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Strategic Communications Toolkit
Communications and Media for the  
Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation Program

DATA-DRIVEN 
BCJI targets crime hot spots – typically micro-places in communities that have struggled with 
crime for years. Researchers are engaged in the day-to-day work, helping partners examine 
problems, assess evidence-based solutions and monitor progress.

COMMUNITY-ORIENTED 
BCJI champions active roles for residents in identifying problems, selecting strategies and 
creating safe and healthy environments.

SPURS REVITALIZATION 
BCJI tackles problem properties, unsafe streets and parks, unemployment, transit barriers and 
service gaps related to crime.

BUILDS PARTNERSHIPS 
BCJI taps the resources of public, non-profit and community leaders to bring more resources and 
different approaches to bear on longstanding crime challenges for lasting change.
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The Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) is the national technical assistance provider for BCJI, working in cooperation with the Bureau of 
Justice Assistance. This paper was supported by Grant No. 2012-AJ-BX-K046 awarded by the Bureau of Justice Assistance to LISC. The Bureau 
of Justice Assistance is a component of the Office of Justice Programs, which also includes the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the National Institute 
of Justice, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the Office for Victims of Crime, and the Office of Sex Offender Sentencing, 
Monitoring, Apprehending, Registering, and Tracking. Points of view or opinions in this document are those of the author and do not necessarily 
represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.
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Introduction  
Why do communications strategies—and more 
specifically the media—matter when it comes to public 
safety and neighborhood revitalization?

We live in a world constantly bombarded with sound 
bites, media stories and opinions, all of which shape 
public opinion on everything from police legitimacy to 
perceptions of crime and safety in our neighborhoods. 
Many times, the bad news overshadows the good news 
in low- and moderate-income communities. The Internet 
and social media have created a round-the-clock news 
cycle where anyone can comment and influence public 
perceptions quickly and directly. There’s a lot of talk 
about the changing communications landscape these 
days, as newspapers, radio stations and the evening 
news compete with Twitter posts, Facebook pages and 
millions of websites.

Piece by piece, public safety partnerships must be 
proactive and persistent in telling their stories. The ability 
to respond quickly and with strategic talking points is 
essential. As a public safety practitioner, you will need 
to be effective in changing the narrative to move public 
opinion and perceptions about your neighborhood and 
quite possibly your partnership in an effort to boost 
revitalization efforts. 

Purpose of the Toolkit
This Strategic Communications Toolkit will help your 
partnership:

• Learn media strategies to enhance community 
engagement while getting your message out to 
target audiences.  

• Create a communications plan to move public 
opinion about your issues.  

• Learn how to write effective message statements that 
are meaningful to your target audiences.

• Develop a media vocabulary to build your 
confidence when talking to editors and reporters.

• Learn simple ways to develop talking points that you 
can shape and refine for different media outlets. 

• Identify effective tools to track and measure your 
impact. 

LISC
The Local Initiatives Support Corporation equips 
struggling communities with the capital, strategy and 
know-how to become places where people can thrive. 
Working with local leaders, we invest in housing, health, 
education, public safety and employment—all basic 
needs that are best tackled in a coordinated way, so that 
progress in one is not undermined by neglect in another. 

Since 1994, LISC Safety (formerly known as the 
Community Safety Initiative or CSI) has supported teams 
of community developers and law enforcement working 
together to make neighborhoods safer. In that time, 
we’ve come to see for ourselves how neighborhoods 
where police collaborate with residents and other 
community members are far more likely to see crime 
drop over the long term. 

LISC is the national technical assistance provider for 
Byrne Criminal Justice Program, working in cooperation 
with the Bureau of Justice Assistance to support 
programs that tackle crime hotspots as part of a 
sweeping effort to improve quality of life in troubled 
communities.

Communications and the Media:  
An Overview
Over the past 20 years, media communication has 
undergone a tremendous evolution. Not long ago, 
people received their news solely from daily print 
newspapers, TV and radio. That is no longer the 
case. More people every day receive their news from 
websites, bloggers, Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and 
other sources. Instead of reading the print edition of 
the local newspaper once a day, they now flip through 
their smartphones and tablets for constant updates 
from a 24-hour news cycle where stories are posted and 
updated throughout the day. 

In this environment, even the most seasoned public 
relations professional can be overwhelmed by the myriad 
media opportunities. For a public safety team like yours, 
the increased number of media opportunities offers more 
ways to educate your audiences and shift narratives. The 
key is understanding that because there are so many 
choices for obtaining news, you will need to determine 
how your different audiences get their information.



If you don’t have a lot of experience working with the 
media, it’s best to set clear goals and expectations for 
your communications strategy. For example, if your 
goal is to influence neighborhood residents, target 
your stories at media sources they read and trust: a 
neighborhood newspaper, or community bulletin boards 
at local churches and neighborhood community centers. 
However, if you want to reach elected officials and law 
enforcement officers, your city’s main newspaper may be 
a better solution. 

Comprehensive Communications
No one strategy or tool will meet all of your 
communications needs because different audiences 
receive their information from different sources. 
Therefore, while this toolkit focuses in large part on 
media relations, keep in mind that you will want to build 
in other communication strategies—such as a website, 
a newsletter and a Facebook page—to reach your many 
stakeholders. In fact, your communications activities will 
be most successful when you take the time to carefully 
leverage them for the greatest impact.

What do we mean by leverage? Let’s take an example of 
launching a new public safety initiative in a community. 
Securing a story and photo in the local newspaper is a 
good strategy. However, there is no guarantee that the 
story is read or well received by your audiences because: 

• Neighborhood residents may not get the daily 
newspaper.

• Civic leaders may glance at the photo and story 
but forget about it later.

• Law enforcement officials may interpret the story 
differently than you wish.

Because one story in the local paper is limiting, you 
can leverage its impact by sharing the story with all 
of your audiences:

• Website – Prominently showcase the newspaper 
story on your website homepage. Ask partners to 
post it as well.

• E-communications – Email a personal note to 
key stakeholders about the story and include 
your website homepage link and the newspaper 
website story link.

• Social media – Post the story link on Facebook, 
LinkedIn and Twitter. TI
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Public Opinion Matters
For crime and safety programs, a positive public profile is 

especially relevant today. Public opinion matters. A 2015 

Gallup poll, for example, showed that only 52 percent of 

Americans polled reported having “a great deal” or “quite a 

lot of confidence” in police. When the survey is broken down 

by race, it has more significance: 60 percent of whites routinely 

report confidence in police; only 37 percent of blacks feel that 

same confidence level. 

As you are well aware, other surveys show similar concerns 

about race relations. These surveys and public opinion polls 

are part of the context that your public safety program is 

operating within, and you should understand their impact on 

future funding opportunities, resident engagement and the 

program’s long-term sustainability.

• Printed copies – Provide copies of the story at 
neighborhood meetings and events. Pin up on local 
bulletin boards.

In the Communications Planning and Strategy section, 
there is a template to help you create a plan that 
includes a wide range of strategies and tools.

Creating a Strong Public Profile
Whether your initiative is just being launched or has 
been operational for several years, a positive public 
profile is essential to its success. A strong public profile 
will help build authentic relationships and strengthen 
partnerships—key components of successful place-based 
programs. In addition, it will help the safety initiative 
weather the storm in times of uncertainty or negative 
publicity in neighborhoods.

The public profile of your safety program can be defined 
as the description, characteristics and messages that 
are communicated to audiences. The accuracy of it is 
influenced by the media’s portrayal of the initiative and 
public opinion.

When thinking about your public profile, don’t just 
rely on a broad description of a neighborhood-based 
group working against crime and violence. That’s a 
solid first step, but how your initiative or organization is 
approaching that goal is more complex, powerful and 
interesting.



Your work includes partnerships 
between law enforcement, residents, 
local organizations and other 
city agencies, and data-informed 
strategies. Look at your initiative’s 
key goals and programs, which 
might include increasing collective 
efficacy, violence prevention 
activities for youth, and/or an explicit 
link to economic development and 
affordable housing. Be clear about 
the sophisticated, innovative ways 
your team is approaching community 
safety.

A strong public profile will: 

• Build awareness for a program or 
initiative

• Communicate consistent 
messages

• Enhance a collaborative 
relationship with residents, 
public officials, funders and 
other partners

• Educate and shape public 
opinion about the issues 
impacting neighborhoods and 
about the initiative

• Build trust among all audiences 
and partners

• Help gain support and build 
bridges to future funding and 
sustainability 

Your public profile may be best 
understood as two connected 
concepts that help shape it: Brand 
identity and brand image, according 
to the book The Brand IDEA: 
Managing Nonprofit Brands with 
Integrity, Democracy and Affinity. 
The brand identity and brand image 
should work together to create a 
strong public profile from the inside 
out:
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Kansas City NoVA: A Strong Public Profile
 

In 2012, Kansas City received a Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation (BCJI) grant 

from the Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) to launch the No Violence Alliance 

(KC NoVA). The prosecutor’s office, local law enforcement agencies, federal 

prosecutors, the University of Missouri-Kansas City and social service agencies 

collaborated to address a local homicide rate that made Kansas City one of the 

nation’s most-dangerous cities, according to local media sources. Supported by 

LISC, the partners launched KC NoVA with a public awareness campaign that 

included an identifiable name and logo, key messages, a press conference, new 

website and frequent communication with reporters.

