. The search results in a list of
spokeswomen who fit the search criteria, along
with a link to their biographies and photos or
videos. Since October 2005, the database has
doubled in size and now connects journalists
from news outlets including CNN, The New York
Times, Bloomberg, and NBC with over 300 highly
qualified female guests and sources.

The bottom line: It's not enough to be a quot-
able expert on an issue. Women and other
underrepresented voices have to place them-
selves in reporters’line of vision in order to be
seen—and therefore, heard—by policymakers
and the public.
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Before giving contact names to a reporter, you should make sure each
person is prepared to make the case for policy change confidently and
effectively. This means both developing media materials and building
their interview skills.

One example of the power of preparing authentic voices to speak pub-
licly comes from a campaign to improve working conditions for hotel
workers. With media training and a strategic communications plan the
hotel workers made national news, explained the widespread dangers
of housekeeping at luxury hotels, and won safety protections in their
next union contract.

So how does injury in the service
of luxury become news?

Step 1: Building trust.




Selecting Authentic Voices

: Media strategy.

Step 2: Conducting training sessions.

Step 3: Message development.
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As we discussed in Modules 1 and 3, the first step in developing your
media materials is to decide on your overall strategy and how you want
to frame your issue. Those decisions are the basis for developing your
core message. We recommend reading over the framing module before
developing your core message, but as a quick review it should address
the three questions below (not necessarily in this order):

What is the problem?
Answer: Your perspective on what has gone wrong

Why does it matter?
Answer: Your core values

What is the solution?
Answer: Who should take what policy action, by when

This core message can be tailored to answer most questions a reporter
will ask. Not every authentic voice has to present the message in exactly
the same words, but they have to mean the same thing. Their statements
should reflect a shared understanding of what causes the problem, what
policy change will solve it and why it matters. Since authentic voices are
speaking from their own personal or professional perspective, they may
have different reasons for supporting the policy or different stories to
tell on why it is needed. They can still articulate their perspective in a
way that supports the overall advocacy strategy.

In addition to a core message, authentic voices should be prepared with
a range of materials to help make their case. These are described in
Module 4 on access strategy and include:

* Interesting stories that illustrate core values and the need for a
policy solution

* Media bites that provide newsworthy quotes
* Social math that communicates data in accessible ways

* Newsworthy visuals that show both the seriousness of the problem and
a hopeful vision of what the community could look like if the policy
solution was adopted

« A tip sheet with answers to frequently asked and hard questions

Communicating for Change | Engaging Reporters to Advance Health Policy
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You can take the guesswork out of interviewing by preparing in advance
for common questions and a range of interview formats. Reporters often
begin with the first strategy question: What is the problem? The question
may not come in exactly that form, but that is what it is usually about.
Depending on the situation, the reporter may ask:

* Why did you call me today?

* Why are you concerned about this issue?

* Why did you release this report?

* What is the purpose of your news conference?

Even simple questions like these should be answered carefully and should
reinforce your overall strategy. Practice using such general questions as
an opportunity to deliver your core message. Even when the question is
about the problem, spend most of your time talking about the solution.
If appropriate, use pivot phrases to transition from a reporter’s question
to an answer that communicates your key points. Remember that an
interview is not a conversation, but a series of opportunities to explain
your perspective and policy goals.

Eventually, regardless of whether you convince the reporter of the magnitude
or importance of the problem—the reporter’s job is not to be convinced,
but to get your perspective on the story—the reporter will ask:

e What should be done to solve it?

This is a simple but important question that should lead you to talk
directly about your chosen policy solution. Explain why your targeted
decision maker is the appropriate person or institution to act. Say what
the target should do. Say why it matters. Make it clear why the decision
maker should act on the core values you have mentioned and embrace
your solutions.

