
 

 
 
 

‗Mission Possible‘:  
A Gender and 
Media Advocacy 
Toolkit 
 
Module 7: How to Create the Right Message 
for the Right Audience 
 
 

A message needs to be a carefully thought element of each piece of communication.  In 
media relations, the message is what you tell in your interview or press release. This 
module outlines components of an advocacy message. It provides ‗how tos‘ in writing 
press releases, producing a backgrounder for the media, preparing a media event, 
organizing a press conference, and giving a good interview.  
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 Module 7: How to Create the Right Message for the Right 
Audience 
 
Message development is a direct, simple way of communicating the core objective of the 
campaign to the respective audiences. In gender and media advocacy, one message 
does not fit all audiences. Determining who the message is for and what you want the 
audience to do after receiving it are two important considerations for developing 
advocacy campaign messages.  
 
Good messages are: 
 

 Targeted for a specific group 

 Focused on a specific problem 

 Action-oriented 

 Simple, to the point and ―attention grabbers‖ 

 Easy to understand – use local languages and common terms 

 Attractive and interesting 

 Prominently visible 

 Repetitive 

 Reinforced through the use of a combination of media (multimedia approach)1 
 
Messages in gender and media advocacy can best be framed using the key media 
principles of accuracy, fairness, balance and diversity, and fair representation.  
 
For example, the issue of the lack of women‘s access to expression in and through the 
media can be addressed in a gender and media campaign, for example, on ‗missing 
views, missing voices‘. The low percentage of women speaking on issues in the media 
can be related to the media principle of balance and diversity. If there are only men‘s 
voices, and those only of men in positions of power and formal authority as the sources 
of news, then the news is being reported on and told in a manner that does not reflect a 
diversity of views and a balance of opinions. 
 
Diversity and fair representation also provide the framework for developing messages 
and campaigns on changing the gender stereotypes and portrayal of women in the 
media only as sex objects, objects of beauty, in domestic roles, or as only victims, 
among others. Gender stereotypes do not project women in all of their diverse roles in 
society. 
 
Messages and slogans must also be related to appropriate media and channels through 
which they will be disseminated. The medium and the message are intimately 
connected. The following questions should be considered when choosing the most 
appropriate mediums and channels: 
 

                                                 
1
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 What is the purpose of what you are trying to do? 

 Who are you trying to reach with your messages and how many people in each 
target group do you need to reach in order to meet your objectives? 

 What is the source of information your target groups use most often and trust the 
most? 

 What are the different messages you need to convey to cover all the important 
knowledge gaps and obstacles that were revealed during the target group 
research?2 

 
 

1. Message in Advocacy 
 

Messages are packages of information exchanged in the communications process.  
Clear, concise and understandable message is of crucial importance for effective 
communications.  Crafting a powerful and clear message is of particular importance 
when campaigning for social change.  In such cases message development has 
elements of a science.  Here are the main rules on crafting effective and powerful 
messages: 
 

 The message should be target-directed.  In order to be heard, you have to talk to 
the target.  Don‘t talk about your own problems.  Try to put your issues in the 
context (frame) of your listeners‘ main concerns. 

 The message should be relevant for the target audience – it should answer the 
question your audience asks: ―What is in it for me?‖ 

 The language used should be understandable to the target audience 

 The media used should be the ones used by the target audience.  Find out where 
your audience gets the news and go there with your message. 

 The messenger should be trusted by the target audience.  Think of celebrity 
spokespersons, academics, individuals or institutions appreciated by those you 
want to influence.  For example, one could argue that men are more likely to 
influence behavior of other men, rather then feminist groups‘ spokespersons. 

 Message must be based on research of target‘s (public‘s) perception, not on 
somebody‘s opinion about it.  In order to be able to talk to the target, you should 
know the target.   

 Your message should build on target‘s believes, not try to overturn them.  Try to 
be inclusive and empathic.  

 Message is not a slogan.  Slogan is a powerful part of it, but message consists of 
other elements: policy proposal, validation, suggested action, the language used, 
context, timing, level from which the message is sent...  The visuals such as logo, 
colors, design, etc –all together develop one message. 