In 2014, homicide rates went down in targeted NoVA neighborhoods. However, 

community safety partners cautioned that it was too early to gauge KC NoVA’s 

impact. They regularly communicated with the public through local media and 

kept reporters abreast of activities as well as challenges occurring in targeted 

neighborhoods. This strategy helped create a solid public profile and also helped 

build trust. 

So, in 2015 when crime rates increased again, KC NoVA’s message to the 

community—which was successfully communicated by the media—was that the 

crime rates should not overshadow the progress being made.

2016 started off with 11 homicides in three weeks—higher than previous years. 

Again, KC NoVA was looked to for input and insight rather than finger pointing 

and criticism. The partners continued to keep communication lines open with 

the media and general public. They stayed on message instead of questioning 

the strategy; they offered interviews with residents who were willing to talk about 

the struggles of living in crime-ridden areas; and they worked with neighborhood 

leaders to identify additional ways that they could help KC NoVA’s efforts. 

Throughout the years, KC NoVA has positioned itself as an innovative, 

research-based strategy to crime deterrence. Key audiences, including the 

media, have been viewed as partners instead of adversaries. Most importantly, 

when times were tough, KC NoVA continued to address the problems with a 

steadfast strategy, which was possible in large part because of a strong profile 

that protected the initiative from being derailed by the political or organizational 

troubles that can arise when the public questions a group’s ability to improve 

neighborhood safety.



• Brand identity refers to the organization’s or 
the initiative’s internal identity. It’s how you view 
yourself. It encompasses your mission, shared 
values and reason for existence or purpose. 

• Brand image (aka public profile) refers to the 
outward reflection of the brand identity. It’s your 
external brand that you express to audiences 
outside of the organization.

Tips to establish or reinforce a strong brand image: 

• Create a name and logo for the public safety 
initiative in your community

• Use talking points consistently and encourage 
stakeholders to do so 

• Hold a press conference to announce the 
initiative 

• Hold a community launch event for residents 

• Share neighborhood activities and news on 
websites and social media channels such as 
Twitter, Facebook and Instagram

• Leverage print materials, video, email and media 
relations 

Communications Planning  
and Strategy 
A communications plan is a roadmap to help you achieve 
a positive brand image and public profile. It reaffirms 
your brand identity, identifies goals and strategies, and 
tracks outcomes. It should encompass best practices 
to create awareness, shape public opinion, educate 
audiences and gain support. 

Your public safety initiative’s communication plan can 
be specifically dedicated to the program, or be part of 
a larger communication plan for the grantee’s nonprofit 
organization. Either way, you will have a foundation for 
communicating consistently to targeted audiences.

Consider your communications plan the foundation 
of your community engagement strategy, with its goal 
to help build awareness and support—whether with 
residents, public officials or even the general public. A 
carefully thought-out plan will help your initiative identify 
communications objectives, define or clarify the budget, 
implement strategies, and track/measure impact. It 
should address the initiative’s objectives. For example, 
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if one of the objectives is to change the perception of 
a neighborhood that is historically viewed as unsafe 
although data says otherwise, then the communications 
plan should include strategies to tell the good-news 
stories occurring in the neighborhood and to present 
an alternative narrative using the data and statistics 
gathered in the course of your initiative’s work. 

So, what should be identified in a communications 
plan? We recommend a practical template, with these 
elements:

Environment Scan  – This section paints a picture of 
the current environment and the factors that could 
impact the organization’s effort. While it can be brief, 
under 200 words, it should be descriptive about the 
organization/initiative size and capacity, programs and 
scope of services, and demographic area, as well as 
the community or neighborhoods that are served. 

Current Baseline Information – Identify any current 
marketing and communications activities in this 
section. This could include website status and traffic, 
e-communications activities, current status of the 
database, media placements and audience reach, 
additional collateral and marketing tools, and social 
media accounts and measurement. 

Tips for Writing a  
Communications Plan
BCJI is a component of the Bureau of Justice Assistance “Tips 

for Writing a Communications Plan 

• Brainstorm ideas with staff and stakeholders early in the 
process.

• If the initiative has an organizational plan, be sure to 
identify how the communications plan will help achieve its 
overall objectives.

• Identify clear objectives and outcomes to maximize 
success.

• Avoid writer’s block by working on the communications 
plan in small bites. Break up your writing time into a few 
hours each day. 

• Be honest about capacity. Don’t build in too many 
strategies or unrealistic objectives if your initiative lacks 
the people and resources to accomplish the goals. 



Responsibilities – If your communication plan is for an 
initiative with a number of member organizations, be 
clear on which group(s) are responsible for outreach 
and communications, which group(s) have to sign off 
on decisions, which group(s) should be available to 
be quoted or included. Consider your right balance: 
Too many participants can make any effort unwieldy 
and ineffective, but communications that is too 
uncoordinated can leave out important perspectives 
and sow dissent among partners.

Objectives – Defines where you want the organization 
to be after a specific period of time (often one to two 
years).

Target Audiences – Which groups or individuals do you 
want to reach with your messages? We recommend 
that you divide audiences into primary audiences, 
which are those groups who the plan will directly target 
with strategies, messages and tactics; and secondary 
audiences—groups that could be influenced indirectly 
by the messages and information.

Measurable Outcomes – Refine your objectives with 
specific measurable data or qualitative information. 
Outcomes often have several key characteristics: Date, 
specific number of individuals influenced or a way to 
measure your work, and what impact the information 
will have on your audience(s).

Messages Statements – These are broad and specific 
statements about the organization/initiative and its 
mission, vision, purpose and impact, as well as other 
information that you want to communicate consistently 
throughout your strategies and tactics. 

Strategies – Identify how you will reach your audiences 
consistently with information. Examples include 
collateral materials, events, media relations, social 
media, etc.

Tactical Work Plan – Detailed activities with due dates 
and accountabilities to help you achieve the objectives.

Budget – Identify the expenses related to 
accomplishing the plan. This could include costs to 
print and distribute a newsletter, for example, but also 
the staff time or costs for a freelance writer to create 
the content.

Measure the Impact
A common question among community safety teams 
is, “Are we making a difference?” To determine if your 
communications plan is reaching goals such as building 
awareness, track your progress and measure the impact 
of communications activities. It will help you plan for the 
future, adjust current strategies that are not working, 
and can be used to build support from stakeholders, 
including funders. These tracking tactics should be 
included in the communications plan and can even be 
integrated as a part of your research plan. Several ways 
to do this are:

• Conduct an annual online survey that asks about 
community members’ awareness and impressions of 
the safety initiative. 

• Record participation and engagement at events to 
determine if there is community engagement and 
interest.

• Track media placement data, such as the number of 
media stories about your community safety effort, 
and audience reach by using a media tracking 
service.

• Use online analytics, such as Google Analytics, to 
measure website traffic.

• Track and record email open rates for all mass 
e-communications by using a marketing group such 
as Mail Chimp, Campaign Monitor or Constant 
Contact.

• For social media accounts, track the number of 
followers, likes, replies, etc., to help assess audience 
interaction. 

Developing Your Messages 
Main Message Statements that are well-written and 
used consistently are the cornerstone of a successful 
communications or media relations campaign. 

Why use the same messages over and over again? Just 
about everywhere you look, there are visual messages. 
Your brain is constantly processing advertisements, news 
and images. It is estimated that our brains are exposed 
to at least 3,000 visual/audio messages each day—and 
that number may be conservative according to a 2014 
survey. In order to cut through the clutter, craft clear 
messages that are used often and consistently. 
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What makes a good Main Message Statement?

• Mission-driven

• Supported by data and/or examples

• Descriptive 

• Simple, clear words 

• No jargon or acronyms

• Genuinely believed by the messenger

Steps to writing impactful Main Message Statements:

1. Write one or more overarching sentences about the 
topic that is mission-driven. This is typically one to 
two sentences for each message.

2. Add facts and data as examples to back-up and 
support the main messages.

3. Write talking points and sound bites. Once you’ve 
developed your message points, write one or 
two talking points and/or “sound bites” for each 
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Their objectives:

1. Create a public profile of the Our Space3 initiative that 
supports its long-term sustainability.

2. Build trust of the value of Our Space3 among residents, 
businesses, youth and media.

3. Increase resident and youth engagement.

The main messages they developed:

• Mt. Pleasant is a safe neighborhood where residents are 
actively engaged and making it a better place for future 
generations.

