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ADVOCATING FOR BETTER HEALTH IN YOUR
COMMUNITY THROUGH MEDIA ATTENTION

edia coverage is often one of the most effective ways to raise public

awareness and understanding of a health problem or issue that is of

concern to you.

Public health advocates have real news to share
with their communities. By reaching out to
local newspapers, TV and radio news programs
you have an opportunity to increase attention to
issues that impact the health and well-being of
your families, friends and neighbors. However,
you should not expect to have a story printed or
aired just because it is of interest to you. Media
people need to be contacted through the prop-
er channels, educated about the issues, and be
persuaded as to why particular situations or
issues should matter to their audiences.

As an advocate, itis up to you to communicate
information about your issues as clearly and

FIRST: Identify Your Audience

It is important to determine who your advo-
cacy campaign and/or message needs to
reach. Whether lawmakers, reporters, vot-
ers or the general public, it is essential that
you “identify your audience” in order to
determine what types of media they are

effectively as possible — so that it is brief, yet
comprehensive, compelling, and tied to the
interests of your local community.

Reaching out to local newspaper, radio, or
television stations doesn’t have to be a daunt-
ing task. In fact, it should become a custom-
ary tool in any local advocacy campaign.

What follows are five steps any individual or
organization can take to work effectively
with local media and reach other con-
cerned community members and decision
makers about the importance of a particu-
lar health issue.

most likely to read, listen to, and/or watch.
For example, lawmakers may depend on the
major local newspaper and network news-
casts for their information, while com-
muters may rely on “drive time” radio shows
for their news.




SECOND: Tailor Your Message

Tailoring your message is critical to the suc-
cess or failure of advocating through the
media. National media focuses on very gen-
eral and broad stories. However, local advo-
cacy campaigns — or the ability to explain
how bigger issues impact your community
— are generally of greater interest to home-
town media. Therefore, it is essential to tai-
lor your message to reflect your communi-
ty’s concerns — by doing this, you are more
likely to grab a reporter’s attention.

For example, the federal government may
be proposing a national reduction in funds

for tracking cancer data, and you may be

concerned about the number of people
impacted by cancer in your community. In
order to develop and tailor your message to
the media, it is important that you begin to
think about questions that connect these two
concerns. What would the reduction in
funds mean to you and your neighbors?
How are people in your community impact-
ed by cancer? What unanswered questions
does your community have about potential
causes of cancer? How do the cancer rates in
your community compare with neighboring
communities? By answering questions like
these, you can not only spur interest in the

issue, but also help shape a reporter’s story.

THIRD: Choose Your Delivery Method

There are a number of different possible vehi-
cles for delivering your message and informa-
tion to the media. Deciding which one is
right for you will be based on your audience,
the message itself and the desired outcome of
the health campaign for which you are advo-
cating. Any of the following are appropriate

means of reaching out to the media.

B OP-ED

Opinion-editorial or “op-ed” articles are typ-
ically submitted to newspapers by a guest
author who wants to raise attention to, and
express a particular point of view about that
issue. An op-ed, should be kept to approx-
imately 650-750 words in length and when
completed, should be submitted to the edi-
torial staff of a newspaper. Contact infor-

mation for the editorial staff is usually avail-

able on the “masthead” (list of staff of the
publication) or through the publication’s
Web site under “Contact Us.’
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Op-ed place-
ments are difficult, and generally few are
accepted and printed. However, they can be
extremely effective, because the length of
an op-ed allows you to express your message
in a fairly detailed fashion.

An op-ed is most effective when tied to a par-
ticular current or timely event. For instance,
you could write an op-ed based on the
release of new information in a chronic dis-
ease investigation, the diagnosis of a new dis-
ease outbreak, or an action taken by the gov-
ernment that affects the health of your com-
munity. Again, think locally. Put the issue in
terms of its impact on your neighbors in the
community who will be reading it.



FEBRUARY 2003 Opr-ED FROM FAMILIES IN SEARCH OF TRUTH
(F.I.S.T.), FALLON, NV

This month, federal and state agencies
issued “final reports” on the investiga-
tions of the Fallon leukemia cluster of
16 children, three of whom have died.

Families in Search of Truth (FIST), a
group founded by the families of the
leukemia patients, appreciates the work
the agencies have done. The Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, the
Agency for Toxic Substances and
Disease Registry, other federal agencies,
the Nevada Division of Health, and
other state agencies, searched for two
years for answers behind the high rates
of childhood leukemia in our commu-
nity since 1997. They assure us the

search will continue.