Communicating for Change | Engaging Reporters to Advance Health Policy
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10

MAKE SMOOTH TRANSITIONS FROM THE
WRONG QUESTION TO THE RIGHT ANSWER

Pivot phrases allow you to steer away from a difficult or tangential question and
make your key points. Professional spokespeople, including those who speak for
corporations, are very good at moving interviews in the direction they prefer.
Consider these examples, which come from a memo from the multinational

tobacco company Philip Morris. These phrases were recommended by tobacco
industry strategists to help corporate executives control the direction of media
interviews. Any of these phrases could be used by advocates seeking to refocus
attention back to their own key points.

HELPFUL TRANSITIONAL PHRASES

That's an interesting question; let me remind you, though...

Before I forget, I think the audience would want to know that...

Let me put that in perspective...

What's really important to remember, however...

Before we get off that subject/topic, let me add...

That's not my area of expertise, but what I can tell you is...

That's a good point, but I think your audience/readers would be interested
in knowing that...

Other typical questions you might hear and should prepare to answer are:
 How big is this problem and whom does it affect?

o What will happen if nothing is done?

o Is the solution feasible, fair, affordable?

o Shouldn’t individuals just take more responsibility for their
own health?

» Who opposes this change and what will they say?

o Can you give me an individual with the problem to interview?
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And, if the reporter is talking to someone who has suffered
directly from the problem at hand, they will almost certainly
ask this question:

* How do you feel about [the problem or what happened to you]?

Reporters ask this question because powerful emotions make for
powerful stories. But well-trained advocates answer this question
with their personal experiences and emotions connected to the policy
goal. Advocates say, “I feel angry because this problem could have been
prevented. I don’t want anyone else to go through what my family went
through. That’s why we are asking (WHO) to do (WHAT)...”

In addition to rehearsing for common questions, take some time
to anticipate hard interview questions and practice your responses
with your colleagues. (The worksheet on page 45 will help.) Hard
questions might include:

o Why should we pay for a new program?

» We have budget deficits, what would you cut to fund
this program?

« Many people don’t use existing services, why launch
another effort?

o People can’t be forced to make healthier choices, can they?

« Why do you believe this public official/agency can fix
the problem?

Every coalition can brainstorm a list of hard questions, which are
difficult to respond to for different reasons. Those reasons can tell
you where the coalition needs to clarify their strategies, not just their
messages. For example:

It’s a political decision your group hasn’t made yet. Answering
certain questions can be difficult if your group hasn’t fully decided
your political strategy—for example, how aggressive to be with your
targeted policymaker. You can try to highlight an aspect of the issue
the coalition is ready to talk about, or decline the interview. That is a
strategic decision that needs to be made on a case-by-case basis.

The response can jeopardize a relationship. Sometimes coalition
members need time before they can go public with support for a
particular policy. Be sure your messages are accepted by all of your
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allies. If they aren’t, know what you can say that will further your cause
and not alienate your supporters or potential supporters.

You don’t have the data. If the way you set up your story will invite ques-
tions on a set of data you simply don’'t have and can’t get, then consider
telling the story in a different way. Don’t draw the attention of reporters
and policymakers to questions you can't answer.

You’re not the right person to respond. In this case, refer the reporter or
interviewer to someone who can respond. Never make up an answer.

When you hear someone give a reporter a strong answer, most likely they
have said it before. At the very least they probably thought about what
questions they were likely to be asked and what answers best support
their goals. The time to prepare is before you pitch a story or answer a
reporter’s call. You don’t want the first time you answer a question to be
on the record!
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Following a few interview guidelines can help you stick to your key
points. In this section we offer general interview tips and specific tips for
print, radio and television interviews. We also suggest ways to prepare
for interviews under three scenarios: talking to the media in proactive,
reactive and crisis situations. The best preparation for interviews, of
course, is to be clear on your overall strategy and your framing/message
strategy. As we mentioned in Modules 1-4, those decisions will be the
basis for any answer you give a reporter.

Know your goals.

Being clear how the interview can advance your overall advocacy strategy
will help you decide what to focus on. What policymaker and potential
allies are you trying to reach? What do they need to understand to sup-
port your policy solution?