• Mt. Pleasant is a historic community with many assets that 
should be preserved and celebrated.

• Our Space3 is a resident-led program that is here to stay! 
It is a volunteer effort that believes Mt. Pleasant is a good 
place to live, work and raise a family. 

• We need YOU to make Mt. Pleasant better. Our Space3 is a 
great way to get involved, get to know each other and take 
control of our neighborhood’s destiny.

one. Talking points are usually conversational 
and fact-driven. Sound bites will help your team 
remember your messages. 

4. Try out messages on colleagues or a work team and 
edit based on the feedback.

Talking Points: Effective talking points should be clear, 
concise and easy to recall and deliver during interviews. 
A good rule of thumb is to limit talking points to three or 
four key ideas or messages. As you write talking points, 
remember your overall goal. All talking points should 
include facts or data that support your goal. 

Sound Bites: Sound bites are those memorable quotes 
that reporters love to use in stories. The challenge is to 
develop a sound bite that is accurate and interesting. In 
other words, a catchy sound bite is not worth repeating 
if it gives the wrong impression, is factually inaccurate 
or is in some way misleading. We recommend that you 
focus on solid talking points before you attempt writing a 
sound bite. 

Case Study: Messages for Mt. Cleveland

In 2013, the City of Cleveland received a Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation (BCJI) grant from the Bureau of Justice Assistance 

(BJA) to assist the Mt. Cleveland community in addressing crime, promoting safety and fostering community efficacy. Called 

Our Space3, the initiative developed a two-year communications plan with main messages. 

The audiences are residents, youth and business owners in Mt. Pleasant. Their plan included using the local media, social 
media, their website and neighborhood block clubs to help share their stories, which are written to emphasize one or more 
of the messages.



Content Outline for Talking Points 
If you are having trouble with where to begin, use this 
outline as a guide:

1. Who – Define your safety initiative. Based upon its 
purpose and mission, write a sentence that describes 
it and what it will do.

2. What – In one or two sentences, state in simple 
terms what is being addressed (challenges or 
opportunities) in the target area. Use one or two data 
points or facts to back up your premise.

3. Where – Clearly state where the target area is 
located and possibly even the size of population that 
will be assisted.

4. How – Tell audiences how they can learn more 
(website, Facebook page, hotline, etc.). 
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Tips for Adding an  
Online Media Room  
Adding a dedicated “media room” to your website is a 

useful and time-saving way to direct reporters and others 

to resources, including approved images, press releases, 

fact sheets and media contact information. According to PR 

Newswire, “The basis of any media room is simple. Make 

your content accessible, easy to share and easy to view.” 

Media rooms vary in size and scope. Before creating it on 

your website, begin with an analysis of your media audience, 

their interests and needs. Ask yourself, who will be looking 

at our media room and what type of topics would interest 

them? Will other audiences—such as residents, stakehold-

ers, elected officials—be reviewing this section as well? 

Then create a content outline of the information, resources, 

files and links that should be included in your media room. 

Some useful content includes:

• Media coordinator and contact information

• High resolution photos

• Fact sheets about your initiative and, if applicable, the 
Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation program 

• Neighborhood map and data

• Past press releases

• Links to media stories about your public safety initiative 
and neighborhoods

• Studies, surveys or relevant data 

• RSS feeds (if applicable)

5. When – Be sure to include when the initiative 
activities will occur and any timeframes that help 
audiences understand the scope of the effort.

Navigating Today’s Media Environment
Identify Your Contacts & Build Relationships
Just like any professional relationship, building a 
positive rapport with reporters and editors takes time 
and cultivation. If you have not contacted the media 
in your community before, do not expect them to be 
immediately responsive or embrace your story. Many 
media people receive hundreds of story pitches each 
day. They are more likely to read your email and reply 
if they know you. Here are some steps to begin or 
strengthen your relationships with media contacts:

1. Keep an updated media list. Take time to research 
the editors and reporters who cover your topics 
(e.g., crime, neighborhoods, local government, etc.). 
Media turnover is fairly high, so it’s important to 
regularly confirm that people haven’t changed jobs. 

2. Target specific media. Once you have a media 
list, identify the reporters, blogs, shows and media 
outlets where you want to be covered and follow or 
watch them. Read their articles for content and style. 
Think about opportunities to build off of their stories.

3. Comment or email a response to their stories. 
A great way to gain attention is to email or post a 
thoughtful comment about a story. 

4. Invite them for coffee. In a more informal setting, 
talk about your initiative and the substantive issues—
just be prepared and don’t waste their time. 

5. Personalize your pitch. If you are emailing a media 
release or alert, include a short personalized note 
that garners attention. 

6. Become a resource. There may be times when you 
do not have a story but could offer a reporter ideas 
and other interview resources. 

7. Don’t “stalk.” Media people receive thousands 
of emails each week and nothing is more irritating 
than being inundated by irrelevant emails or phone 
calls. Be conscientious of their time and provide 
worthwhile updates or comments.

8. Say thank you. Once your story makes the news, 
send a personalized—even handwritten—thank you 
note to the reporter. A thank you goes a long way in 
cultivating respect and familiarity. 
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The Berea BCJI program has four main goals:
• Develop a community planning and problem-solving 

process to identify the location of and risk factors for youth 
crime in the Promise Zone

• Identify and implement strategies for positive youth 
development

• Evaluate the effectiveness of approaches

• Build capacity for sustainable data integration, 
identification of hot spots and effective responses

Planned strategies that may lead to positive publicity 
are economic development efforts, access to more jobs, 
improvements to the physical environment, and more and 

better pro-social activities for youth.

Objectives and Outcomes
• Change the narrative from negative stories about 

youth crime and behavior to more about the positive 
achievements and milestones of young people in Bell, Clay 
and Harlan counties.

• Achieve buy-in and collaboration from community 
leadership about their role and responsibility to support 
youth development. 

Target Audiences
• Media leadership (publishers, editors, reporters, etc.)

• Youth and young adults in the three-county target area

• Community leaders (elected officials and staff, school and 
faith-based leaders, business leaders and other community 
representatives)

• Law enforcement and justice system stakeholders 

• General public (secondary)

Messages
The Berea BCJI wants audiences to know that:

• Youth and young adults are the future of the communities 
and need support, guidance and recognition for their 
dreams, ideas, plans and accomplishments.

• Youth and young adults are contributing to the positive 
well-being of the communities; and through their stories, 
they are making communities stronger and more vibrant 
places.

• As community leaders have a responsibility to be good role 
models and active in the lives of youth and young adults.

• There are a lot of good things happening in the 
community, such as scenic hiking and biking trails, free 
outdoor activities and community centers. 

• Institutional message: The BCJI in Berea is a resident-led 
and collaborative effort to lift up and tell the good news 
about youth and young adults in Bell, Clay and Harlan 
counties.

Strategies
• Build collaborative relationships with key media contacts, 

allowing the initiative to:

• Recruit youth as storytellers and writers for media stories. 

• Through storytelling techniques, share the “good news” 
about young people in the three counties.

• Regularly pitch stories about the BCJI activities, milestones 
and research results, and other news-related activities. 

• Leverage any media placements with other 
communications by sharing news coverage through other 
communications tools.

• Conduct market research to determine public opinion (e.g., 
surveys).

Case Study: Berea, KY Media Plan 
The Southeastern Kentucky Promise Zone recently received a Byrne Criminal Justice Innovation (BCJI) grant from the Bureau of 
Justice Assistance (BJA) to addresses youth crime and risky behavior. In the counties of Bell, Clay and Harlan, the grant allows 
stakeholders to pursue an innovative community-driven approach to youth crime with partners in local government, community 
leaders, law enforcement and researchers. The program will identify and implement strategies for enhancing positive youth 
development and guardianship of young people. 

As a part of its BCJI initiative, the partners would like to share with the public key information and increase awareness for the 
positive youth activities and accomplishments in the targeted communities. 

Currently, the impression is that much of the local media’s focus on youth is crime-related or other negative stories. Berea BCJI 
would like the media to be viewed more as a collaborative partner in the community.

With this framework, Berea developed a more detailed tactical work plan that included action steps, deadlines and accountabilities.



Understand the News Cycle
The news cycle is the amount of time that passes 
between the release of a story and the follow up of 
that story or the release of the next edition of news. 
The concept originated from print newspapers that 
determined daily deadlines based upon the time 
required to write, edit, lay out and print the paper. 

Today, due to instant communication, the 24-hour news 
cycle means that media outlets can cover and release 
news continuously and provide several updates to the 
story throughout the day on social media such as Twitter 
and Facebook, blogs, and their news website. The 
media still works on daily deadlines, and those deadlines 
continue to vary depending on the type of news outlet 
(TV, print, radio) and the urgency of the story. 