The information released at town meetings
this month are pieces of the puzzle.
However, we implore federal and state
health officials to continue the search as
quickly and efficiently as possible. Itis essen-
tial to make this cluster a top priority before
even one more child gets sick. We owe it to
all the residents of Fallon who deserve to

live in a healthy and safe environment.

FIST is also grateful to the residents of
Lovelock and Pahrump for their willing-
ness to participate in studies to compare
levels of tungsten with other Nevada towns.
Their contribution will give valuable con-
text to the data the agencies already have.

This kind of information about what we
are being exposed to in our environments,
along with information about where —
and when — diseases like cancer occur
should be collected on a regular basis and
in a coordinated manner around the
country. In tracking diseases, city, county
and state lines should be invisible.

A health tracking system should be a top
priority for our nation. We call upon
those whom we depend on to protect our
community to wuse every available
resource and expend as much time and
energy as possible to find an answer to
Fallon’s leukemia cluster. All residents in
Fallon and across the nation need to
know they are living and raising their chil-

dren in a safe and healthy environment.

FIST members, including the families
whose children have been diagnosed with
leukemia and concerned citizens who are
sharing their time to help assist our organ-
ization, are dedicated to ensuring a healthy
and safe environment for Fallon’s children
through sound scientific research. b

Our goals are:

M Prove by research that we live in a safe
and healthy environment and, if pos-
sible, find the cause of this cluster.

M See that Nevada’s cancer registry is re-
evaluated to include chronic diseases,
and make sure the nature of these dis-
eases be registered promptly and with
more detail to track them efficiently.

M See that a national health tracking sys-
tem be put into effect so that our nation
is kept up-to-date with the most current,
efficient data to enable heath agencies
to respond to these top priority issues.

We will not cease our efforts until we
know that our children are safe.

- Jeff Braccini,
Families in Search of Truth (FI.S.T)




B LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Aletter to the editor is shorter (generally 250
words or less) than an op-ed. Newspapers
often run letters in response to articles that
they have already published or that are tied

to current events or a pressing community

concern. When writing a letter to the editor,
it is important to be very concise and refer-
ence the original article or event that you are
responding to. Be brief, hard hitting and tai-

lor your response to local concerns.

, ATHENS BANNER-HERALD

THURSDAY, MAY 8, 2003.

Pollution is taking a toll on our environment
and our bodies

The cancer cluster investigation of our
neighbors on Pittard Road in Winterville
should speak volumes to us about
the influence our environment has on
our health.

All over the country, neighborhoods like
Pittard Road are reporting high rates of
chronic diseases including cancers of
children and adults, multiple sclerosis,
birth defects, Parkinson's, asthma and
others. They are asking themselves,
"Why do 7 out of 10 Americans die from
diseases which have been linked to pol-
lution in the environment?"

Let us rally around our neighbors on
Pittard Road and support the Northeast
Health District as they seek answers that
have life and death implications for all of
us. Let us not settle for the statistics that
chronic diseases are just a way of life for

our progressive nation. If we make the
honest effort to look around at our envi-
ronment and vow we will work to
improve our community, then chronic
diseases will begin to decline. If we con-
tinue to abuse our environment, theg
chronic diseases will continue to claim
the lives of our friends and families. It is
not only a matter of becoming better
caretakers of creation but a much deep-
er issue of caretaking for future genera-
tions. Knowing our children are more
vulnerable to hazards in the environ-
ment, their well being should prompt us
to clean up their unhealthy world. In
doing so, Mother Earth and Father Time
will both smile upon us.

Jill McElheney
Published in the Athens Banner-Herald
on Thursday, May 8, 2003. -
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B PRESS RELEASE

A press release and/or statement from you relating to your agenda. Press releases allow

or your organization can be used any time ~ you to convey to reporters that you are an

you want to alert the press or public to your ~ “expert” in your field. If you are a reliable
opinion on an issue. Think of a press release ~ source of information through press releases,
as a brief news story — a story that in the best ~ reporters will turn to you again and again.

of scenarios you would hope to see in print.
Finally, a statement or press release can be

A vehicle whereby the health advocate pro-  used to provide your point of view or add data
vides the message, the data and the quote, to an existing story. If you know that a story
the press release is written with the intent of ~ will be written or that someone will be quoted
both encouraging an outlet to cover an for an article about a timely event or problem,

issue, and ultimately, providing information ~ don’t be shy about communicating your posi-
that can be used by the reporter in writing tion to news media. As aresult, your statement
the story. may capture the reporter’s attention and be

included in the news coverage — or at least
A statement or press release may be predeter-  they know that as an advocate, you have a
mined or issued in rapid response to any event  point of view about the given issue.