 You should stay on message (be focused) and repeat.  The message should be 
heard more than once in order to create awareness.   
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Ideally, an advocacy message should have four components: 

 Problem Statement:  What is the current state of affairs.  The problem you want 
the society to pay attention to.  The things that are wrong or could be improved.  
For example, the statistics from the GMMP 2005. 

 Relevance: Why is it relevant for the target audience (in lobbying) and the wider 
society, family or nation (in media advocacy targeting public opinion).  You have 
to prove that this problem needs to be on the agenda, that it is relatively 
important, compared with numerous other burning issues competing for the 
society‘s attention. 

 Policy proposal:  While the first two elements are enough for awareness raising 
campaigns, a message in an advocacy campaign should offer a solution. 
Training, new legislation, further development of ethical or professional codex, 
reporting guidelines, lists of women experts to be contacted as media sources in 
the future, etc. 

 Proposed action:  What those responsible should do; what civil society, families, 
citizens, volunteers, activists can do to press those responsible to act.  Sign a 
petition! Come to the rally! Write to the editorial boards! Boycott the radio station!  
Join us in drafting reporting guidelines! Use women as news sources. Join our 
journalist training!  Request review of professional codex, etc. 

 
A message needs to be a carefully thought element of each piece of 
communication.  In media relations, message is what you tell in your interview or 
press release.  Before each media appearance you should decide what is its 
purpose and what is the message you want to convey.  You should decide on 
three points you want to make and repeat by using different examples.  Think of 
validation, policy proposal and action plan.   
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2. How to Write a Press Release  

 
Here are the basic rules you should follow when preparing and sending out a press 

release: 

 Write it only when you have the news that you want to offer fast to a big number 
of media 

 Write it in the same format and structure as a news article.  Often media will 
publish it as it is, without further editing. 

 Write in third person.  Example: a release issued by the MISA would say: ―MISA 
today announced a project to improve gender coverage in media‖. 

 Have a catchy headline.  Do not be legalistic – try to be intriguing. 

 Use the pyramid form:  the title and the first paragraph should tell the main news.  
Other important information is in the second, and a quote in the third paragraph.  
End with a blurb about the organization issuing the release. 

 In the first paragraph, answer the five ―W‖ questions: Who, What, When, Where, 
and Why/How? 

 Add a quote by your organization‘s director, chief researcher, donor, or a 
respectable third party which validates the project 

 Use double spacing and do not write more then two pages 

 Enclose fact sheets and backgrounders for background, additional information 

 Your release should have dateline, strong headline, and your contacts (name, 
phone, email) for those who would like to get further information or an interview 

 Use simple, understandable language, not academic or bureaucratic jargon. 
Write in short sentences, similar to these we have here. 

 After you send out the release, make a round of calls to the reporters.  Ask if they 
got it, if they understand it, and if they need additional information.  Do not ask if 
they will publish it. 
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(Company letterhead) 

 

PRESS RELEASE 

Contact: Amani                                                                            FOR IMMEDIATE 
RELEASE 

Tel. 111/111-3333 

Cell Phone 333/444-6667 

Email: amani@somewhere.com 

 

MAIN TITLE OF PRESS RELEASE GOES HERE IN ALL UPPER CASE 

Subtitle Goes Here in Title Case 

 

Johannesburg, December 5, 2007 – first paragraph first paragraph first paragraph first 
paragraph first paragraph first paragraph first paragraph first paragraph first paragraph 
first paragraph first paragraph first paragraph first paragraph first paragraph first 
paragraph first paragraph. 

 

body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release  

 

body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 

 

body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 
body of press release body of press release body of press release body of press release 

 

boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate 
boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate boilerplate 

mailto:amani@somewhere.com
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### 

 

Notes for the editor: 

 For more information, please call or email Ruba Hatami on the above phones and 
email address 

 Integral report and findings are available on the webpage www.findmoreaboutus.com 

 Our office can help you with arranging an interview with leading Jordanian experts in 
this field.  Please contact Ruba Hatami. 