Media will cover the urgent stories of the day first and 
frequently—and oftentimes, it is negative news which 
can overshadow positive stories. This is certainly the case 
for neighborhoods that struggle with crime, poverty and 
blight. Due to this reality, community safety teams must 
work hard to get positive stories about neighborhood 
progress in front of the public’s eye.
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Timing the Story  
The mainstream media typically follows a daily schedule to 
determine stories. Below are general scheduling guidelines. 
When in doubt, ask a reporter or editor what their schedule 
and deadline is for a daily story:

Newspapers that still have a print edition typically deter-
mine stories to cover in morning editor meetings, and later 
in the day they will decide if the story should be posted 
that day on their website and/or run in the next day’s print 
edition. 

Local TV news desks also identify daily stories for their 
newscasts during morning assignment meetings and again 
in the afternoon, oftentimes immediately following lunch. 
After newscasts, they will post important stories that aired 
on their news. 

Radio stations typically have small news staffs and may 
generate stories from daily newspapers and press releases. 
Often short news stories or even headlines are featured at 
the top of the hour. Some radio stations send out a reporter 
to cover stories, which open up opportunities for you. In 
addition, local affiliates in large markets of National Public 
Radio (NPR) often have talk shows, news and content-heavy 
websites that also provide excellent opportunities to reach 
an engaged and thoughtful audience. 

You can propose stories to reporters that run counter 
to their standard, often unconscious narrative about a 
low- or moderate-income community. If you have a story 
about a former drug house that’s been rehabbed into 
affordable housing, an ongoing positive partnership 
between police and community groups, or a set of 
seniors who’re working with at-risk youth, a reporter may 
be interested in part because it’s a different angle than 
the latest crime story off the police scanner and in part 
because some reporters are open to a polite nudge that 
they should also show progress and positivity in poor 
neighborhoods.

In addition to the day’s news cycle, there’s also a 
question of timeliness around topics that are in the 
news. In some cases, your initiative or group can draw 
a connection between current events and your work, 
giving news outlets an opportunity to revisit an issue 
that is popular with their readers, viewers or listeners 
in a fresh way. Examples might include a national 
atmosphere of mistrust between police and residents in 
low-income, minority communities, mass incarceration 
and prisoner re-entry, and the rise in opioid use. These 
are heavy issues, and you certainly need to be careful 
to present your work in a way that does not feel like 
you are exploiting these problems for your program’s 
gain. However, if your work is legitimately connected to 
an issue, a well-crafted proposal can give a reporter or 
opinion writer a chance to show how possible solutions 
are growing right in your own city or community.

Media Relations
Your media efforts will be more successful if you 
understand the differences in media outlets and 
recognize that their characteristics are changing rapidly 
due to technology. Here’s a list of the many potential 
media outlets that you may encounter: 

TV news – Contact the assignment desk/editor or a 
specific reporter up to three days in advance, and follow 
up the day of the story. Most TV news editors hold 
daily meetings to determine story assignments, usually 
mornings and immediately following mid-day news or 
lunch hour. Keep in mind that stories may be dropped 
or added throughout the day as news and events 
develop. For example, your story may be of interest in 
the morning; yet by mid-afternoon it may be bumped by 
breaking news.



Newspapers (daily and weekly) – A daily newspaper 
needs a lead-time of one to three weeks depending 
upon the timeliness of your news story. For a press 
conference, up to a week of advanced notice is sufficient. 
Large dailies also prioritize news on their website. They 
may post a story early in the day and then update it 
frequently if a reporter gets a new angle, interview or 
additional information. This keeps their news fresh and 
readers coming back to their website throughout the 
day. For a weekly neighborhood paper, talk to the editor 
ahead of time to determine their lead-time and weekly 
story deadlines. It may be helpful to meet the editor in 
person and develop a professional relationship so that 
they start recognizing your story ideas as essential news 
for their limited space.

Guest columns – Some newspapers accept guest 
columns, which are an excellent way to share your 
information and point of view. Contact the editorial 
editor to learn the policies, story length requirements 
and lead-time, as many need your article two to three 
weeks in advance of publication. 

Letters to the editor – Submitting letters to the editor 
at a newspaper is a grassroots strategy that residents 
and public safety practitioners can use to voice support 
for your initiative. Depending on the size of the market, 
it may take up to a week for letters to be published and 
there’s no guarantee that they will reach print. Letters 
should be well-written, grammatically correct, factually 
accurate and thoughtful.

Newspaper editorials – Many large and mid-size 
metro newspapers have editorial/opinion sections that 
are governed by editorial boards of senior editors and 
reporters who carefully select which issues to cover and 
what their collective opinion is on the topic. Meeting with 
the editorial board takes careful planning and strategy—
read our advice in the section of this toolkit “News 
Editorial Sections.”

Radio – Offers a variety of news opportunities, including 
newscast interviews, talk shows and call-in talk shows. In 
addition, some stations have website news opportunities 
that increase your opportunity for coverage. For news 
interviews, talk to the news director for deadlines and 
topic interests. For talk shows, speak to the show’s 
producer.  

Online news websites – A wide range of online 
news websites cover various topics. Since many are 
national in scope, your localized stories may not be an 
option. However, many local news outlets (newspaper, 
TV stations, and radio stations) now offer additional 
coverage opportunities on their websites. Contact the 
online or digital editor for more information. 

News outlets’ social media channels – Facebook and 
Twitter coverage by reporters and news outlets can 
enhance any coverage you receive. Ask reporters and 
assignment editors if they will post your story on their 
social media channels if they are already covering it. 

Blogs – These websites offer an opportunity to reach a 
loyal following of readers. Since bloggers tend to have 
defined interests, it’s important to read a number of 
article posts to determine if your topic fits their editorial 
interests. For example, a blog that focuses on local 
restaurants and entertainment will not be interested in 
a story about a neighborhood clean-up event. However, 
it may cover a story about a new neighborhood eatery 
started by a local resident. 

How to Create an Appealing Story
Successful story pitching requires persuasive skills, an 
understanding of the news cycle and patience. For 
example, if you are announcing the start of your new 
public safety initiative, you might want to increase its 
timeliness and attract more attention by holding a press 
conference. However, if you want to publicize something 
that is less of a big deal, like a regularly scheduled 
meeting between local police officers and residents, you 
will need to be more creative in pitching its value and 
relevance. 

Characteristics of a Good Pitch
All the facts – Answer in your pitch all the pertinent 
questions: who, what, when, where, why. Be sure to 
include your contact information so the reporter may 
quickly and easily reach you. 

Brevity – Reporters can receive hundreds of email 
pitches every day. A shorter pitch that is compelling has 
a greater chance of getting read than a long email with 
no end in sight. Tell your story in under 150 words; then 
read the pitch to see if there’s anything that can be cut or 
tightened up; and check it for any errors before sending. 
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A human interest angle – All reporters look for good 
stories that include stories of real people when possible. 
In your pitch, tell the story through the eyes of residents 
or offer residents to interview, which makes the reporter’s 
job easier. You can even pitch a profile of someone who 
can show how the initiative operates, like a police officer 
who is collaborating with local organizations or a resident 
leader who is deeply involved with your work.

Point of view – Consider the reporter’s viewpoint before 
contacting them. For example, a business reporter who 
covers entrepreneurship will not be interested in a march 
against violence. This story could be directed to the TV 
assignment desk or daily newspaper photo desk.

Identify the visual appeal – Help the reporter 
understand the story’s visual appeal for readers. For a 
neighborhood clean-up event, for example, detail the 
extent of the trash and what volunteers will experience. 

Craft a captivating subject line – Attract greater 
attention by writing a subject line that accurately reflects 
the story and uses active verbs. 

Ask before sending attachments – To cut down on 
unsolicited emails and protect against viruses, many 
media outlets have in place strict spam walls. If you have 
images or files to share, ask the reporter in advance so 
they can watch for your email. 

Understanding the News Environment
As mentioned earlier in this toolkit, reporters’ needs 
vary depending on their news outlet, their news beat or 
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Tips on Storytelling Techniques   
The mainstream media typically follows a daily schedule to 

• Identify a human interest angle that conveys the 
message

• Open with a provocative question that creates interest

• Conflict + Solution = Listener satisfaction

• Think VAK – visual, audio and kinesthetic qualities 

• Break the story into parts

• Take time to prepare 

• When presenting, use good eye-contact and pace 
yourself

• Close with call to action

• Build a file of visual illustrations

topics, and the types of stories they write or produce. 
To attract their attention and pitch the right stories, 
it’s critical to understand these nuances. For example, 
the crime reporter at a local daily newspaper may be 
interested in your press release announcing crime data in 
a targeted neighborhood. However, that same reporter 
will not cover the announcement of a new afterschool 
program for local youth. 