Federal Agency meets with Wellington
Citizens Group

Wellington, Ohio
Joyce Hansel — 440-647-3545, jhansel@bright.net
September 9, 2003

— FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE —

Dr. Michelle Watters from the Agency For Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR)
made a visit to Wellington to collect data on the Multiple Sclerosis (MS) disease cluster and met
with several members of the Wellington MS disease cluster (Citizens for a Clean Environment)
Friday Sept 5th at the Lorain County Health Department. Wellington’s MS disease cluster of
25+ patients in a 5-block area is significantly higher than the national average.

The ATSDR, a federal public health agency, is part of the Public Health Service in the US
Department of Health and Human Services. The ATSDR mission is to prevent exposure
and adverse human health effects and diminished quality of life associated with exposure
to hazardous substances from waste sites, unplanned releases, and other sources of pol-
lution present in the environment.

Robert Indian and Bob Frye from the Ohio Department of Health (ODH), and Janine
Trottier and Jim Boddy from the Lorain County Health Department also attended the
meeting. The ATSDR will work with the ODH in examining health concerns in Wellington.
This study is separate from the Prevalence Study of Wellington and Lorain County that Mr.
Indian is conducting with assistance from the Lorain County Health Department. Mr. Indian
said results of the Prevalence Study would be released soon.

Dr. Watters also met with representatives of the Ohio Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) with respect to ongoing litigation with a Wellington manufacturer.




B BACKGROUND SOURCE

An issue may arise that you know the media
will be covering. In those instances, you can
help shape the stories by contacting the
reporter or media outlet and supplying back-
ground information (your information) that
will support your advocacy campaign.

FOURTH: Contact the Media

As mentioned earlier, contacting the media
doesn’t have to be a daunting task. Reporters
and producers are always looking for good
pieces of news and solid sources of informa-
tion to comment on them. Be confident that
you have that news and that you are that
person or organization best qualified to com-
ment on the story.

After you have identified your audience, tailored
your message, and chosen your delivery method, the
next thing you should do is call the newspaper or
media outlet and ask to speak with the jour-
nalist covering your area of interest. You can
often find a potentially interested reporter by
reviewing previous articles written on similar
issues and identifying the reporter who wrote
them. You also can check the “masthead” or
Web site to see who covers health stories for
that publication, or call a radio or television
station’s news desk to learn who reports on
health issues.

When you are seeking media attention, you
are trying to capture the attention of
reporters and editors who are trying to prior-
itize which news story is most timely for their
audience. Often, health advocates know a lot
of facts and in-depth statistics about a health
problem. When you are close to a situation,
you often expect others to be able to see why

Reporters work on tight deadlines and have to
turn stories around very quickly. You can assist
in that process by serving as a background
source of information. The subsequent bene-
fit of your efforts on the reporter’s behalf adds
to your ability to influence the story.

something is as important as you know it to
be. However, the media in particular, are
often shifting through a wide range of possi-
ble issues to report on and are not as up-to-
date on the specifics of the issue.

Just keep a few things in mind. Reporters
work on extremely tight deadlines. Be aware
that reporters have hard deadlines by when
you will need to provide them information.

Also, you want to help them write their sto-
ries as much as possible. If there is a partic-
ularly relevant piece of background materi-
al (i.e. a study, fact sheet or recent press
report), you want to make sure it is readily
accessible so that you can reference and/or
share it directly with the reporter. If you are
meeting a reporter face to face, you can
bring this material with you as well as your
personal business card so that he or she can
call you with follow up questions.

Also, try not to be frustrated if a reporter
doesn’t cover something that is important to
you or report on everything you contact
them about. By reaching out and establish-
ing a relationship with local media, you are
demonstrating that you are a contact that
can help provide information and perspec-
tives for future stories as well.



FIFTH: Follow Up

Your ability to disseminate your message
and/or influence a particular story can be
as good as your relationship with your local
media.  Building lasting relationships
should be kept in mind throughout your

work with the media.

