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Traditional Media

Advocacy

 Advocacy is the process of sharing information in       

strategic ways to increase awareness and educate about a 

particular issue, for the purposes of building support and 

commitment to positively change or influence an issue. 

Advocacy can take many shapes and forms, and can be 

undertaken by an individual, organization or an array of 

organizations. It is an effective tool to mobilize research 

into real action. 

Advocacy activities involve raising the awareness of 

political and community leaders; promoting the creation 

or reform of policies; and ensuring the implementation 

and enforcement of current policies. Building public 

awareness is a key component of advocacy because 

investment in an issue is where the processes for change 

often begin.
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Advocacy

Traditional Media

Traditional ways of advocating for an issue            

remain effective and important for a wide range of 

audiences.   

This resource includes tips on:

How to Write a Letter to the Editor 

How to Write an Op-Ed 

How to Write a Press or Conference Release
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1. How to Write a Letter to the Editor
Writing a letter to the editor is a great way to energize community members and spread the word about an 
important issue. Letters to the editor can be used to clarify facts in a previous news story, oppose or support 
the actions of an elected official or agency, direct attention to an overlooked problem, or urge readers to 
support your cause. This resource can also be used to write a blog post or other communication to a political 
or decision maker.

Top Tips on Effective Letters to the Editor
Research the guidelines. Most papers have a length limit on letters to the editor. It is usually around 250 

words, but be sure to find out before you begin writing. You should also find out how to submit your 
letter (typically via email).

Pick a timely topic. Letters are more likely to get published when the topic is of relevance to that current 
point in time. 

Find a local angle. Readers are more interested in an issue when they see how it affects their lives and 
communities.

Make it stand out. Make sure your most important points are in the first paragraph. If the newspaper has to 
cut out some of your points they will start from the bottom-up. 

Assume nothing. Do not assume that your readers are informed on your topic. Give a concise but 
informative background before plunging into the main issue. Refer to any newspaper article or editorial 
to which you are responding by date and title.

Avoid sending out multiple copies of the same letter. Do not send the same letter to two competing papers in 
the same community, or many copies of an identical letter to a single paper.

Edit, Edit, Edit. Don’t forget to look over your letter once you have finished writing it. Also, giving it to 
someone else to read over with a fresh set of eyes can help add perspective. Well-written letters are more 
likely to get serious consideration.

The More Voices, the Louder You Are
Throw a letter-to-the-editor party! Gather community    

members to learn about an issue and write letters to the 
editor to your local paper. This way, you’ll be able to support 
one another through the writing process and increase the 
likelihood that several letters will be published.

When appropriate, incorporate letters to the editor in your 
existing community events. For example, if you are having a 
speaker on a current food policy bill, ask everyone to write a 
letter to the editor about the bill after the presentation.  

Adapted from: Work Group for Community Health and Development – Community Tool Box http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/

advocacy/directaction/letters-to-editor/main; American Association of University Women - http://www.aauw.org/resource/how-to-

write-a-letter-to-the-editor/ 
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Sample Letter to the Editor

Dear Editor [If you have his/her name, it will stand out more]:

[Make this paragraph stand out and let it highlight the main point of your letter] The Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay 
Act will celebrate five years on January 29. As a member of the American Association of University Women, 
I’m thrilled that we were able to pass this legislation to reverse the 2007 Supreme Court decision that tried 
to rob women like Lilly of their day in court to challenge unequal pay. But we need additional legislation to 
give employers and employees the tools to prevent wage discrimination in the first place – and we’ve been 
waiting too long for that. 

[Give concise background information before discussing the main issue in this paragraph] The legislation 
designed to help ensure equal pay hasn’t been updated in 50 years, even though the workforce has 
significantly changed since then. That’s why Congress needs to pass the Paycheck Fairness Act, which would 
close loopholes that prevent the original legislation from fully addressing the pay gap. The Paycheck Fairness 
Act would require employers to prove that pay disparity is based on a legitimate business reason not related 
to gender, or due to seniority, merit, or productivity. It would also prohibit retaliation against workers who 
discuss or ask about salary information.