In general, newspapers and bloggers have more space to 
cover stories in-depth. TV is better for short, visual news 
events. Likewise, TV reporters may be more interested 
in the afterschool program if it includes footage of kids 
because it is visually appealing to viewers and they can 
cover the basics in a 30-second story. The TV reporter 
may take a pass on the crime data because it is a) not as 
visual and b) difficult to communicate in a short TV news 
format. When in doubt, research the reporter’s stories 
online and contact them directly if you have specific 
questions about their specialty and deadlines. 

As you consider your campaign, it’s important to 
understand the difference between “hard news” and 
“soft news.” Hard news is the urgent stories of the day 
that receive priority coverage by the media. It would 
be the neighborhood shooting and other breaking 
news stories in a community. Soft news refers to the 
less-urgent stories that often relate to the community 
at large. Examples of soft news topics could be the 
announcement of a new public safety initiative in a 
community or the unveiling of a community garden in a 
former garbage-filled lot. These are stories that create 
awareness for your initiative—yet they will be preempted 
by hard news stories. 

There are different kinds of soft news, as well. Some 
stories are “evergreen,” meaning they could have run 
this week or six months from now, such as a program 
profile of the ongoing work by a police-community 
initiative. Other pieces have a hook to be covered today: 
a groundbreaking for a new grocery store, for instance, 
or a press conference to release new community crime 
data.

Reporters will certainly write or air evergreen pieces, but 
a story with some urgency provides a natural reason to 
run—it’s part of today’s news—and can’t just be put aside 
for another day. When you can, finding a good reason to 
give your news that timeliness is a smart strategy.



You can get more than one bite of that apple, as well. 
The announcement of a proposed new community 
center is news, and so is its groundbreaking, and so is 
the ribbon-cutting or first day of operation, and so is 
its one-year anniversary. You don’t want to bombard 
a reporter or assignment desk with press releases for 
every one of those moments, but you can call different 
reporters for different moments or if you’re too swamped 
to announce the groundbreaking, don’t feel like you’ve 
missed your only opportunity.

If you live in a larger urban area, some stories are 
unlikely to be picked up by the city newspaper or a local 
television station because they’re soft news that is just 
too local to your neighborhood. An example might be a 
program that provides safe passage for local elementary 
school students across gang lines. That same program, 
however, could be a nice story for a local blogger, 
a community newsletter or newspaper, or a similar 
hyperlocal news source. The good news: Readership 
of that kind of outlet will be almost all area residents 
who are interested in the community—which can be 
especially helpful for your efforts to spread important 
information about your local work, like the opening of a 
new anonymous crime tip line or a big meeting between 
residents and community police officers.

Press Conferences: When and How
When your group has a significant announcement, 
a press conference can be one of the best tools to 
attracting media coverage. It creates a sense of urgency 
for your story and can turn a soft news topic into a hard 
news story. A press conference is a unique event to plan 
and coordinate because of special media considerations, 
such as coverage and daily deadlines. It’s an opportunity 
to tell your story with the type of information that you 
want shared. 

Press conferences should be used sparingly as they can 
be time consuming to plan and implement successfully. 
Some reasons to hold a press conference are:

• Announce a new public safety initiative in your 
community.

• Announce a significant grant or program expansion.

• Release important data and findings that are 
meaningful to the entire community.
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• Participation of high-profile leaders or celebrities.

• Share new insight into crime and safety data that has 
been collected by the initiative partners. 

• Share progress made at a milestone, such as the 
initiative’s one-year anniversary. 

• Announce a call to action to the community. During 
times of crisis, this is a good way to draw attention 
and rally support.

• Provide a statement on a controversial issue that 
demands public attention.

Before planning a press conference, clearly identify its 
purpose and goals. Confirm that it is the best way to 
share the news. If you decide that a press conference 
is the best way to share your announcement, these 
decisions need to follow:

Location – Considerations include a convenient location 
or venue for media, adequate space for cameras and 
microphones, and is appropriate for your news. Parking 
should be a consideration. Think about how the location 
will appear as a backdrop for your announcement, both 
in terms of what it “says” about your work to reporters 
and how it looks on television. 

Date and Time – When scheduling the date and time, 
be sure to consider media deadlines. Mid-morning and 
early afternoon allows media to attend and then meet 
daily deadlines for publishing a story or getting it on the 
air. 

Message(s) and Information – Determine the key 
message points and information to share in the press 
conference. Then develop a content agenda that 
includes all these points while holding the entire press 
conference to under approximately 20 minutes, followed 
by questions.

Moderator and Speakers – Once you’ve identify the 
information you want to convey, determine who would 
be best to share the information and should speak at 
the press conference. Generally, it’s best to have fewer 
than three speakers so that they do not mix messages or 
repeat information. All speakers should be comfortable 
in front of the media’s eye, articulate and skilled at public 
speaking. In addition, choose a moderator who can 
comfortably introduce each speaker and move along the 
press conference. 
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Guest List – Determine who outside of the media to 
invite and how to invite them. Oftentimes, an email with 
follow-up phone calls work best.

Invite Media – Email a media alert about one week prior 
with key information about the press conference: the 
topic to be discussed (emphasize why it is newsworthy), 
who will speak, the date/time, location, and who to 
contact with any questions. Resend the alert the day 
before the event and call the day of the press conference 
to gauge attendance. 

Write Remarks – Provide scripted material or detailed 
talking points for each speaker. Statements should be 
brief and under 10 minutes if possible. Speakers should 
be well-versed on the topic and able to respond to 
questions. If possible, rehearse in advance. 

Prepare Materials – Provide copies of the press release 
and backgrounders on the topic. Consider including 
visual aids such as a map of the area, charts or graphs.

Create Visual Aids – Large display maps, charts, photos 
or other props are helpful in communicating your 
messages. Keep in mind that PowerPoints or slide shows 
do not translate well for media purposes and should be 
avoided. 

Follow-up – After the press conference, follow-up is 
important. Some reporters may want individual interviews 
or may need additional information. Anticipate potential 
requests and be available for the remainder of the day. 
Finally, email press materials to reporters who didn’t 
attend, and contact them to see if they would like to 
schedule individual interviews. 

Tips for Press  
Conference Follow Up   
A successful press conference is the launch pad for 

future communications with the media: 

• Within 24 hours, contact media who didn’t attend 
with your materials.

• Track all story placements. 

• Use a local media tracking service to measure 
audience reach for any stories on the event.

• Report media placements and audience reach to 
your key stakeholders.

• Send a brief thank-you to reporters who attended 
press conference.

• Identify story follow-up opportunities to build 
momentum.

Finally, say thank you – Email or call reporters who cover 
the press conference and thank them. It’s an opportunity 
to show your appreciation and offer yourself as a future 
resource.

News Editorial Sections:  
Valuable Influencers
The editorial section of a newspaper historically has been 
associated with print news. Today, however, many papers 
include their opinion and guest column sections on 
their websites as well. In a daily newspaper, this section 
typically includes opinion articles—editorials—written 
by the paper’s senior editors or its editorial board, 
letters to the editor, and editorial columns written by the 
paper’s columnists and editors or printed from nationally 
syndicated columnists. 

Editorials
Editorials usually represent the opinion or position of 
the newspaper about a current event or topical issues. 
Because many readers look to the editorials for direction 
on current events and issues, editorials wield significant 
influence. 

The editorial board at a large daily newspaper is a group 
of senior editors, reporters and/or the local publisher 
who meet regularly to identify and discuss upcoming 
opinion article topics. The editorial board also meets 
with community groups and individuals to listen and 
learn about important community issues. An editorial 
written in support of your cause can jumpstart awareness 
and help influence public opinion. It takes a savvy 
communicator and clear messages to successfully carry 
out this goal and to persuade an editorial board to write 
a column. 

The first step is to schedule a meeting with the editorial 
board in order to educate them about your public 
safety initiative and the issues impacting the target area. 
Careful planning, a short presentation and succinct 
materials are essential. 

• Prepare for your visit. You may only have 15 to 30 
minutes with the editorial board members so your 
remarks should be informative and to the point. 
You may want to invite a community stakeholder to 
attend with you who is supportive and can provide 
an authentic and convincing testimonial. 



• Prepare materials that clearly define the most 
relevant issues and how the program will address 
them. Include only the information that would be 
helpful to the editorial board and that you are 
comfortable sharing with the general public. 

• Practice. Before the meeting, find time to 
practice the presentation.

• Be prompt, polite, patient with their questions 
and respectful. 

• Follow up with a thank-you note to each editor in 
the meeting.

• Don’t expect immediate action. Even with a 
meeting, the editorial board may or may not 
decide to write about your cause. However, 
consider it a valuable opportunity to plant a seed 
that can inform the editorial board’s thinking 
for other editorials on your community, crime, 
poverty and community development, as well as 
time that may eventually lead to a positive article 
specifically about your work at a later date. 