Stay on message.

Don't treat an interview like a conversation. It’s easy to fall into a respon-
sive mode when a reporter is asking questions. Step back and assess
where the interview is going. Don’t wait for the reporter to ask “the right”
questions; take every question as an opportunity to steer the interview
towards your key points and core message. Talk more about the policy
solution than the problem.

Speak to shared values.

Help policymakers understand why solving this problem matters. What is
at stake? Emphasize that solving community health problems is a shared
responsibility, not just a personal responsibility. Don’t be afraid to be
passionate. You are committed to your cause for important reasons.

Resist the urge to say everything.

You can’t be comprehensive and strategic at the same time. Everything
you say is on the record, so don't let your key points get lost by talking
too much. Prepare media bites that get your points across quickly and
vividly (See Module 4 for sample media bites). Resist the temptation to
fill the gap; wait patiently for the reporter to ask another question.
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Stick to your expertise.

Speak confidently about what you know, but dont try to answer every
question yourself. Rather than guessing, refer the reporter to another
spokesperson. You never want to sacrifice your credibility.

Prepare for hard questions.

Anticipate what a reporter may ask and what your opposition will argue.
Decide how you will respond in advance.

Provide compelling examples

Don't just say what you mean, show it through compelling stories, visuals
and easy-to-understand social math. Paint a picture of how community
health will be improved when your solution is successful. (See Module
4 for more on developing these story elements).

Use reasonable, clear language.

Avoid jargon and acronyms. Practice explaining your issue to someone
who doesn’t work on it.

Remember to follow up.
After the interview, send the reporter any information you offered.
Organize allies to write letters to the editor following a newspaper story
to continue the coverage. Circulate news stories you like to allies, poli-
cymakers and other reporters.

These general tips can help you in any interview setting. You can also
tailor your interviews for the specific requirements of print, radio and
television news. We offer a few tips below, and have included more
details on working with different types of news outlets in Module 4 on
access strategy.

Print journalism is a very potent tool in advocacy because it reaches
opinion leaders that in turn influence many other people. For instance,
broadcast media producers read daily newspapers every morning to
help them decide what stories to cover that day. Elected officials read
the opinion pages of newspapers to find out what are the top issues
in their community. Consequently, cultivating relationships with
print reporters is vital to your campaign. Use these tips to prepare
for print interviews:
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Speak slowly for an accurate quote.

Since you usually aren’t being recorded during a newspaper interview,
speak slowly so reporters have time to capture what you say accurately,
or repeat your comment, rephrasing it only slightly.

Package statistics for print.

Support what you say in the interview with research packaged in visually
interesting graphics. Reporters on deadline don’t have time to do statisti-
cal research. They rely on authoritative reports by respected sources.

Keep lead times in mind.

Daily newspapers develop stories quickly, much like broadcast news,
though longer pieces for the Sunday edition may be in the works for a
week or more. Weekly magazines develop some pieces over a month and
monthly publications often have a two-month lead time from research
to publication. When reporters call you for an interview, the time you
have to work with them will vary given the filing deadline.

Broadcast media offer the opportunity to reach large numbers of people
at once. The combined audience for radio and TV programs dwarfs the
circulation of most print media. Because broadcast media reach so many
people, opinion leaders are always interested in how stories play out on
the airwaves. Stories for TV or radio news, however, are generally much
shorter than stories in newspapers or magazines. You may have less than
a minute to deliver your message. Since television and radio interviews
can be on-air discussions with the host, find out as much as possible
in advance about any interview opportunity that arises. For broadcast
interviews you’ll want to know:

o What is the host’s position on your issue?

o What is the host’s style? If the host strives to create controversy, are
you prepared to thrive in that environment?

o Will there be other guests? If so, what position will they take?

e Do the show’s producers have telephone call-ins? Is it aired at a
time when you can get a few friends or colleagues to call in with
supportive questions?
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Practicing for interviews on camera can help you look and feel confident
delivering your message with many people watching. Ask a colleague to
film you being interviewed and then offer you feedback. Consider the
tips below to improve your effectiveness:

Think visually.

