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Talking Communications with Supervisors and Co-Workers

DE-PERSONALIZE THE DISCUSSION.

The struggle for coverage is not unique to your organization. Nonprofits on the whole
have little track record of successful media. The playing field is not level, since they
rarely have the resources to compete with for-profit or govenment inditutionsin public
debaes. Nonprofit communicators are pat of an ongoing solution to a larger problem.
According to a 2005 Chronicle of Philanthropy article, only now is recogniion of
communicationgval ue spreading throughour sector.

UNDERSTAND THE RELATIONSHIP.

Y our supeavisor and co-workers are in charge of program or operational priorities. You
as communications staff are in charge of communications priorities. Communications
priorities suppot programmatic or opeationd priorities. Often, disagreements on media
strategy turn onthetenson between programs and communications

For example, inviting ajoumdist to cover your organization inevitably means giving up
some control and taking some risks. One risk is tha the end result could tumn into a
negdive story, or misspdl your boad president@® name, or otherwise blow up in your
face (it happens). Another risk is a poor return on a lot of hard workN sometimes you
might spend several days working for afew linesin anews brief. Theneed to prepare co-
workers for this possibility is onereason public relationsis sometimes called the business
of lowering people@® expectations

RECOGNIZE THAT YOU ARE A ‘TWO-WAY ADVOCATE.’
All communicationswork is a form of advocacy. With external audiences, you advocate
for your organization. With internal audiences, you advocate for the externd audiences.

As communicationsstaff you must figure out how to present your organization@work in
ways tha will hdp joumdists cover that work. Try to anticipae as many of the questions
joumdists will ask as possible. Get answers from your co-workers before you begin
publicity work. Simplify, clarify, and illudrate with stories, anecdotes, facts and figures,
or other specific information.



UNCOVER GOALS.

To unaver communicationsgoals, play the headline game. Ask your supevisor, of you
could write the headline over our story in tomorrow@ newspaper, wha would it say?0
Playing with headlines hdps uncover exactly why your organization wants coverage
Think creatively about where to place your story. For example, besides downtown or
subuiban daly newspapers, would the headline on your story best fit in a Letter to the
Editor, in Community Press, on Talk or Public Radio, On-line in OndgendentOor
Q\IternativeQor in Trade Papa's?

Avoid thetrap of tryingto sell ajoumdist a@rocessOstoryN such as pitching fundraising
events or other nonnewsy storiesN when you can present results of your work insead.
1t@ a simple fact that joumdists will not write about your organization because it does
goodworksN they arein the news busness, not the nice busness.

BE HONEST ABOUT THE EFFORT REQUIRED.

Communicationsrequires resources and respect. This indudes especialy time to prepare
materials, at least some money for necessary resources (such as an authortative media
list) and coopeation from staff, such as the ability to have input into decisions about
when, where, and idedlly how the organization will seek news coverage

It is more labor-intengve to find and tell abouta genuine changein theworld as a result
of your organization work than to describe the inne workings of a new program. But
the payoff will be better relationdhips with joumdists and beter news coverage
RememberN and remind your supevisor and co-workersN tha the god of effective
media relationsis not jud to ge your name in the paper, but to get out a specific story
you want told.

PLAN FOR THE LONG HAUL.

One reason public relations professonds focus on strategy is tha improved news
coverage often comes a bit at atime. Y our organization may get alittle coverage here and
a little more there for a long time before your true @5 minutes of fameOcomes aong.
Celebrate the small victories. Another reason to plan a communications strategy is to
create a yardgick to measure progress. If possible, think in terms of at least sx months
and match communicationsplansto the program or opeationd plansthat are goingonin
that time.