 Free of rights photo material available to download from www.findmoreaboutus.com 
 

 

 

http://www.findmoreaboutus.com/
http://www.findmoreaboutus.com/
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2. How to Produce a Backgrounder 

 
Backgrounder is one of the most important media tools.  In the time when competition for 
media space and attention is getting fierce, and when journalists have no time for 
research, furnishing them with carefully selected, organized and presented facts, figures, 
quotes and additional sources on a topic is becoming of crucial importance.  Here are 
tips for writing effective fact sheets and backgrounders:  

 A Fact Sheet/Backgrounder provides facts, quotes, figures, summaries of reports 
and speeches that give journalist ―background information‖ about certain 
story/issue/theme. 

 It helps the reporter to understand the issue, to see where the story is, and possibly, 
to write an article.  Even if coverage is not an immediate result, backgrounders keep 
the journalists in the loop about the issue.  They also decrease possibility for 
misinterpretation. 

 A backgrounder increases the odds the story will come out with the angle you desire. 

 You should have on-hand backgrounders about all main issues that your 
organization deals with, and prepare the new ones for special events and actions. 

 Backgrounders should be updated regularly with new information, facts, and 
developments. 

 Backgrounders could be issued independently, or could be attached as an 
―expanded press release‖. 

 Backgrounders are also referred to as ―Fact Sheets‖ or ―Info Sheets‖.  ―Q&A Sheets‖, 
and ―Frequently Asked Questions-FAQ‖.   ―Policy Highlights‖, ―Quote List‖, ―Speech 
Highlights‖, ―Biography Sheet‖ are different formats of backgrounders. 

 

Tips for writing backgrounders 

 Although they can be written in a form of an article, backgrounders are more 
likely to attract a reporter‘s attention if they are brief, readable, and easy to grasp.  
Q&A format, bullets, and chronological approach are highly recommended.  Best 
two or three, maximum five to six pages. 

 Where possible, mention sources of the facts/statistics you used– to provide for 
credibility. 

 Mention additional sources on the issue: literature, websites, film footage or 
photo material available, etc. 

 Mention your name, telephone, fax and email for those who need additional 
information 

 Distribute backgrounders in printed form and online. 

 Produce them on a letterhead stationary, with contact information. 
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3. How to Prepare a Media Event 
  
 
 

 Media events are a useful tool, and are an important part of a successful 
communication strategy.   

 Media events, beyond news conferences or briefings, include regional visits, 
street fairs, open houses, the opening of a new facility or school, or any other 
event staged to attract media attention and promote a message.   

 They may be focused around the beginning of the school year, the publication of 
an important document, submission or approval of a bill, or the release of a 
study. 

 They generate news coverage and enable the organizers to set and control the 
agenda.  To plan a successful event, view your event from a journalist‘s point of 
view. Decide on a news angle—the aspect that will make the event newsworthy 
and not just an exercise in self-promotion.   
 

Planning a media event: 

 If your event is extensive (an all day, all week, or all month event), it is most 
effective to establish a planning or coordinating committee involving key decision 
makers.  The committee should be established well in advance of the event, and 
should develop a strategy to design, implement and monitor the event.  The 
committee is responsible for ensuring that all the financial resources and 
personnel necessary to stage the event are available; 

 Know what you want the event to communicate; know your message and 
prepare a news release communicating your message; 

 Prepare a news advisory in advance of the event explaining the event to the 
media, and describing what they can and cannot cover; 

 Select an easily accessible site which will enable all those interested to attend; 

 Time the event to maximize media coverage (late morning hours are often the 
best for both television and newspapers), and make sure your event does not 
conflict with another media event; 

 Make sure your event is visual and attractive for television; be creative and 
consider staging your story.  A government official might take an exam to 
communicate the new matura; a government official might undergo a health 
examination to communicate the benefits of health reform; a government official 
might hold a discussion for the media with parents or children to discuss 
education reforms;  

 Make it easy for journalists to cover your event; be accessible to them, provide 
them with a news release, assist them in obtaining interviews and in selecting a 
location from which to broadcast.  Send your news release to journalists who 
cannot attend the event; they may just print the release. 