Guest Columns and Articles
Guest columns and articles in a newspaper, or blog 
posts on a website, provide an excellent opportunity 
to reach readers with your message and information. 
Because you write the article, you have more control over 
the final product. Guest columns should be a part of a 
larger media relations strategy and not the only strategy. 
When writing a guest column consider these factors:

Policies and guidelines – Find out the paper or website’s 
rules, the word count or story length, and other do’s and 
don’ts required in order to be published.

The audience – Understanding the reader, their interests 
and level of understanding of the issues will help you 
determine the article’s content.

The author – Decide who would be the most influential 
or representative voice for an article. 

The hook – Just like a piece written by a reporter, your 
story should draw the attention of the reader with an 
angle that is timely, interesting and relevant.

The content – There is rarely enough space to fully cover 
the issues. Therefore, it’s critical to follow a clear content 
outline with the most important information for the 
audience. 
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Tips for Effective  
“Letters to the Editor” 
Writing letters to the editor can be an effective advocacy tool 

to raise awareness in an authentic, grassroots tone. They are 

powerful in that they “reach a large audience, are monitored 

by elected officials, raise issues that are not covered by the 

media, and create the impression of widespread support or 

opposition,” according to the ACLU website. For more, visit 

www.aclu.org/tips-writing-letter-editor. 

Suggested tips for writing a successful letter:

• Focus on one subject

• Be brief and factual

• Use proper grammar 

• Be professional in tone

• Reference the newspaper if you are responding to a 
specific article

• Send letters to smaller, weekly papers as well as the 
dailies

• Include your contact information

Media Interview Skills  
and Techniques
Successful media interviews do not happen by accident. 
Skilled interviewees know their messages in advance 
and artfully answer questions with the information (using 
talking points) they wish to communicate. By learning 
these techniques and with practice, you can become a 
comfortable with media interviews.

Preparation and practice are keys to success. When 
getting ready for an interview, keep in mind these simple 
steps:

1. Listen

2. Pause

3. Answer

4. Wait. Don’t try and fill the dead air.

5. Relax, have fun! 

You can make your answers more meaningful by 
providing substance. We call these “sparklers” because 
they attract attention. Some examples are:

http://www.aclu.org/tips-writing-letter-editor


• Facts

• Statistics

• Anecdotes or examples 

• Quotes from allies 

• Analogy or comparison

• Personal experience or story

• Use of imagery

Most interview techniques do not come naturally. If 
you have the opportunity, practice your interview skills 
with a colleague or even in front of the mirror. Prior to 
an interview, find a quiet area and mentally review your 
message points and answers to potential questions. 
Be well versed on your main message points so that 
they come naturally—and don’t appear rehearsed. The 
more natural and confident you are, the better your 
performance during the interview.

Off the Record 
“Off-the-record” may be the single most misunderstood 
journalism term you will ever encounter.

Journalists have different definitions of off-the-record—
or more precisely, they can’t agree on what it means or 
when it applies. To be safe, consider everything you say 
to a reporter—whether it’s during an interview or not—
officially fair game and on-the-record.

Blocking and Bridging Skills 
A common mistake is to become so “fixated” by the 
reporter’s questions that you forget your agenda and 
message points. You then become a passive respondent 
and may become lured into an undesirable situation. 

The most effective spokespeople listen for opportunities 
to address the question by communicating their agenda.

The first technique is called blocking. It is a way to avoid 
an unwelcome or unproductive question. The question 
may be hostile or controversial. Or you may just believe 
it is irrelevant to communicating your information. 
Whatever the case, you can skillfully choose to not 
answer the question by avoiding a direct response. You 
then bridge—or transition—to the information you 
would like to communicate.

Bridging is a transitional tool. It lets you smoothly 
refocus attention away an undesirable question to 
information you are confident in discussing and want 
to share with audiences. Used together, blocking and 

bridging can guide you successfully through most media 
interviews. Common blocking and bridges phrases:

• “That’s a good question,  
but what is really important is…”

• “Now that we’ve covered/let’s move on to…”

• “Actually, what we are finding/seeing/hearing is…”

Flagging is a technique that helps you emphasize 
important information. It works well after bridging to 
the message or topic that you want the reporter to 
remember. Prior to the interview or press conference, you 
should know ahead of time the information that you will 
strategically flag. Common flags are:

• “The most important thing to remember is…”

• “What is most important to note …”

• “I’ve talked about many issues today.  
I think it boils down to these three things…”

• “What I really want to point to is…”

• “I want to make sure you understand…” 

Avoiding Interview Traps
Not all questions will be phrased the way you would like 
them. Sometimes, reporters may even use tricks of their 
trade to pull information from you that you may not wish 
to divulge; or fluster you into saying something you don’t 
mean. Here are a few examples and how to respond:

Irrelevant Question – A question that has no bearing 
on your topic of discussion. It may not be your area of 
expertise or the focus of the interview. The solution is to 
block and bridge to a relevant point. For example, you 
could say, “I can’t speak to that topic, however I can tell 
you that our community safety initiative is addressing 
these issues…”

Speculation – Here the reporter asks a question that 
forces you to answer by confirming their prediction 
the future whether for your organization, a trend, 
or a community’s situation. The solution is to avoid 
speculating by blocking and bridging. For example, you 
could say, “I can’t confirm that issue …”

Options Dilemma – The question is phrased to offer you 
a choice between two options. Unfortunately, choosing 
between the two may shed a negative light on your 
organization or the community. Don’t be forced into this 
trap if it doesn’t represent your opinion.
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Loaded Premise – You may have to listen carefully for 
a loaded premise question. The reporter may assume 
information that is inaccurate or doesn’t represent your 
point of view or position. By answering the question, 
you affirm the premise. The solution is to correct the 
inaccuracy in a positive way and proceed with your 
answer. 

TV Interviews 
• Be conversational and relaxed – don’t rush your 

words

• Match your facial expression/tone to the topic

• Give concise, short, answers

• Maintain eye contact

• Watch your posture

• Be aware of your hand gestures in the camera frame

• Use vocal variation

• Avoid big jewelry

• If you wear glasses, wear them

• Makeup is your friend

Radio Interviews
The key to a successful radio interview is to remember 
the “nonvisual” aspects. Whether it’s live, taped, a phone 
interview or in the studio, you are painting a picture for 
the listener about your organization or the issue. Follow 
these tips for greater success:

• Use clear, descriptive answers and comments. 

• Listen to the show prior to your appearance. Know 
the format and the type of listener/caller (if there is 
call-in). Is this a serious, issues-oriented show? Or is it 
more light-hearted and feature oriented?

• Bring notes to help you recall important information, 
data, facts and talking points.

• Tailor your comments to the message that you want 
to communicate to the specific audience. 

• Help your host. Short answers allow the host ask 
another question, take another phone call, or 
throw to commercial, so keep your answers to 30 
seconds or less. Finish your answer with a declarative 
sentence that ends on a vocal downtick to make it 
clear to the host that you’ve completed your answer.

• Express passion. Listeners will “hear it” if you 
stand, use well-timed gestures and smile—so get a 
telephone headset and gesture away. Try to match 
or slightly exceed the host’s energy level to avoid 
sounding flat. 

• Don’t expect the host or reporter to make the 
plug. Although most experienced hosts are adept 
at sending their listeners to your toll-free phone 
number or website, be prepared to make your pitch. 
Mention your website and contact information a 
couple of times throughout a longer interview.

• Send a fact sheet and your bio to the radio host in 
advance of the interview. 

• Understand there will be high drop-in, drop-out 
rates. Many people who are listening at the 
beginning of your segment aren’t going to be there 
at the end. Other listeners will join in the middle. 
Therefore, repeat your main messages—or themes—
numerous times during the interview. 

• Treat crazy callers with respect. Maintain the high 
ground. The public recognizes angry callers for what 
they are, so impress the audience with your graceful 
and kind handling of the caller. That doesn’t mean 
you can’t push back on incorrect assertions, but do 
so respectfully. 

• Radio hosts hang up on you. At the end of most 
radio interviews, the host hangs up the phone. 
They’re not being rude—they have to move on to the 
next segment and clear the studio line for the next 
guest. Still, do stay on the line when the interview 
ends. Some hosts (or producers) will pick up the 
phone to thank you, and some will even ask your 
availability for a future interview.

Media Tools
Media tools have evolved with the advent of new 
technology. Most reporters require fewer paper copies 
of media releases and prefer online resources instead. 
However, when you hold a media event or meet with the 
media, it is always helpful to provide print materials. 