Television relies on good pictures. Make sure you offer producers some-
thing to show while your spokesperson speaks. If the camera crews are
coming to you, set up an interesting backdrop that supports your case
or identifies your organization. (See Module 4 for more on creating
effective visuals.)

Be confident, composed and clear.

Speak in complete thoughts. A producer will be looking for a clean,
complete quote they can use to illustrate the story. Be mindful of your
body language; make sure you sit up straight and don’t move around
too much.

Speak more slowly than normal.

Often people speak quickly when they are nervous, so try to relax and
speak in an approachable, interesting way.

Focus on the reporter.
Keep your eyes on the person you are talking to. Avoid looking directly
at the camera, crew or audience.

Look like a pro.

Dress in a way that will show up well on camera. Pay attention to what
you think works when you watch the news. Many people wear solid-
color clothing that isn’t black or white. Big jewelry tends to distract and
buttons with slogans are hard to read. Use make-up if necessary—most
people do on camera.

Radio interviews can be done live in a studio or over the phone. If pos-
sible, go in to the station so that your voice sounds as strong and clear as
possible. Either way, remember that the listening audience can’t see you
or the gestures or pictures you normally use to illustrate your points.
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Bring vivid images to mind.

Tell vivid stories that paint a picture for listeners. Describe what the prob-
lem looks like and how the affected community would look different with
your solution in place. Suggest ways reporters could capture sounds to
illustrate your issue. If you are talking about asthma, for example, perhaps
the sounds of trucks on a highway would underscore your quote about
diesel pollution as the source of increased respiratory problems.

Minimize distractions.
Do your phone interviews from a quiet office. Disable call waiting and
silence other devices that will make noise (including cell phones).

Use a landline.

If participating by phone, do the interview on a landline rather than a
cordless phone, speakerphone or cell phone. You want your points to
be heard clearly.

Avoid audio feedback.

Don't listen to the radio while you are being interviewed—the sound
of your own voice will distract you and the audio feedback will distract
the audience and the interviewer.

Organize supporters to call in during your interview.

Know what questions they will ask or supportive statements they
will make.

In addition to being interviewed by different types of news media, you
can be interviewed under different circumstances. You can construct a
strategy for most media interviews by anticipating proactive, reactive
and crisis media scenarios.

As we discussed in Module 4 on access strategy, advocates can proactively
“pitch” news stories directly to journalists. Since reporters and producers
get many inquiries, you’ll have to be very persuasive and at the same
time brief. Your advance research and preparation will help you frame
a newsworthy story.

Sometimes advocates are timid when they talk to reporters, gently ask-
ing for coverage as if the reporter is doing them a favor by listening or
showing up. Avoid that attitude. Remember that reporters rely on sources

Communicating for Change | Engaging Reporters to Advance Health Policy

Preparing for Interviews



for good stories. Your experience and connections give you insights into
pressing community health issues that reporters may not know about.
The tips below, and the section on creating news in Module 4, can help
you prepare for successful pitches:

Pitch to reporters you know.

By getting to know reporters and their interests before you have some-
thing to pitch, you will increase the chances that they will take your call
and cover your story. By knowing a reporter’s work—particularly if they
cover a specific “beat” or topic—you can link your story to something
they have already covered or cover on a regular basis.

Provide a compelling story.

Don't approach a reporter to talk about an “issue.” Instead, help them
create a story. Let them know what drama they can describe, authentic
voices they can quote, and visuals they can show.

Emphasize newsworthiness.

Reporters will want to know what makes this story newsworthy now.
Emphasize elements such as timeliness, conflict, controversy, broad
interest, breakthroughs, local pegs and/or milestones. (See Module 4 for
more on determining what is newsworthy.) Don’t flood reporters with
pitches; wait until you have something newsworthy.