 Always remember that good planning is your best insurance of a successful 
event, and that a well – planned event requires a good deal of work well in 
advance. 
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If your event involves the public, and the participation of non governmental 
officials: 

 

 Select your participants or speakers carefully.  Know what they will say; obtain 
their remarks in advance.  When they can support your message with the media, 
help arrange media interviews for them. 

 Encourage public attendance.  Promote your event to the public most involved in 
the issue, and encourage their involvement.  The Ministry of Education might 
involve teachers, schools, parents or students in an event; the Ministry of Health 
might involve doctors, nurses, patients or clinic personnel. 

 Consider corporate sponsorship of the event to help defray expenses, perhaps 
allowing the corporate sponsor to produce souvenirs, such as T-shirts, caps, or 
key chains which promote the event and the corporation; 

 Consider the establishment of contests – among journalists, school children or 
schools as a method to attract public involvement in the event; government 
officials or journalists could serve as judges; journalist involvement in the event 
as a participant almost always ensures media coverage; 

 Consider hiring a well - known personality or media personality to participate in 
your event as emcee, moderator, or panelist.  This can make your event more 
attractive for media coverage. 
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4. How to Organize a Press Conference 

 
 

 A press conference (news conference, media conference) is called when an 
organization has something newsworthy to tell to the media, and when more in-
depth approach and discussion is needed then it possible to provide by sending 
out a press release.   

 Press conference gives reporters a possibility to ask questions, get explanations, 
quotes, and photo opportunity.   

 An invitation to the conference should be sent to reporters and desk editors a 
week ahead of it.  Closer to the date – a day or two before it – a phone call can 
be made to remind the reporters on the event.   

 You should organize press conference between 9 – 11 morning.  Later than that 
is not good - reporters will not have time to file a story for the next day 
newspaper issue. 

 Ideally, the conference will have several persons participating: the press officer 
who knows the reporters will open and facilitate it.  One or two prominent 
persons should be present, who will give a 10-min statement each on the issue 
(project, release, donation, opening, or similar), after which the facilitator will give 
floor to the reporters to ask questions.  All in all, ideally it will be finished in 45 
min.  After that individual interviews can be given. 

 A ―press kit‖ is usually distributed at a conference, containing a press release, 
backgrounders, report, research results, fact sheets, list of experts, etc.  
Sometimes even filmed material or photo material is distributed.  After the 
conference you should send the press kit by a messenger to those media outlets 
that have not had a representative at the conference. 

 Reporters like to say that ―A press conference should scream for a headline‖ – 
meaning there should be breaking news released on them.  If a conference is 
called and there is no such news, journalists will not forget it - there is a chance 
that next time, even if you have breaking news, nobody will show up at the event.  
Exactly because of the proliferation of press conferences, media outlets often 
send beginners to cover them.   

 If possible, media events should be organized instead of press conference. Yet, if 
one decides to organize a press conference, there area number of technical 
details to be taken care of.  Here they are:  
  

Press Conference Check List 

 Location 

 Accessible by public transportation 

 Available parking space 

 Exact address, phone and fax number 

 Registration desk at the entrance, with a person greeting the reporters 

 Translation booth if foreign reporters expected 

 Site 

 Are there enough electricity plugs for TV crews? 

 Are the fuses strong enough? 

 How many people can attend? 
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 Tables and chairs – number and position 

 Platform for camera and photographers behind the reporters 

 Check the light, heating 

 Is there a photocopy machine available? 

 A desk with press kits  

 Table for the participants – seating arrangements 

 Glasses with water on the participants‘ table 

 Where do the participants enter from and where do they leave? 

 Is there a separate room for individual interviews? 

 Where is the toilet? 

