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The National Trust for Historic Preservation and Main Street America advocate for effective 

policies for historic preservation and community revitalization through training, technical 

assistance, and promotion of effective advocacy tools. The Advocacy Toolkit, including this 

chapter, was initially published through the generous support of the Jessie Ball duPont Fund. To 

receive support with your policy issue or to access additional resources, contact the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation (forum@savingplaces.org) or Main Street America 

(mainstreet@savingplaces.org).

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
MEDIA COMMUNICATIONS FOR ADVOCACY CAMPAIGNS  
THE NATIONAL TRUST FOR HISTORIC PRESERVATION & MAIN STREET AMERICA 

 

2 

Introduction 

An advocacy campaign benefits greatly 

from a well-run media outreach program. 

A media campaign represents an 

organization’s single best opportunity to 

be in touch with its intended audience. 

Communicating through the media can be 

an excellent—and low-cost—advocacy tool. 

However, because many advocacy 

campaigns rely on “earned media”—as 

opposed to ads and other “paid media”—

an organization should plan carefully to 

ensure that the message that appears in 

the newspaper or on the evening news is 

the one that it wants the target audience to 

see. 

Why It Is Necessary to 
Communicate 

The goal of a media campaign—like the 

objectives of the overall advocacy effort—

should be to change people’s behavior in 

some way. Ideally, an organization will 

communicate with the target audience in 

order to inspire people to undertake a 

specific action—whether it’s writing a 

letter to an elected official, attending a 

planning meeting, or raising awareness in 

the community that a particular building 

is threatened.  

Communicating via the news media allows 

an organization to tell members of the 

public how an advocacy campaign will 

directly benefit them. News coverage of a 

specific preservation issue will also help 

an organization attract the attention of 

policy makers or other decision makers 

who will ultimately determine the 

outcome of the organization’s advocacy 

efforts. 

Is Media Communication 
Always a Good Idea?  

When contemplating a media campaign, 

the first thing an organization should do is 

ask itself some preliminary questions. Will 

the issue actually benefit from receiving 

media attention? Then what happens if 

you get it? Too often, there is a tendency 

to simply fire off a press release about 

whatever issue the organization is 
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currently engaged in, assuming that 

whatever media attention it gets will be a 

good thing. This is not always the case. In 

some instances, the issue may not rise to 

the level of something a reporter would 

cover.  

An organization should also consider the 

intended audience. If it only needs to 

convince a legislator or a key staff member 

to support an issue, a media campaign 

may be a distraction or a misallocation of 

the organization’s resources. Media 

relations take time and effort, so decide in 

advance if a full-scale media campaign is 

the right approach.  

How to Get Started 

Fortunately, getting started on a media 

campaign can be a relatively 

inexpensive endeavor. With a 

computer, a phone, the internet, 

and a media outlets list, a media 

campaign has all the tools it needs 

to get underway.  

Appoint a Spokesperson 

Organizationally, a critical first step 

is to choose one person to serve as 

the primary media contact. This is 

especially important if there is a 

coalition of groups working together 

on the advocacy campaign and it 

may not be apparent to a reporter 

which group to contact for 

comment. From the perspective of 

the reporter, having one person to 

turn to with questions or to get 

comments greatly simplifies the job 

(especially when a story is breaking 

and there isn’t time to make several 

calls to find the appropriate person). 

And from the perspective of the 

organization or coalition, it is far 

easier to stay “on message” when just 

one person delivers it. Ideally the primary 

media contact should be the board 

president or coalition chair that is 

empowered by the board to speak for the 

group. For most issues, having a volunteer 

spokesperson as the media contact, rather 

than staff, reinforces the grassroots nature 

of the advocacy effort. 

Set an Action-oriented Goal 

What do you want people to do with the 

information you are putting out there? 

This question is especially important. An 

organization should always include an 

action item in its communication that asks 

people to take a concrete action step. If the 

goal of the campaign is to “raise 

awareness”—a ubiquitous goal in the fields 

of historic preservation and community 

revitalization —try and drill down beyond 
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this somewhat vague goal to ask: “Let’s 

assume we raise awareness, then what?” 

What do you want people to do? Sign an 

online petition? Visit a web site? Write 

their elected officials? There should 

always be an action item that suggests 

real, measurable ways to support a specific 

goal.  

Identify the Target Audience 

With limited resources to allocate toward 

a communications campaign, the 

organization’s communications strategy 

should focus on the people who are best-

positioned to take action on the issue. 

Who are you trying to convince?  If, for 

example, you want to convince people to 

attend a local planning board meeting to 

voice support for a preservation 

ordinance, the intended audience would 

obviously be local residents.  

Develop a Message  

The message is the heart and soul of any 

communications campaign. It should be 

as specific as possible, and it should be 

delivered in the clearest possible language. 