Be respectful.

Always start by asking if it is a good time to talk. If the reporter is on a
deadline, arrange a better time. Learn how each reporter prefers to be
contacted—by phone or email. If you get a reporter on the phone, be
ready to make your case quickly, right then and there.

Many advocates tell us they have primarily a reactive media strategy—
they talk when reporters call them. That’s why it is so important to have
strategic messages and strong media skills developed, even when you
don't plan to seek media coverage. With your strategic media goals in
mind, you can decide whether to say yes to the interview. If you decide
to participate, you will know what you hope to achieve. Then you can
start the interview by asking the reporter a few questions such as:

o What’s your story?

o Who else have you talked to?
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» What do you need?
o What’s your deadline?

These simple questions can help you learn how far along a reporter is in
developing the story and what they already know about the issue. Perhaps
you are the first person they called and they are writing a feature piece
with a deadline next month. That gives you an opportunity to help shape
the reporter’s understanding and framing of the issue by suggesting new
angles and additional people to interview. Or the reporter could be look-
ing for one final fact before they file their piece or want you to respond
to an opponent's claim. You can decide whether you can help them, but
any information you learn in asking these questions can help you be more
strategic. The interview may have started out with you in a reactive posi-
tion, but you can be proactive in steering the direction.

Reporters may call you to respond to a breaking story about bad news.
Crisis stories come in many forms, from an unexpected tragedy to a
political scandal.

No one wants to get those calls. In news stories about a crisis, you may
not be able, or want to, shift the frame to your policy goals but you may be
able to make the story more accurate and put it in a broader context.

Advocates tell us that when bad news breaks, they feel pressure to defend
their entire field. However, sometimes bad news is important news. If
administrators have been skimming monies that were supposed to sup-
port health care programs for poor children, then the public needs to
know about it. The spotlight can help end mismanagement and get the
resources back where they were intended to go. This example illustrates
why we avoid the terms “bad news” and “good news.” Even difficult stories
can be reported well and result in improvements in the programs and
communities we care about.

It is frustrating, however, if the news is inaccurate and puts the field or
community in a bad light. If a difficult story in the news is not representa-
tive or accurate, say so. Cite examples from your own experience and don’t
be afraid to ask publicly for answers and action in a problematic case. If
someone has made a mistake, say so. If the problem is systemic, describe
policies that could improve the situation and name the policymakers you
hold responsible for taking action. Your first objective is to do what is
best for community health, not to make the difficult news disappear.
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Though every situation is different, there are some general tips that
will make it easier to cope with difficult news, and to take advantage
of the opportunity it can provide. Often the best you can do in these
situations is to be clear about your role in the story, focus on what you
know, and learn from the past so you are ready the next time difficult
news breaks.

Determine your role in the story.

When difficult news breaks, or when you know it will break soon, alert
your allies. If your organization is at the center of the story, be ready.
Before saying “no comment,” think through your organization’s objec-
tives because you may be able to steer the story in a different direction.
Be sure to have key information about the crisis ready and plan your
response. Ask yourselves:

« Do we need to respond? If so, what is our objective in talking to
reporters?

o If we are not the best positioned to respond, who can we refer
reporters to?

 Have we let those colleagues know the story is breaking?

» What aspects of the situation can we speak to from our own
experience?

o What public policies does our society need to implement that could
help prevent or fix similar crises in the future?

Focus on what you know.

In breaking news stories, reporters scramble to learn as much as possible
as fast as possible. They expect quick answers to fit their tight deadlines.
Prepare for a reporter’s call as quickly as you can, but don't make prema-
ture comments or guess. Take time to learn the facts and consider:

» Do we have enough information to respond in this particular case?
o Are there inaccuracies in how the story is being reported?

o Is there a systemic problem that should be addressed through policy
change? Which policymaker(s) should make that happen?
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Learn from the past and prepare.