 Audio-Visuals 

 Dropdown with the organization-action logo above the participants 

 Projectors – transparences, video, LCD 

 Computers, laptops, monitors - platform – Windows or other? 

 Microphones for participants, and portable microphone for floor questions 

 Loudspeakers 

 Recording – audio, video, photographer? 
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5. How to Give a Good Interview 
 
 

 An interview presents one of the best media opportunities.  It is your five minute 
chance to tell to the world what you want to say.   

 As an interviewee, you can influence, design, and even lead the interview.   

 The basic rule: Never go to an interview before knowing why you go there and what 
you want to achieve.  Decide what is your message.  Your objective is to send a 
strong message using a few simple words.  If you use too many complicated terms 
viewers‘ and listeners‘ attention will drop and your message will not reach them.  The 
message should consist of three points that you want to make: A, B, C – that will 
keep it focused.   

 A good way of crafting the message is to think of the headline you would like to 
appear in the newspapers the day after your interview. 

  
Questions to ask before the interview: 

 If possible, get the questions in advance, if not, find out about the topic of the 
interview.  Talk  with the reporter who will interview you.  Find out what he/she 
knows about the topic.  If possible, brief the reporter.   

 Find out about the context : are you interviewed alone or in a group?  Who else is 
on the show?  Information about other participants can be crucial for you to 
prepare properly. 

 Find out about the show in which you will participate.  What is the format– a 
Q&A, profile, reportage, news program or something else? 

 What is the profile of the viewers/listeners.  If You can adopt and fine-tune your 
message to their language and interests. 

 At what time is the show broadcasted?   

 Research on previous reporting on the subject.  Do the show/reporter have a 
particular stance on it? 

 Is the reporter friendly or difficult? 

 Find out how long the interview will be. 

 Will the interview be recorded and edited or it will go live on air? 

 If it goes on air, will the viewers/listeners ask questions? 
 
Get prepared: 

 Decide on the three points. 

 Get ready for the subject; find examples, facts, stories and anecdotes for each 
point. 

 Exercise in front of the mirror.   

 Be prepared for surprises.  Think what could be controversial and difficult 
questions?  Answers? 

 Prepare briefing for the reporter – send backgrounders and fact sheets on the 
topic ahead of the interview.   

 
During the interview: 

 Lead the interview.  Direct discussion towards your three points. 
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 Be short and concise.  TV and radio do not like long sentences and in-depth 
analysis. 

 Use sound bites.  Short, pithy statements on your three points, easy to 
understand and remember. 

 Use straight and simple language: not ―owing to the fact that‖ but ―because‖.  Not 
―the fact that he had not succeeded‖ but ―his failure‖.  Do not use professional 
jargon, but simple terms. 

 Avoid ―fillers‖.  They are the words and sounds that we make while thinking about 
what to say next.  They can be ―well‖, ―like‖, or ―hmmmm‖, ―ahhhhh‖ and similar.  
In order to avoid fillers you need to know that you are using them. Tape yourself 
or have someone listening while you practice. 

 Do not be afraid of silence.  Long silence in the program is reporter‘s 
responsibility, not yours.  Think before you answer. 

 Repeat occasionally your three points: A, B, C, so the message gets across.  But 
do it so that it sounds logical and good –changing angles, examples and even 
language.  Relate all the questions to the three points. 

 First give conclusions then back up with facts.  Learn to talk in this ―upside-down‖ 
fashion.  Go straight to the point first, explanations leave for later. 

 Bridging: In case of a question that you don‘t want to answer, try to ―bridge‖ it, 
transition it to your three points.  Example: ―I like Fairuz, but let me tell you, 
Majida El Roumi is even better.‖ Be careful though when you use bridging, it can 
be counterproductive. 

 Bridging Phrases.  Bridging is used not only to avoid undesired, but also to stay 
focused.  Useful bridges: ―Yes, and in addition to that.‖  ―I would like to add that.‖ 
―The most important point to remember is‖, ―Let me clarify‖, ―This reminds me of‖, 
―Let me emphasise that‖, etc. 