The message should contain no more than 

three or four points and be no longer than 

one paragraph.  

Above all, the message should be designed 

to resonate with the public. The 

organization should use the message to 

demonstrate how its advocacy efforts 

apply to the lives of the intended audience. 

Do not aim your message for the already 

converted. Instead, ask what message 

would resonate most strongly, and most 

widely, with the people you are trying to 

convince. Why should people care about 

this issue? What messages would make 

people see this issue from the 

organization’s point of view? 

It is important not to overcomplicate the 

process of message development. One 

good way to develop a message is to 

brainstorm with a handful of people who 

know the issue best, throw out ideas for a 

while, and see what kind of pattern 

emerges. In all likelihood, the best 

message will tie together the ideas that 

emerge from this kind of discussion.  

One rule of thumb to keep in mind when 

developing and disseminating a message 

is SRR: Simple, Relevant and Repeat. 

Keep it simple, make it relevant to the 

intended audience, and then repeat it as 

often as possible.     

Planning a Media 

Campaign 

The actual day-to-day strategy and tactics 

of the media campaign will vary greatly 

depending on the overall objectives of the 

advocacy campaign. Some stories are great 

for television (including “visual” events, 

such as rallies, vigils, or protests), whereas 

others are more conducive to print media 

(a speech, testimony at a committee 

meeting, etc.). In some cases, you may 

want to target specific online journalists 

and bloggers.  

When planning the media campaign, the 

bottom line consideration should be to 

ensure that the media tactics that you 

employ (such as press releases, letters to 

the editor, press conferences, op/eds, 

media advisories, and even staged media 

events such as rallies and speeches) serve 

the overall strategic goals of the advocacy 

campaign. Tactics are the day-to-day, on-

the-ground actions and activities that 

advance the strategic goals of the media 

effort, which in turn advance the overall 

aims of the advocacy campaign. At all 

times, think about what types of media 

outreach will most effectively reach your 

target audience. For example, if you are 
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running a petition drive to oppose 

teardowns in your neighborhood, the local 

neighborhood paper may well be a better 

venue than a newspaper with a statewide 

focus. 

Types of Communication 

Tactics 

Press Release 

The press release is the most common 

form of communicating with the media, 

and it should include the following basic 

elements: 

• Name of the issuing organization 
at the top—preferably 
accompanied by a logo. 

• Name and contact information for 
the organization’s principal media 
contact. 

• Headline. The headline is a critical 
part of the news release.  It is the 
first thing that reporters read, so it 
should grab their attention and 
compel them to read on. 

• Dateline. To ensure that reporters 
know that the information in the 
release is new, put the current date 
at the top, along with the words 
“For Immediate Release.” 

• Body of text, with a quote. This is 
where you tell the story of the 
event or issue you are promoting. 
Lead with the biggest news—the 
item most likely to catch the 
reporter’s attention—and follow it 
up with a punchy quote (either 
from the lead person in your 
organization, or the person who 
knows the issue best) that fleshes 
out the issue. 

Consider putting together a “content rich” 

press release with links to additional 

information. You may embed it, for 

example, with links to a YouTube video 

that your organization put together or a 

link to a PowerPoint presentation that 

reinforces the message in the release.    

Media Advisory 

Media advisories are generally sent to 

inform reporters about an event that you 

would like them to attend. An advisory 

should be short and to the point. An 

advisory can be a simple listing that 

explains the importance of the event and 

when and where it will be held. 

Op/Ed 

Op/eds—a term that means “opposite the 

editorial page”—are a great way to help 

shape public opinion on an issue. The 

longer word lengths that many 

newspapers permit for op/eds (generally 

500 to 800 words) allow your 

organization to go into greater depth—

especially important for complex, nuanced 

issues.  

Editorials 

Because they are written by a newspaper’s 

editorial page staff, editorials are effective 

in demonstrating that your issue has the 

institutional buy-in of the paper itself. The 

trick, obviously, is convincing the editorial 

page board that your issue is of sufficient 

importance to warrant an editorial. The 

best way to accomplish this is by meeting 

with the editorial board and presenting 

your arguments to it directly.  

Letter to the Editor 

Letters to the editor, particularly when 

sent in large volume from a grassroots 

network, can be a very powerful 

communications tool to demonstrate 

broad-based support for an issue. 

Especially in smaller community 

newspapers, people tend to read the 

letters to the editor to see what their 

friends and neighbors are saying. The 
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letters should be individually written 

rather than mass-generated. 

Pitch Letter 

Often sent directly to a particular reporter 

via e-mail and sometimes accompanied by 

the press release, the pitch letter is 

another way of framing the issue for that 

specific reporter. A pitch letter may 

reference past articles that the reporter 

has written on the topic and then explain 

how the current issue might interest that 

particular reporter. (See “How to Pitch a 

Reporter” below.) 