Even though you may not be able to predict a particular breaking news
story, you can prepare for crisis communications by looking at what
types of stories or issues you have had to respond to in the past. What
might happen again? For example, advocates working on gun control
may have to respond to news of another school shooting. What could
they learn now to prepare them?

« How did we respond to difficult situations in the past?
« How might we improve our response?

o What information would help us answer likely questions or
shift damaging news frames?

o What media protocol or staff training could we implement now?

Finally, the best way to prepare for difficult news situations is to make
sure that they are not the only times that your issue or community is in
the news. Invest in building relationships with reporters and pitching
proactive, positive news stories. This can be challenging, especially if you
have felt misrepresented in the past, but it's important to try to make
progress whenever you can. Module 3 on framing talks about shifting
news frames to support your policy goals and Module 4 on access strategy
discusses building relationships with reporters.
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Now that you know what you want to say and the general tips for how
to interview effectively, you can improve your skills by practicing. Ask
a colleague to do a mock interview with you, making sure they ask both
the common and the hard questions. Remember, the reporter always
controls the questions, but you control the answers. Your responses not
only affect what you are quoted as saying but also may influence what
question the reporter asks next. With practice, you can develop the dis-
cipline you need so all your answers, no matter what the question, lead
to your policy solution.

Staying on message can be challenging. It is easy to be distracted by a
reporter’s questions. And reporters frequently ask questions that make it
easy to talk about the health problems of individual people rather than
policy solutions. Your goal is to use the reporter’s questions as a launch-
ing point to frame the issue from your perspective and communicate
your core message. Remember, an interview is not a conversation, but
a series of opportunities to make the case for your policy solution. In
a conversation, you can casually answer questions, but in an interview,
your answers should either state your policy goal directly, or at least lead
the reporter to ask you more about it.

Below are two examples that show how to answer interview questions
strategically. In the first example we illustrate how your responses can
affect the direction of an interview, encouraging a reporter to focus on
policy solutions rather than individual responsibility for a problem. In
the second example, we show how you can answer a single question in
a variety of ways, each answer highlighting a different policy solution.
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YOUR INTERVIEW GOES SOMETHING LIKE THIS:
Reporter: Why are you concerned about childhood diabetes?

You: Childhood diabetes is a serious problem that’s rapidly getting worse.
Children are getting diabetes at higher rates than ever before. As if that
weren't bad enough, it puts them at risk for other problems later in life,

including heart disease and stroke.

Reporter: Doesn't the problem start at home with poor eating habits? Why

are parents letting their children get so fat?

You: Parents are doing their best to encourage healthy eating and activity
with their kids. But when kids go to school, they face a daily onslaught of
junk food marketing that encourages making poor food choices. Parents should
be able to depend on schools to provide an environment that encourages

learning and health.

So far, so good! You were handed a question about parental responsibility, but
redirected the answer in order to put the responsibility on schools. Let’s see

how the interview progresses.

Reporter: How much does junk food marketing influence the choices
kids make?

You: The fast food industry wouldn't spend $1 million an hour, every hour,
on marketing to children if it didn’t increase sales of their products. Children
watching Saturday morning TV see an average of one food ad every five min-
utes. Most of the foods advertised are unhealthy. The industry has become

the primary nutrition educators of our children and the lessons aren’t good.

continued on next page
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Reporter: Why don’t parents limit the amount of television their children

watch to cut down on the number of ads they see?

You: Some parents limit the TV their children watch because of the constant
advertising of unhealthy foods, but not everyone does. Instead of watching

TV, parents should encourage their kids to play outside or do creative projects.

Now you are off track. You wanted to focus on the specific policy goal of elimi-

nating marketing of unhealthy food and beverages in schools. Instead, you find
yourself talking about limiting TV watching—not a bad idea, but not where you
wanted to end up given your policy goal. Let’s try that interview question again.

Reporter: How much does junk food marketing influence the choices
kids make?