In New Jersey, women face an average pay gap of 21 cents, which translates into less money for feeding their 
families, paying off student loans, and saving for retirement. Lawmakers who do not actively support the 
Paycheck Fairness Act are denying women their economic security and simply refusing to acknowledge our 
state’s needs. 

Tell your representative and senators: Co-sponsor the Paycheck Fairness Act now and help us work for its 
passage.

Sincerely,

[your name]

2. How to Write an Op-Ed
Opinion editorial (op-ed) pieces are written by community leaders and syndicated columnists, not by the 
newspaper staff writers. Op-eds can be very influential in shaping public debate and can serve as stepping 
stones to interview requests.

Planning Your Op-Ed
Pick a timely and local topic. Op-eds should relate to a current event and have a clear point of view, but 

they should not be reactions to a published article (use letters to the editor for that purpose). Choose an 
issue that has a local impact, and use a specific person, group, or event to show how your community is 
affected.

Research op-ed guidelines. Most papers have a length limit on op-eds. It is usually around 700 words, but be 
sure to find out before you begin writing.

http://www.makefoodmatter.ca
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Writing and Submitting Your Op-Ed
Avoid sending out multiple copies of the same letter. Do not send the same letter to two competing papers in 

the same community, or many copies of an identical letter to a single paper.

Edit, Edit, Edit. Don’t forget to look over your letter once you have finished writing it. Also, giving it to 
someone else to read over with a fresh set of eyes can help add perspective. Well-written letters are more   
likely to get serious consideration.

Focus on one idea. Concentrate on one theme or issue, and organize your thoughts in a clear and logical 
order. Present the issue in the first paragraph and offer suggestions in the second or third paragraphs. 
Limit your paragraphs to two or three sentences, avoid technical terms and insider jargon, and back up 
assertions with facts.

Make it personal. Op-eds are often quite effective at persuading the general public to care if they open with 
a “story”. For instance, does a client you work with have an interesting back story you are allowed to 
use? Are you a farmer that had an encounter at the farmer’s market last week? People can relate to these 
stories.

Are you an expert? Someone with a closer-than-normal perspective on the issue they are discussing is an 
expert and can have more clout in getting published. This may include a doctor discussing the impact 
of income assistance rates on chronic disease, or a professor discussing how making local food more 
accessible can stimulate the economy. 

Edit your document: Have some fresh eyes look it over for the requirements above. Finalize your draft. 

Follow up. Call the paper after the op-ed is submitted to verify they have received your email. 

Adapted from:  American Association of University Women 

3. How to Write a Media Release

What is a media release?
A media release, also known as a press release, is a short summary or update of an organization’s recent 
news, activities, developments, and events.  Media releases ware meant to inform media outlets, editors, and 
journalists of updates and activities so that they can then inform the public.  Media releases are a good way 
for your organization to reach out to the public through the media.  

Journalists and editors must decide if a story is newsworthy; therefore, simply distributing a media release 
to a journalist or editor does not mean that your story will get published.  Journalists also reserve the right to 
take their own angle on a story – the one you provide in your media release may not reflect the final product.  
With that being said, media releases are still an effective way to engage with local media outlets and get your 
story heard if they are done correctly.  

http://www.makefoodmatter.ca
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Why do I need a media release?

Reasons for writing a media release include:

News of upcoming public events

Reports of recent important events

Reports of recent organizational changes that may be of 
interest to the public

Reports of awards, prizes, grants, or publications 
connected with your cause

Announcements of recruiting drives for volunteers

Remember: Media outlets will only pick up media releases if they deem the story to be newsworthy.  

Make sure your piece is relevant, timely, clear, concise, and interesting.

What should go in a media release?
The first key aspects of a media release are these six questions:

Who? Who are the key players? Your organization? Or is anyone else involved? Who does your news affect? 
Who does it benefit?

What? What is new?

Why? Why is this important news? What does it provide that is different?

Where? Where is this happening? Is there a geographical angle? Is the location of organization relevant?