Statement 

A statement is basically a stand-alone 

quote that reflects the organization’s 

position on a certain issue. Statements are 

a useful method of responding to major 

developments and breaking news, helping 

to ensure that your organization’s point of 

view makes it into a reporter’s story.  

Backgrounder 

A document that spells out the 

organization’s position on an issue in 

more detail than a press release, 

backgrounders are made available to 

reporters to increase their understanding 

of an issue.  

Press Conference 

The organization should hold a press 

conference when it has significant news to 

announce and when it believes that 

reporters will want to ask follow-up 

questions. Be sure that whatever news the 

organization is announcing is sufficiently 

important to justify a reporter’s time spent 

attending the press conference.  

Teleconference/Webcast 

Reporters can cover a teleconference or 

webcast from their desk—which could 

increase the number of journalists who 

listen to your message. 

Blog 

More and more organizations have started 

blogs to give the public—and the media—

an ongoing one-stop shop to check on new 

developments within the organization. 

Recent surveys find that reporters get 

more story ideas from blogs than any 

other single source. 

How to Pitch a Story to a 

Reporter 

All reporters are different, and preferences 

vary widely as to how they like to receive 

information. The best way to find out how 

to pitch a story idea to reporters is to 

simply ask them; call them up, introduce 

yourself, and ask if they prefer to hear 

from you via phone, e-mail, fax, or 

another method. 

If that is not possible, simply contact a 

reporter with a brief phone call, and then 

send your story idea via e-mail (though, 

for some reporters, the reverse is true, 

which is why it is always good to ask up 

front). In general, reporters have more 

time to talk in the mornings than in the 

afternoons when they are usually on 

deadline to file that day’s story. Whenever 

you call a reporter, always ask at the 

beginning of the conversation if the 

reporter is on deadline or if he or she has 

time to talk.   

Talking to Reporters 

When speaking to a reporter, always 

assume that everything you say is “on the 

record,” even if it’s a casual conversation 

that may not feel like a formal interview. 

Reporters’ definitions of “on the record” 

and “on background” and “not for 

attribution” tend to differ, so to be safe, 
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always assume that whatever you say to a 

reporter can show up in the news.  

Talking to a reporter can be a delicate 

balancing act. While you want to convey 

your message and stick closely to your 

talking points, it’s also important not to 

sound canned and wooden. The reporter is 

looking for a good quote, and if you sound 

overly scripted, the reporter may not turn 

to you again. 

In the end, keep in mind that reporters, by 

and large, are just looking to get the story 

right, and they want to work with the 

people they are writing about to make sure 

that the information in their story is 

accurate and informative to their readers. 

If there are questions you do not feel 

prepared to answer, it is perfectly 

acceptable to say you don’t know but will 

get back to them with an answer.  

If there are certain reporters who will be 

covering your issue on an ongoing basis, 

work hard to establish a good relationship 

with them. In addition to being a good 

source, try and cultivate them in other 

ways; Call or e-mail them to thank them 

for a good story, send them information 

they might find useful, even when it may 

not relate directly to a story idea. 

 

 

Conclusion 

As the adage goes, if you don’t define 

yourself, your opponents will do it for you. 

Too often, preservationists find 

themselves in public debates with 

developers, private property rights groups, 

or other opponents who seek to paint the 

preservation movement as stuck in the 

past, averse to change, and/or unwilling to 

recognize the market forces that want to 

tear down a historic building. And all too 

often, our opponents are better funded 

and able to spend their resources on paid 

media campaigns. 

The media represent the single best way to 

counter these arguments and 

communicate a positive message to the 

target audience.    

Resources 

8 Tips for Preservation Advocacy on Social 

Media, by Tim Mikulski for the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation, 2017. 

An Evolving Approach to Social Media: 

Leveraging Social Media for Advocacy, by 

Tim Mikulski for the National Trust for 

Historic Preservation, 2017. 

“Media Advocacy,” chapter in the 

Community Tool Box by Kansas State 

University. 
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The National Trust for Historic Preservation is a privately funded 

nonprofit organization that works to save America’s historic places. 

From our headquarters in Washington, D.C. and our field offices, 

we take direct, on-the-ground action when historic sites are 

threatened. Our work helps build vibrant, sustainable communities. 

We facilitate public participation in the preservation of sites, 

buildings, and objects of national significance or interest. We 

advocate with governments to save America’s heritage, and we 

strive to create a cultural legacy that is as diverse as the nation 

itself so all of us can take pride in our part of the American story.  

 

Main Street America has been helping revitalize older and 

historic commercial districts for 40 years. Today it is a network of 

more than 1,600 neighborhoods and communities, rural and 

urban, who share both a commitment to place and to building 

stronger communities through preservation-based economic 

development. Main Street America is a program of the nonprofit 

National Main Street Center, Inc., a subsidiary of the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation.  