Media Kit Contents
A media kit (aka press kit) can be a valuable 
communications tool. However, with the advent of the 
internet and a world of information at our fingertips, 
a printed media kit is less critical today than 20 years 
ago. Still, you may want to prepackage the items in a 
folder and in PDF files, making them readily available 
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to reporters and constituents alike on your website, at 
press conferences and other events. Here are content 
suggestions to consider for a public safety initiative:

• Overview of the community safety initiative

• Media contact information 

• Fact sheet with data about the neighborhood or 
target area

• A complete list of partners, including links to their 
website

• FAQ (frequently asked questions) to help explain 
common questions and concerns

• Recent media release or the media release that an-
nounces the community safety initiative 

• Images and video of the target area or neighbor-
hood. Link to your Flickr, YouTube or Facebook 
accounts where photos and video can be easily 
accessed. 

• A map of the targeted neighborhood

• The rights to news coverage can be expensive, so 
instead provide a list of media stories with dates 
and links to coverage. If you link directly to the 
media website, then you aren’t required to get 
copyright permission and pay the usage fee. 

Press Release Template
The vast majority of press releases are sent by email 
and provided in PDF format on websites. However, 
they are still the standard communications tool that 
can be printed and distributed at media events 
and press conferences as well as used in a media 
kit. All of your press releases should use a standard 
template that you establish in order to enhance your 
brand image. A press release template should have 
the following elements:

• The logo and/or initiative name at the top of the 
page.

• The words FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE to signal 
to media that the story is approved for coverage.

• Name, email, office phone number and optional 
cell number of the person(s) who media should 
contact for questions and verification of informa-
tion in the media release. 

• A headline that grabs the reader’s attention. 
Usually written in bold or caps. Underneath it, 

a subhead in italics and smaller type can give more 
description about the media release content. Be sure 
to include “keywords” that will trigger search engine 
optimization and draw traffic to your release once it’s 
online. 

• Dateline: The city, state and date where news is from 
and in a common format: DENVER, COLO (Oct. 30, 
2016) 

• The lead is the introductory sentence(s) that imme-
diately follow the dateline. This should summarize 
your story and include the strongest, most interesting 
and/or important fact.

• Boilerplate is a standard paragraph at the end of the 
release that briefly defines the initiative or the spon-
sor organization, its mission, founding date and any 
key achievements. A good rule of thumb is to keep 
the boilerplate to fewer than five sentences. 

• To signal there is no more information, press releases 
traditionally include a closing symbol at the center at 
the bottom of the page, either:   – 30 –  or   ###. 
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Q&A with the Institute for Public 
Strategies
Located in San Bernardino, CA, the Institute for Public 
Strategies (IPS) is a 2012 recipient of a Byrne Criminal 
Justice Innovation (BCJI) grant. In an interview with LISC, 
a representative of IPS discusses the role of media during 
implementation, including the importance of messaging and 
why social media matters.

How has media been linked to your program 
strategy? 
Media plays a central role in several areas critical to our BCJI 

grant. Our goal is to have ongoing media coverage—including 

news stories, letters to the editor, feature stories, photos and 

opinion pieces—in print, online and on TV in each of the four 

areas of our work:

Law enforcement – We have included the San Bernardino 

Police Department in the media we generate. As such, they 

have been involved in the development of our media plan. 

Any news release mentioning the SBPD is shared with them in 

advance, and we have pitched press releases on enforcement 

activities that benefit the department as well as the overall 

project. And we would like to be even more proactively 

developing talking points for the PD. We have developed 
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op-eds that included their input, and 

we plan to develop joint op-eds and/or 

op-eds for them to submit under their 

name. 

Collective efficacy – Messaging is used 

to provide local residents and other 

influencers with information needed to 

understand the need to improve the 

social cohesion amongst neighbors 

along with their willingness to intervene 

on behalf of the common good for all 

neighborhood children, families and 

businesses. They are then expected to 

help convey these messages in effective 

ways to other target audiences to 

galvanize community support into action. 

Problematic housing – We have 

begun to put this more on the front 

burner by garnering media coverage 

designed to show the strong connection 

between problematic housing and 

crime clusters, and the city has been 

responding positively recently by making 

multi-family housing units a priority. 

There is still much more work to do on 

this front, specifically around abandoned/

vacant homes, but our work focuses on 

engaging the city and other partners 

to collaboratively develop sustainable 

solutions. 

Problematic businesses/alcohol outlets 

– Liquor stores show up both on crime 

mapping of the community and on the 

community survey as high-problem 

areas. The work here is focused on 

providing some support for enforcing 

our local Deemed Approved Ordinance,1 

increasing reporting of suspicious activity 

by residents, and using media to show 

problems as well as specific policy 

solutions to address them. 

Who is your audience? 
Our media approach targets multiple 

audiences—from residents to elected 

officials—depending on what issue 

is being addressed and what action 

is being sought. The goal is to get 

residents of our target area to take more 

ownership of their community. We are 

also working to build support among city 

officials for changes in local ordinances 

that can increase the city’s ability to deal 

with problem liquor stores and negligent 

property owners. 

Where does social media fit 
in? 
Social media is a key element of our 

approach. We see it fulfilling roles in 

organizing the community, as well as 

increasing our visibility and building 

support for our policy goals. In our 

community most residents don’t have 

landlines or computer access but do 

have a Facebook account. For this 

reason, staff set up social media accounts 

to keep in touch with residents using 

smart phones or TV game boxes. As part 

of the planning process, we developed a 

matrix of messages to be disseminated 

via social media (i.e. Facebook and 

Twitter).

We also repost relevant news items and 

respond to more immediate happenings 

via Facebook and Twitter. We typically 

repost all the stories that run in the 

traditional media, since not everyone 

reads the paper or catches all the TV 

news. 

How is your media strategy 
working so far? 
Our strategic, proactive approach to 

media gives us the opportunity to frame 

the issues—problems and solutions—

in ways that are conducive to solving 

them. This helps us build support for 

the approaches we’ve identified being 

most likely to succeed. We find that our 

partners, residents, city officials and 

others all tend to take the project and 

work much more seriously when it has 

been covered in the media. 

Thus far, media coverage has been 

around the topic of collective efficacy 

and problem locations in the community. 

We have had several community 

meetings and community clean-ups with 

great media coverage. In fact, we had 

close to a hundred attendees at the first 

community meeting which drew several 

LA TV stations and resulted in a good 

story in the local daily paper and online. 

There were also live tweets by the local 

newspaper reporter who was covering 

the event. 

How are you measuring 
results? 
Various metrics are used to measure 

results, including the quantity and quality 

of news coverage, cooperation and 

participation of partners, attendance at 

community meetings, participation in 

community clean-ups, and number of 

followers/likes and level of engagement 

with our social media pages. 

As of August we have submitted 16 

news releases to the media that have 

garnered 18 print/on-line stories (nearly 

all have run in both) and six TV stories. 

It’s important to note these stories have 

largely reflected our intended messages 

and framing. We began our social media 

presence a few months ago and currently 

have 73 followers on Twitter and 83 likes 

on Facebook with decent interaction 

(comments, reposts, etc.) on both. 

1 A number of California cities and counties are adopting “deemed approved” ordinances. These ordinances are intended to give cities more 
enforcement tools to prevent nuisance activity where alcohol beverage sales occur (e.g. bars, clubs, liquor stores, lounges). 
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Social Media
Social media has grown into a powerful tool to communicate information and generate awareness. Although it 
is viewed by many nonprofits as an affordable strategy, effective social media takes time and frequent attention. 
Posting on a Facebook page once a quarter, for example, can do more harm than good in today’s tech savvy 
environment. The most effective social media strategies don’t just push out news to audiences but actually work to 
engage them in a conversation. 

Although there are many digital marketing strategies, for simplicity sake this media toolkit will focus on Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram, Flickr and YouTube. Below is a chart to help you determine the best social media strategies for 
these platforms:

SOCIAL  
MEDIA TYPE

AUDIENCES BEST FOR …
LEVEL OF  
ENGAGEMENT

FREQUENCY  
OF UPDATES

Facebook Residents
Youth
Stakeholders
General public

News and announcements
Photos
Upcoming events

Good for short 
survey, contests, 
feedback and 
sharing 

Several times a week or 
daily as relevant news is 
available

Twitter Stakeholders
Residents
Youth
Media 
General public

News and announcements
Photos
Upcoming events

Link with your 
Facebook page

Several times a week or 
daily as relevant news is 
available

Instagram Youth Photos and video for smart 
phones

Pushing out 
images to 
audience

Best for instant 
communication and 
socializing with photos and 
short videos

Snapchat Youth and young 
adults

Photos, video, texts
and drawings to a private 
network of users

Popular among 
youth and best for 
fast content shares

Best for instant, real-time 
media. Posts are deleted 
every 24 hours.

YouTube Stakeholders
Funders
Residents

Videos Best for sharing 
videos online

As videos are available to 
share

Flickr Stakeholders
Funders
Residents

Photos Best for sharing 
photos online 
in an organized 
archive

As photos libraries are 
available. 

