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Thank you very much for inviting me to your lunch-and learn series. I know and admire most of your previous speakers. I’ll try to live up to the high standard they’ve set.

I’d like to start this conversation on the right note. So let me acknowledge at the outlet that most of communication difficulties between non-profit sector and the media are on our side. 
It frustrates me, as journalist, that my profession does such poor job of covering your sector, which accounts for 8 per cent of the nation’s economic activity, employs more than 2 million people, provides meaningful work for close to 20 million volunteers and is larger than any of the industries the media cover exhaustively.

This strikes me not only as bad new judgment; but bad service to our readers. They want to know what’s happening in their communities and how they can make a difference. They deserve to know that some of the most innovative thinking and creative problem-solving in Canadian society is going on in non-profit organizations.

I’ve fought this battle internally for years. I’ve tried to lead by example, encouraged reporters to look at the work you’re doing, given editors great story ideas and badgered managers about this issue. I regret to say I haven’t made much headway.

So if any of you feel as if you’re chipping away at a wall of indifference and obduracy, you’re probably right. It’s not much easier from within.

Having said that, I’ve seen many organizations with great stories to tell, make unnecessary mistakes. So I’m going to zero in on 5 things you can do to increase your odds of getting reporters, editors, broadcasters and producers to pay attention.

Here’s the one I’d put at the top of the list.

Before you make a phone call or send an e-mail to a member of the media, ask yourself: Why does my message matter to the public? 

That’s the first question an assignment editor is going to ask. If you can’t tell him or her why it’s newsworthy, you’ve lost the first battle. 

Let’s say you get past that barrier. The editor might have seen a glimmer of possibility in what you said or might just have a reporter with nothing to do. He or she is going to ask: Why should readers care about this? If you can’t provide a reason, he or she will invent one – one you might not like. It’s not that the reporter is deliberately twisting the facts. He or she has to find a way to make the story interesting. Otherwise it’s going to be spiked, buried so far back in the paper that no one will read it or reduced to one of one-paragraph brief on an inside page.

I’ll give you a few examples. Suppose you reach or exceed your annual fundraising target, I’m sure that’s a source of great pride to you, your donors and your clients. But it isn’t news unless you can demonstrate that you symbolize a new resilience in the non-profit sector or that you’ve found a formula that allows non-profit organizations to weather hard times.

Suppose you’re providing a valuable service to your clients, as you’ve done for years. That is certainly creditworthy. But it isn’t likely to strike most journalists as newsworthy. 

Suppose you think you deserve a bit of exposure for all the good work you do. If you can’t offer a reason you should be singled from the thousands of other non-profit organizations labouring without recognition, you need to think harder before approaching a media outlet.

As a general rule, anniversaries, changes to your organizational structure and problems with various levels of government don’t pass the ‘why-should-readers-care?’ test.

Number 2: Be aware that journalists aren’t publicity agents.

If you have a story with a strong public interest element, by all means offer it to a reporter, columnist, editor or producer.

But if your objective is to sell tickets to a gala or lottery; promote your brand; raise your organization’s profile or deliver an unfiltered message to the public, that’s advertising. 

There are cases that straddle the line. A non-profit organization striving to raise enough money to help a family torn apart by devastating accident, for example, may be newsworthy. But in most instances, if you want publicity, go to a newspaper or broadcast outlet’s advertising or promotions department.

I suspect many of you are wondering why I would include something so obvious in my talk. You’d be surprised how many communications people from the non-profit sector call and deliver what is clearly a pitch for free advertising.

Number 3: Do your homework before you contact the media. Get to know who covers your sector.
Read or listen to the publication or broadcast you intend to approach. Find out about the organization. Identify, if you can, anyone who covers non-profit organizations often enough to suggest a pattern. That means more than one or two isolated stories. And figure out how to get in touch with that person. Most media outlets provide e-mail addresses for their staff. If you can’t find one, call the organization’s newsroom and ask.

If you don’t know anyone at the organization and can’t see any journalist who shows a consistent interest in your issue or sector, ask around. Other non-profit organizations might have advice. Your friends might know someone in the media. The parents of kids’ friends might. Use word of mouth as much as you can.

In the event that you have to take the conventional route, look for a phone number or an e-mail listing for the newsroom. Then ask for the assignment editor. Some organizations have one, some don’t. If the one you’re calling doesn’t, explain that you want to speak to someone about a story. What happens next will depend on the organization. You might get a receptionist who takes down the details and passes along the message to an editor. Or you might get a reporter. If that happens, ask if he or she is on deadline before proceeding. If the answer is yes, get a number and arrange to call back at a specific time. 

Be as brief and succinct as you can. Make sure to explain why you believe the story is worth covering. Provide as much lead time as you can. And ensure you provide all the relevant details: time, place, nearest public transit stop and contact number. Ask if the person you’re speaking to would like this information in e-mail form.

Again, this sounds pretty elementary. But you’d be surprised how many organizations fling an e-mail message out to the media with 40 or 40 names on the top, hoping someone will pay attention. You have to work harder and be more strategic than that.

Number 4: Now we come to the substance of your message. Talk about the lives you’re changing and the difference you’re making.