Follow up with reporters and provide as
much background information as you have
available. This also affords you, the advocate,
the opportunity to provide names and con-

tact information for others who may be of

Conclusion

assistance in providing additional insight that
isneeded to complete the story. This follow-
up is generally appreciated by the reporter,
and helps ensure that your issues of concern
are properly addressed. Remember, it is bet-
ter that the journalist has your background
information and third-party spokespeople
than those opposing your concerns. If a
reporter feels as though you’ve been helpful
in setting up their story, it is more likely that
they will write more favorably about the con-

cerns you have expressed.

dvocating for better health in your community requires determination

and hard work, passion about the issue and a variety of tools to ensure

success. Reaching out effectively to your local media can help raise public
awareness about health concerns in your community. As other individuals,
organizations and elected officials are made aware of these issues, the more
support you are likely to gain. Therefore, make reaching out to your local
newspaper, radio and/or television stations a standard part of your advocacy

tool Kkit.

Remember too, that you are not alone. Others across the country are fighting
for the health of their communities too. Also, TFAH’s State and Community
Health and Communications Departments are available and eager to help you
use the media to effectively make you case. We can be reached at 202-223-9870
or info@tfah.org




COMMUNITY PROFILE:
JiLL AND JErF MCELHENEY, MicAH’S MISSION

At just four years old, Jarrett McElheney
was diagnosed with childhood leukemia,
known as acute lymphocytic
leukemia (ALL). After years of
chemotherapy, chances are
good that he will stay in remis-
sion. But his mom and dad, Jill
and Jeff McElheney, can’'t help
but wonder what made him
sick, and worry about the health of the rest
of their children.

After years of studies, a report by the Agency
for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry
(ATSDR) did find contaminants in the
McElheney’s water supply that have been asso-
ciated with types of leukemia and blood disor-
ders, but none have been directly linked to
childhood leukemia, according to the report.

While the well that supplied their water
and that of their neighbors has been long
shut down, and the family has moved, they
still question what made Jarrett sick. To
date, they still don’t know the answers.

The McElheneys are not alone in their
search for more health information. While
our nation has world-class treatment once
people become sick, we do not do enough
to protect communities from illnesses in
the first place. Chronic diseases affect 100
million Americans and cost in total about
$325 billion each year. A nationwide health
tracking network is needed to track where
and when chronic diseases like cancer and
asthma occur, and their potential links to
environmental factors. With this health
information, communities and health offi-
cials would have the information they need
to help prevent future illnesses.

While little Jarrett is healthy and happy today,
Jeff and Jill still worry about him and the rest of
their family. Much of what they have learned
over the years has changed them forever. The
experiences and knowledge the McElheneys

have gained since Jarrett’s diagnosis has led
them to found an organization called Micah’s
Mission (Ministry to Improve
Childhood and Adolescent
Health). Micah’s Mission is a
faith-based, non-profit organiza-
tion working to provide services
to families and communities to
promote awareness about the
impact of the environment on children’s
health and well being, with emphasis on
reducing the exposures of environmental haz-
ards in the lives of children and adolescents.

“Though the unknown still exist, there is a
reassurance in our hearts that our experience
is not in vain, and the knowledge that comes
from it can benefit others,” said Jill McElheney.
“Through Micah’s Mission we hope to carry
our message to as many communities as pos-
sible so that together we can provide our chil-
dren with the safe and healthy environment
they have a right to live in.”

Jeff and Jill's desire to share their experience
with childhood cancer so that others may
learn and benefit has provided them many
opportunities to meet with state and federal
health officials, Congressional leaders, and
organizations concerned with children’s
health. In June of 2002, this husband and wife
team traveled to Washington, DC where Jill
was a speaker at a Congressional briefing in
support of a Nationwide Health Tracking
Network. The couple returned to DC in
2003 to attend a workshop on community
organizing and coalition building and to once
again meet with Georgia’s Congressional
delegation to encourage their backing of
health tracking initiatives in Congress.

All related inquiries should be e-
mailed to Micahsmission@aol.com

Related News Articles
Toxins’ effects on kids new area of study,

group told, http://onlineathens.com/sto-
ries/050504/hea_20040505052.shtml
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1707 H Street, NW, 7th Floor
Washington, DC 20006
(t) 202-223-9870
(f) 202-223-9871
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