When? What is the timing of this? Does this add significance?

How? How did this come about?

The answers to all of these questions should be found within the first paragraph of the media release.  
Remember that a media release must be clear and concise.  That means trying to limit your press release 
to one page no matter how important the subject matter.  Short, catchy sentences that use clear and 
conversational language are best.  Always remember your target audience.

Quotes can be from your organization’s director or chairperson of the board, a subject matter expert, a prom-
inent politician with some involvement or interest in your cause, or a member of the general public directly 
affected by your cause or issue.  All quotes must be written as they have been spoken and they must sound 
conversational and accessible.  Journalists will often take quotes directly from releases, so try saying your 
quotes out loud when editing.  

“ Using quotes is an important technique for adding a human element to your story.

http://www.makefoodmatter.ca
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How do I structure and format my media release?
Media releases always follow the same general outline. See the media release example for an illustrated guide:

1. Letterhead or logo of the organization

2. Release time (either “For Immediate Release” or for release on a specific date)

3. Date

4. Headline that highlights the message in uppercase letters, boldface, or both

5. Location 

6. Body (5–7 short paragraphs)

7. End: marked by “–30–” centred

8. Contact name and information

First, start with a strong headline that grabs the reader’s attention and provides the key message or your 
story. This should also provoke the reader to continue reading.  Next, begin your first paragraph with a strong 
sentence.  This is called the ‘lead sentence’, as it is meant to keep your reader’s attention and lead them into 
the rest of the piece.  The rest of the first paragraph should state the who, what, when, where, why, and how of 
your story.  

The remaining paragraphs should reinforce the key message, provide more details, and feature quotes.  They 
should be short, clear, and easy to understand.  Remember that journalists and editors are expert writers – be 
as grammatically correct as possible and spell out all acronyms and titles to avoid confusion.  

How do I distribute a media release to media outlets?
Keep your audience and key publics in mind. Think about 
where they receive their news.  Research the media outlets, 
editors, and journalists in the area(s) that you would like to 
target.  Find out which journalists have covered stories in the 
past that relate to yours; this will allow you to gain leverage for 
your media release and provides a greater chance of getting 
the story covered.  

It’s also very important to keep a media outlet’s deadlines in 
mind.  Many editors and journalists have strict deadlines to 
work under and may not have time to cover your story if they 
do not receive it in time.  Sending out your media release first 
thing in the morning early in the week is safest.  

Send your release by e-mail, but remember that journalists receive countless media release e-mails every day.  
Make your subject line personal, informative, and grabbing (without using ALL CAPS) to show the recipient 
you’ve done your research on his or her previous stories and you believe yours is a good fit.  

http://www.makefoodmatter.ca
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Media release checklist:
1. Assess if the story has news value and if a release is appropriate.

2. Research the target media. Review publications and journalists to get a feel for the appropriate tone and 
style. Identify their deadlines.

3. Identify the key facts – ask who, what, when, where, why, and how.

4. Draft a template structure for your story.

5. Decide who should be quoted from your organisation and if third-party quotes would be useful.

6. Check whether a photo can support the release. This is not necessary, but a very good way to make your 
release stand out from the crowd. 

7. Edit, edit and, then edit some more. 

8. Send out your release to the appropriate people at the appropriate time. 

What is an example of a media release?

Include an organizational header:

Media Release
Include a title:

Report calls for better collaboration across sectors to build healthy, just and 
sustainable food systems for all in Nova Scotia
(Halifax, NS) November 6, 2014 – A community-university research group led by the Food Action Research 
Centre (FoodARC) at Mount Saint Vincent University, together with the Nova Scotia Food Security Network, 
today released “Making Food Matter: Strategies for Activating Change Together”, a report on the most 
comprehensive community-level analysis of food security challenges and opportunities ever undertaken in 
Nova Scotia. The full report is available at: www.foodarc.ca.  
 