To help you plan out social media activities, create a 
social media calendar for the year. A calendar of topic 
postings will also help you track content quality, establish 
consistency and evaluate the topics that receive the 
most interest from audiences. Finally, it eliminates poorly 
timed news posts or missed opportunities. 

Tips for creating a social media calendar:

• List of all the events, announcements and news items 
to post throughout the year.

• Assign dates (month, week or specific date) for each 
item on the list.

• Identify the social media channel(s) for each post.

• Curate additional content ideas for periods where no 
content is currently identified.

• Assign writers to help with postings.

Of course, a public safety initiative is unlikely to know 
every event that will occur over the next year, and 
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issues and circumstances can change unexpectedly in a 
community, particularly around public safety and crime. 
In addition to the calendar of posts, be ready to respond 
to changing circumstances on social media in real time. 
Use your key messages, talking points and brand image 
as guides to what you want to consistently convey to 
your audiences. A pot luck dinner at a local church is 
helping neighbors to get to know each other and build 
stronger sense of community, for example, and if there is 
a shooting at a local crime hot spot, point out that your 
police/community partnership has identified that corner 
as a priority and is working on strategies to address it.

Keep in mind that social media continues to evolve. If 
you decide to utilize it, try to stay updated on changes 
and new ways to be more impactful.

A Final Word
We hope this Strategic Communications Toolkit is a 
valuable resource that provides guidance and practical 
information. It is designed to be an introduction to the 
dynamic world of communications and media relations. 
As your community safety team encounters opportunities 
and challenges to building the public profile of your 
program or initiative, we encourage you to continue 
learning and polishing your communications skills. 
Nonprofit communications and the media industry are 
vastly different than just five years ago, and therefore, 
continuing education is essential to best serve your 
constituents.

That said, this is an exciting time in communications, 
with many opportunities to share your message and 
information about the program. We sincerely hope that 
you will embrace it and in the process, change the future 
for the residents living in these promising communities. 

The Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) is the national technical assistance provider for BCJI, working in cooperation with the Bureau of 
Justice Assistance. This paper was supported by Grant No. 2012-AJ-BX-K046 awarded by the Bureau of Justice Assistance to LISC. The Bureau 
of Justice Assistance is a component of the Office of Justice Programs, which also includes the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the National Institute 
of Justice, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the Office for Victims of Crime, and the Office of Sex Offender Sentencing, 
Monitoring, Apprehending, Registering, and Tracking. Points of view or opinions in this document are those of the author and do not necessarily 
represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.
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Glossary: Terms to Know
Many of the glossary terms are provided by Nielsen 
Media and PRDaily.com. They are valuable resources to 
learn about journalism and how to work closely with the 
media

AP Style – Refers to the Associated Press Stylebook that 
provides journalists, communicators, PR professionals 
and others a nationally recognized set of guidelines 
for writing consistent copy across all forms of your 
communication. 

Audience – A group of households or individuals who are 
attending, listening, reading or watching something. It 
is often used to indicate viewers of a television program 
or another advertising medium. For communicators, the 
audience is any individual or group that BCJI grantees 
want to influence or reach with their messages. 

B-roll – Short video clips or highlights of something 
you want to promote. Often used to show broadcast 
outlets the potential for a story and/or provide them with 
footage for the story. 

Boilerplate – Short description of an organization that is 
most often used at the end of a press release. 

Browser – Also called a Web browser. A software 
application that allows users to locate and display 
information on the Web.

Click Rate – An internet term for the number of times an 
advertisement banner was clicked on at a Web site.

Click-Through – An Internet term used to measure the 
success a website has in persuading a user to go to 
another site.

Cumulative Audience – The non-duplicated audience 
for one or a series of TV programs or time-periods. It 
is expressed as a percentage of a given universe. A 
household or person is counted once, no matter how 
many times the telecast has been viewed. This is also 
known as the “reach.”

Demographics – Audience breakdown based on various 
characteristics such as age, sex, race or ethnicity, income, 
education, etc. 

Evergreen – A story/pitch angle that won’t fade over 
time, could be pitched/published at any time (as 
opposed to news that is only relevant at a certain point of 
time).

Hard news – A term used by journalists to describe news 
stories that are urgent or time sensitive.

Hits – Refers to the number of media stories published or 
broadcast from a press release.

Household – An individual or group of individuals 
occupying a house, apartment, group of rooms or single 
room.

Impressions – Number of homes or individuals exposed 
to an advertisement, group of advertisements or a news 
story. 

Link – Connections between one page or site on 
the Web and another. Links are mostly identified in 
highlighted and/or underlined text.

Live – Program, news, interview or sporting event running 
at the same time that the performance or event is taking 
place.

Media – refers to the mass communications outlets 
available (e.g., TV, radio, newspaper, news websites) 

Nielsen Media Research – The a major provider of 
television and internet audience measurement services.

Network Feeds – Transmission of network programming, 
such as a TV show or news, to affiliated stations or cable 
systems.

Pages-per-Person – Average number of web pages each 
unique visitor has viewed on the listed site. This measure 
can help determine how many pages a person views per 
visit to a site, and thus indicate their level of interest in 
the particular site.

Page Views – The number of times a webpage has been 
successfully served to a browser.

PDF – Portable Document Format. A method for 
distributing formatted documents over the Internet.

Posting – Also called a “post.” A single message, news 
item or story entered into a network communications 
system such as a website, social media site or blog.

Prime Time – Peak evening television viewing time, most 
often 8 to 11 p.m., Monday through Saturday, and 7 to11 
p.m. Sunday.

Public Television – Non-commercial television supported 
by federal and state funds, voluntary contributions 
and grants, offering a variety of programming. Public 
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Broadcasting Service (PBS) is the distribution network 
and representative organization of public TV.

Public Service Announcement (PSA) – An announcement 
carried by a station, network or cable service, free of 
charge, for public interest information to the viewer.

Search Engine – A software tool that searches for 
information and websites on the Internet.

Search engine optimization (SEO) – The process of 
attracting more visitors to a particular website or page by 
using techniques to make the site appear higher on the 
list of results returned by a search engine.

Social media – Internet-based applications that are 
used to communicate and share information either on 
the web or through a mobile unit. For our purposes, 
social media refers to commonly used groups, such as 
Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram, Flickr 
and YouTube. 

Soft news – A term used by journalists to describe news 
that are more feature-oriented and often is less time 
sensitive than breaking news. 

Sound Bite – A brief statement, quote or excerpt from an 
interview for use in radio or television news program.

Unique Audience – The number of unique individuals 
who have visited a website at least once in the reporting 
period.

Appendix: For More Information
The Associated Press Stylebook and Libel Manual: The 
Journalist’s Bible. Christopher W. French, Editor; 2009 
Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, Inc.

The Brand Idea: Managing Nonprofit Brands with 
Integrity, Democracy, and Affinity. By Nathalie 
Laidler-Kylander and Julia Shepard Stenzel; 2014 
Josey-Bass Publishing

Enough with the ‘death of the press release’ already. By 
Michelle Garrett; Ragan’s PR Daily; January 21, 2014

The Four-Letter Word Behind all Successful Stories.
Free-Range Thinking; November 2015 

What is a News Cycle? wiseGEEK; October 15, 2015 
www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-news-cycle.htm

What Constant Exposure to Negative News Is Doing To 
Our Mental Health. By Carolyn Gregoire; Huffington Post 
Posted: 02/19/2015 www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/19/
violent-media-anxiety_n_6671732.html

When Should You Start a PR Campaign. By Dave 
Manzer; PR Over Coffee blog July 13, 2015

How to Raise Awareness for Nonprofits through Social 
Media Ad Grants. By Kristopher Jones; Search Engine 
Journal, March 3, 2015 www.searchenginejournal.com 

3 Tips for engaging social media visuals. By Brian 
Pittman; Ragan’s PR Daily; September 18, 2015

10 ways to use Twitter for storytelling. By Rebekah 
Radice; Ragan’s PR Daily; October 14, 2015

Why You Need a Social Media Calendar and How to 
Create One. By Neil Patel, Search Engine Journal, May 
25, 2015 www.searchenginejournal.com

The Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) is the national technical assistance provider for BCJI, working in cooperation with the Bureau of 
Justice Assistance. This paper was supported by Grant No. 2012-AJ-BX-K046 awarded by the Bureau of Justice Assistance to LISC. The Bureau 
of Justice Assistance is a component of the Office of Justice Programs, which also includes the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the National Institute 
of Justice, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the Office for Victims of Crime, and the Office of Sex Offender Sentencing, 
Monitoring, Apprehending, Registering, and Tracking. Points of view or opinions in this document are those of the author and do not necessarily 
represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.
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