 Stay positive.  If you are asked a bad question, answer the best you can, but do 
not antagonize with the reporter.  Keep a friendly relationship with reporter. 

 Use facts.  Use facts and figures to substantiate your message.  Be careful 
though – TV and radio do not like too many numbers, viewers cannot remember 
them.  Instead of nine-hundred-fifty-eight thousand‖ say ―almost million‖. 

 Taking out of context.  However difficult it is, you should try to avoid statements 
that can be taken out of context and used against you.  For example, do not 
repeat false statements about you.  Not ―it is not true that our activities are 
damaging environment‖, but ―I can assure you that it is not true‖. 

 Truth.  Always tell the truth.  Do not be afraid to admit if you don‘t know answer to 
a question.  Promise to be back with it once you find it, and do so. 

 
 
After the interview: 

 Add the name of reporter to your media list 

 Analyse - what went wrong, what was good.  Lessons learned.   

 If during the interview you promised additional information to the reporter, act 
immediately 

 Ask for tape with interview and save it 

 If the interview was published in print media, collect the press clipping and store 
it in press clipping archive.  If it was very good, use it as a part of your press kit, 
for further publicity. 
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Interview for print media: 

 All the above rules apply to in interview for print media, except: 

 Before the interview, find out if a photographer will accompany the reporter? 

 If yes, then think of shooting locations – maybe with bookshelves, artwork or 
plants in the background 

 Print media usually go into more detail in exploring an issue.  Therefore, you can 
use more facts and figures then on radio/TV.   

 Beware that taking out of context and changing the meaning of the sentences is 
much easier in print media then on radio/TV.  If the piece will be printed as an 
interview, you can request authorization for authenticity of the dialogue.  
Authorization means checking out if your words are properly presented in written 
text, it in not an opportunity to change your statements. 

 Print interviews are sometimes done by email/fax.  In this case you get a list of 
questions from the reporter and at an agreed time send back answers by 
email/fax.  Reporters in general do not like this format, because it is not 
spontaneous.  That is why is usually practiced only with celebrities and high level 
politicians who do not have time to meet with journalists in live. 
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6. How to Behave in Front of Camera and Microphone 
 

Eyes and Body Language: 

 Look into the reporter‘s eyes.  Do not look down or on the side.  Do not look into 
the camera – ignore it.   

 Do not sit stiff with your hands glued to the table in front of you.  That does not 
look natural on the camera.  Sit comfortably in the chair, and relax.   

 Be natural as much as possible, as if you were alone with the reporter.  Use your 
body language as you normally do: move your eyebrows and hands, control the 
volume and pace of your speech.  For example: when you want to emphasize 
something, you can slow the pace and in the same time raise the voice volume.  
You can also pause, with the same result.  You can nod head to approve or 
disapprove something, raise eyebrows in surprise, etc.   

 While speaking, breath deeply, slowly and rhythmically, with the diaphragm.  
That will lower the tension and slow down hearth beating if you are nervous. 

 
Appearance/Dress:   

 Serious and conservative attire is demonstrating seriousness.   

 Wear solid mid-range colors, avoid white or totally black.  Avoid shiny fabrics.   

 Men should not wear dark suit on dark shirt or a shirt darker then tie.   

 If you wear glasses, they might reflect light, so you might decide to take them of. 
 

Confidence:  

 On TV ―you must never let them see you sweat‖.  Sweating means lying on 
television.  In order not to sweat, avoid nicotine and caffeine before the interview, 
they increase heart rate.  Makeup can help as well.   

 Try to control nervous rhythmical movement of your legs, playing with pan, 
scratching your face or hair, or tapping on the table with fingers…  The 
perception that such behavior gives is much worse a damage that the technical 
problems with the microphone.  By moving without control, looking away from the 
reporter‘s eyes, you are actually saying that you are insecure and nervous.  That 
is not helping you looking trustworthy: it actually looks like you might be easily 
hiding something.   

 Have some water by your hand, in case your throat gets dry.  

 
 
 