The breadth of the project was significant, spanning five years, four case communities, nearly 70 
organizational partners, 98 students, and more than 600 research participants. Participating communities 
were selected to ensure rural and urban representation and inclusion of the diverse elements of food systems 
in Nova Scotia; the case communities included Eastern Shelburne County, Spryfield (Halifax), Pictou County, 

http://www.makefoodmatter.ca
http://www.foodarc.ca
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and Northeastern Kings County.  

The resulting report emphasizes the complexity of community food security in Nova Scotia, notes its many 
influences, and provides a platform for action. “We all hold a piece of the community food security puzzle 
and must work together to build on existing momentum, assets and resilience to create and take advantage 
of opportunities for improving community food security in Nova Scotia,” said Dr. Patricia Williams, Canada 
Research Chair in Food Security and Policy Change, Director of FoodARC and Professor of Applied Human 
Nutrition at the Mount. “Nova Scotia is poised to be a leader in creating healthy, just and sustainable food 
systems. We have the energy and wisdom, and now we have the most complete data set we’ve ever had. The 
time to act is now.”
 
And while the challenges are complex, the strategies to address problems of food security at the community-
level are emerging. Based on research findings, policy analysis and stakeholder input, the report 
recommends the following as opportune next steps for improving community food security in Nova Scotia 
through their potential to strengthen both food access and local food systems:  

1. Using holistic approaches to make food matter, thinking and working across sectors, jurisdictions and 
communities.

2. Supporting adequate liveable incomes; further the work already started to explore options.

3. Encouraging mobile or pop-up fresh and local food outlets, improving food access and helping small 
producers distribute their foods. 

4. Pursuing scale-appropriate food regulations, starting with pilot projects to test strategies to create 
a spectrum of regulations (such as licensing, quality assurance, and labelling) for different scales of 
activity. 

5. Exploring and implementing alternative distribution systems to address the challenges experienced by 
many small-scale suppliers and the corresponding sourcing challenges of institutions. 

This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (www.sshrc-crsh.
gc.ca). 

You may wish to include some information about your organization:

 
About FoodARC

The Food Action Research Centre (or FoodARC) is a research centre at Mount Saint Vincent University 
committed to research and action to build food security in Nova Scotia and beyond. FoodARC’s projects and 
activities are grounded in four pillars: research, building capacity, sharing knowledge, and advocacy and 
policy change. Associated with the Department of Applied Human Nutrition, FoodARC continues the strong 
Mount tradition of research and community-engaged scholarship in supporting social responsibility, the 
advancement of women, and preparing students for global citizenship. www.foodarc.ca  
About Mount Saint Vincent University 
Recognized as a leader in distance and experiential learning, Mount Saint Vincent University takes a 
personalized approach to education to nurture socially responsible global citizens. The Mount has been 
nationally recognized for having one of the lowest student-to-professor ratios, for providing students early 
access to valuable research opportunities, and for facilitating critical advancements in food security, healthy 
aging, literacy, and childhood development. www.msvu.ca  

http://www.makefoodmatter.ca
http://www.msvu.ca/en/home/programsdepartments/professionalstudies/appliedhumannutrition/default.aspx
http://www.msvu.ca/en/home/programsdepartments/professionalstudies/appliedhumannutrition/default.aspx
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca
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Be sure to provide relevant contact information :

 
For more information: 
Contact name

Phone number

Email

Resources: 

http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/participation/promoting-interest/press-releases/main

http://web.uvic.ca/~sdoyle/E302/Notes/PressReleaseNotes.html

http://www.marketingdonut.co.uk/marketing/pr/writing-a-press-release/a-complete-guide-to-writing-an-
effective-press-release

http://www.makefoodmatter.ca
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/participation/promoting-interest/press-releases/main
http://web.uvic.ca/~sdoyle/E302/Notes/PressReleaseNotes.html
http://www.marketingdonut.co.uk/marketing/pr/writing-a-press-release/a-complete-guide-to-writing-an-effective-press-release
http://www.marketingdonut.co.uk/marketing/pr/writing-a-press-release/a-complete-guide-to-writing-an-effective-press-release


Find out more at: www.foodarc.ca
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