Talk about the lives you’re changing or the difference you’re making, not about who you are or how your organization functions.

Some of the most interesting and well-read columns I’ve written are about individuals or groups taking on a challenge that looked impossible and finding an answer or at least the seeds of answer; or people combining their talents, resources and commitment to do things governments and the private sector can’t or won’t do.

Last month, with low expectations, I agreed to meet a woman who said she was motivated by one of my columns to do something. I’d never heard of her and didn’t know anyone who had. I thought it unlikely that even the most motivated citizen could crack a problem that had defied judges, lawyers, politicians and scholars. But I was curious about her plan to provide affordable justice to lower-and-middle income Canadians.

Her name was Heidi Mottahedin. She was a mediator who kept seeing clients with serious legal problems who a needed lawyer. But they weren’t destitute enough to qualify for legal aid or rich enough to hire one. Millions of Canadians fall into that category.
It turned out that she did have a workable proposal. She’d already set up and incorporated Lawyers Aid Canada, recruited a top-notch board of directors and persuaded more than 50 lawyers to offer services to clients of limited means at 40 to 60 per cent below market rates. She didn’t want to talk about herself. She wanted people to know there was a place they could go for help.

That’s the kind of story that belongs in a newspaper. Readers discovered something they didn’t know. The legal community learned about an opportunity for its members to do something about a serious gap in the justice system. And people saw what one individual with a vision and determination could accomplish.

I’ve highlighted many such efforts over the years – examples of fresh thinking, low-cost creativity and programs that raise society’s social standards. These initiatives don’t always spring from new organizations. They’re often developed by people who have worked in the sector for years. They know their clients, understand their needs and are willing to experiment.

Number 5: This one I offer as a precaution. Remember that reporters ask questions

Please remember that reporters ask probing questions, they delve into areas that you might not want to talk about, they don’t follow anybody’s script.

Because there has been so little coverage of the non-profit sector and most of the people in it are motivated by the best instincts, there tends to be an expectation of kid-glove treatment.

Journalists aren’t trained to provide that. As the eyes and ears of the public, they ask what people want to know. They raise sensitive issues. They ruffle feathers.

I certainly have. I’m sure I’m persona non grata at Imagine Canada right now. Last November, after a panel discussion about the outlook for the non-sector, I asked Michael Hall, vice-president of Imagine if we could chat briefly about a different matter. He agreed. I asked him why so many would-be volunteers with valuable skills were being turned away by organizations they’d faithfully supported for years.

He explained and defended the shift from volunteers to paid staff. I quoted his answers accurately. I didn’t push him to say anything he didn’t want to say. I tried to be as fair as I could.

But I did go to the other sources. I did point out in the article that the largest wave of retirements in Canadian history rapidly approaching, there is going to be a large pool of highly skilled that mistakenly believes that retirement is a time to give back to society.

I know people in the non-profit sector were upset and in some cases, angry. But for months afterward, I kept bumping into people who said: “That was me you were writing about. I was glad somebody said it publicly.”

I’ve raised a lot of sensitive issues over the years. I’ve suggested in several columns that many non-profit organizations have to come to resemble mini-bureaucracies, weighted down by paperwork and constrained by government rules. I’ve asked the leaders of quite a number of organizations whether it was wise to relinquish their flexibility and dilute their message by becoming dependent on government funding. I’ve watched charitable sector evolve into the voluntary sector and then the non-profit sector and expressed misgivings many of you would rather not see in a newspaper.

I understand that this might look a betrayal to you. But I wouldn’t be doing my job if I ignored concerns I’d raise in any other area of public life.

(To be personal, for a moment, I do suspend the normal rules of journalism when I’m interviewing vulnerable people. I would never use a remark, no matter how evocative, that might hurt an individual with a mental disability. I’ve often explained to low-income people that there are some things it’s best not to tell a journalist. I’ve thrown away quotations I would have loved to use because they could create problems for a person who depends on government support.

But the Star doesn’t know I bend the rules. I hope it will remain that way.)

Please understand I’m not trying to scare anyone off. That would the last thing I’d want to do. I just think it’s fair to point out that there is cultural clash between journalist ethics and the kind of supportive coverage you might prefer.
I think I have a few minutes left before my time runs out, so I’ll squeeze in a few quick don’ts.

--Please don’t use acronyms or jargon when you’re speaking to a journalist. I understand that may need to acquire that language to deal with government officials. But the people I write for don’t have a clue what it means.

-- Please don’t contact the media the day of, or the night before, your event. You’ll either get the most junior reporter on the staff or no one at all.

--Please don’t take it personally if a journalist sounds aloof or curt. It’s probably because he or she is rushing to meet a deadline, juggling several assignments or wrestling with a difficult story. Newspeople shouldn’t be rude, but we sometimes are without even realizing it.

-- And please don’t assume the problem is you. It’s much more likely to be on our side.

I’m hoping you’ll have some good ideas for me to take back and looking forward to our discussion.

Thank you for making me feel welcome. Forgive me if I’ve pushed some of you out of your comfort zone. Please don’t hesitate to tell me if I’ve got something wrong. And please do tell me – maybe not all at once – about the great stories the media are missing.
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