You: Research shows that food and beverage marketing targeted to young
children leads them to request and consume foods that are high in calories
and low in nutrients. Given the escalating rates of diabetes among our youth,
it is irresponsible for schools to participate in the marketing of unhealthy

foods to students.

Reporter: What can parents do about the problem of junk food marketing?

You: Parents need help to protect their children from harmful and manipu-
lative marketing practices. Parents should know if the school their child
attends promotes junk food. Schools have a special responsibility to pro-
tect the students entrusted to their care by eliminating the marketing of
unhealthy food and beverages, and parents can see to it that the schools
fulfill that responsibility.

Now you're on the right track. The reporter may follow up with questions about how
schools could craft and implement policies to eliminate harmful marketing practic-
es. Or, the reporter may ask another distracting question. But by staying on track,

you will have the discussion you want to have, focused on your priority policy goal.
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Building Interview Skills

EXAMPLE #2: SAME QUESTION, DIFFERENT ANSWER

Here are examples of how different overall strategies (policy goals and targets)

will influence the way you might respond to a reporter’s questions. We show here
how the same question might be answered differently, depending on what you
want to achieve. For example, if you are working to prevent lung cancer, you might

want a variety of strategies in place to reach your goal, such as improving the sur-
veillance (data collection) done by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), tightening federal regulation of the tobacco industry, or increasing funding

for preventive health services to underserved populations. Whatever your goal, it
should affect how you answer reporters' questions. Consider these examples:

QUESTION: ARE LUNG CANCER RATES GOING UP?

Policy goal: Increase the CDC's surveillance funding.

Answer: Overall, lung cancer rates among women are increasing. We need

better surveillance data to understand why that’s happening. The federal gov-
ernment should increase funding for the Centers for Disease Control's surveil-
lance program so we know who is most affected by lung cancer and why. We

should have the data we need to prevent needless suffering.

Policy goal: Support stronger federal regulation of the tobacco industry.

Answer: Overall, lung cancer rates among women are on the rise. At the same

time, tobacco industry profits are also increasing. The federal government
must step up its regulation of the tobacco industry. It isnt fair that women

are suffering so that Big Tobacco can have a better bottom line. Our health is

worth more than that.

Policy goal: Increase state health services to underserved populations.

Answer: Lung cancer rates are on the rise and the populations who may be at

greater risk arent getting the health care they need. The state must increase
funding for underserved populations to get the preventive and health care

services they deserve.

Policy goal: Increase federal research funds for prevention.

Answer: Lung cancer rates among women are on the rise. There’s a lot more

we could be doing to keep the rates from going up if federal research money

was targeted to prevention. As a society, shouldn’t we do everything possible

to avoid unnecessary suffering and illness?

continued on next page
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Policy goal: Make health insurance transferable from job to job.

Answer: Lung cancer rates among women are on the rise. That is a seri-

ous problem for people who have to change jobs. If their insurance is not
transferable, they lose health benefits and services for a life-threatening pre-
existing condition. We really need a seamless health care system that covers

people consistently, no matter where they work.

As you can see with these examples, there are many ways to answer the
same question from a reporter. In mock interviews with your colleagues
practice answering hard questions: use pivot phrases to get to your core
message and give different answers to the same question to gain expe-
rience in controlling an interview. Then, you will have the confidence
and skills to effectively make your case for policy change out loud and
on camera.
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Media advocacy is a powerful tool for social change. Selecting and train-

ing authentic voices that will get the attention of key policymakers is an
important part of your groundwork. Everyone who speaks on behalf of
your campaign should understand the overall advocacy strategy and
be prepared to define the problem, the solution, who is responsible and
why it matters. Practicing for interviews can help calm your nerves, hone
your messages, and increase the chances that news coverage accurately
frames the issue from your perspective. Cultivating authentic voices
and developing interview skills takes substantial effort, so you’ll want
to invest in this step over time. Once you have trained a diverse group,
advance your advocacy work by encouraging each other to speak out in
a variety of settings, such as public hearings, news events, fundraising
meetings and community events. Together, with practice, we can raise
our voices, speak our minds, and insist on solutions that build healthy
communities for everyone.
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We recommend planning your media advocacy efforts by discussing four layers of strategy: overall strat-
egy, media strategy, message strategy and media access strategy. This curriculum has one training module
devoted to each layer of strategy. Discussing the key questions for each layer in order will give you a clear
sense of your larger goals before you attract news attention. As your advocacy campaign changes course,
you can revisit each layer of strategy.

OVERALL STRATEGY

What is the problem?

What is the solution?

Who has the power to make that change?
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OVERALL STRATEGY

What is the target’s position on your policy goal?

What allies must be mobilized to apply the necessary pressure?

Who opposes the policy and what will they say or do?

What advocacy actions will you take to reach or influence your target?
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1. Strategic Media Advocacy Planning Questions cont.

MEDIA STRATEGY

What is best way to reach your target(s) at each stage of the campaign?

If it is through the media, which outlets would reach your target audience?

When would media attention make a difference in the policy making process?

Who will be involved in developing your media advocacy strategies?

What communications protocol do you have in place?
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MEDIA STRATEGY

How will you build your organizational communications capacity?

How will you evaluate your media efforts and decide when to change course?

How will you capture news clippings and track coverage?

Who will you send the news clips to (journalists, allies, targets, financial contributors) and what will you say?

How will you follow up with your target(s) after media coverage?
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MESSAGE STRATEGY

Is your issue or policy goal in the news at all now?
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MESSAGE STRATEGY

Who or what types of people are quoted often?

Who could make the case for the policy solution?

What values support your perspective and policy solution?

What is the most important message that would help convince your target to act? (What is the problem?
What is the policy solution? Why does it matter?)

What will you need to make your case (data, visuals, social math, policy research)?

What will your opposition say? How will you respond to those arguments?
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1. Strategic Media Advocacy Planning Questions cont.

MEDIA ACCESS STRATEGY

What aspects of your story are interesting, unusual or otherwise newsworthy?

When might be a good time of year to attract attention to this story?

What can you do to get your story in the media?

|| Create news (release a report, hold an event)

|| Piggyback on a breaking story

D Use editorial strategies (op-eds, editorial board visits, letters to the editor)

|| Purchase paid ads
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MEDIA ACCESS STRATEGY

What story elements (social math, visuals, authentic voices) can support your frame and package the
story for journalists?

What will you say when you call to pitch the story to reporters?

How will you develop and nurture ongoing relationships with reporters? What authentic voices, informa-
tion, perspectives or contacts can you offer them?
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What is the problem? (Who is affected and how)
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3. Brainstorming Authentic Voices

You'll want to recruit many speakers that can help tell your story. Try to include a range of people affected
by a problem and professionals with varied expertise. Diversity will underscore the breadth of your story
and its wide appeal. Authentic voices offering different perspectives might include the following:

THIS AUTHENTIC VOICE... COULD DESCRIBE THIS ASPECT OF THE PROBLEM OR SOLUTION...

Community members affected
by the problem

Policy expert

Government official

Academic researcher

continued on next page
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3. Brainstorming Authentic Voices cont.

THIS AUTHENTIC VOICE... COULD DESCRIBE THIS ASPECT OF THE PROBLEM OR SOLUTION...

Public interest advocate

Industry representative

Health care worker

Other

Other
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4. Anticipating and Answering Hard Questions

Once you have developed your core message, you will want to practice using it in your answers to hard
questions. Take the time now to brainstorm what questions you will likely be asked, given how the issue is
currently framed; the arguments your opposition will make; and the policy scenario at hand. Decide the
best responses with your colleagues, circulate those as talking points, and then practice delivering them in
mock interviews together.

4 N

Hard question:

Our response:

Hard question:

Our response:
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4. Anticipating and Answering Hard Questions cont.

4 N
Hard question:
Our response:
_ J
4 N
Hard question:
Our response:
_ J
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Notes:
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