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Since launching free-range thinkingTM in August 1999, I have intended for
this publication to stimulate a conversation about the way our sector
communicates. Each month, I profile best practices and resources that

can help you reach more people more effectively, and I welcome your feedback,
story ideas, and even the occasional flame. At barest minimum, though, I ask
readers to check in once each year to let me
know they’re alive, well, and still interest-
ed in receivi ng re gular visits from the
g ra zi ng cow s.

So if you’d like to remain on the
mailing list, please send an email
to andy@agoodmanonline.com
with the message “Keep Me On.”
(You can simply enter those
words in the subject line and skip
the message, because if the email
bears your name I’ll have all the
information I need.)  If you cannot
send email, just call 213.386.9501,
say “Keep me on!” and leave your
full name. Thanks (in advance) for
taking a few moments to check in,
and I look forward to continuing
our conversation in the months
to come.

Andy Goodman
Editor & Publisher

Keep Me On!

thinking

Teachers Spending Gap.”  But most non-
profits will readily concede that their
reports rarely generate such positive
results. What did EdTrust West do right

that other nonprofits
often get wrong?

Fenton Communi-
cations, a public
interest communi-
cations firm, has
spent more than 20
years helping groups
craft reports that
attract media attention.
Fenton has scored
successes with clients
from the American Lung
Association to Harvard
University to, most

recently, EdTrust
West. In August,
Robert Pérez and
Lisa Chen of Fenton
neatly condensed
m ore than two deca d e s
of lessons learned
into a report of their
own, “In a Study

Released Today…: 10 Tips to Get More
Ink on Your Next Report.”  It’s free, it’s
must reading, and it’s previewed inside.

state is sending its greenest
teachers to its poorest schools
where they are paid dispropor-
tionately less than
other teachers.
The wage gap

isn’t readily apparent,
however, because
salaries in this state
are reported at the
district level, which
means inequities
among individual
schools can remain
hidden. Fortunately, a
crusading nonprofit
digs out the re al
nu mb ers, releases
them in a report,
and journalists jump
on the story. Within
months, legislation
is moving through the
state legislature to
rectify the problem.

This is essentially
what happened
earlier this year when
The Education Trust West, an Oakland-
based nonprofit, released its eye-
opening report, “California’s Hidden
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R eports T h a t Make
Repo rters Report

Before releasing your
organization’s next report,

consider some advice based
on 20+ years experience

in the fi e l d .



Copyri ght ©2005 by An dy Goodma n , All Ri ghts Re s er ve d .

“The biggest mistake nonprofits make,”
says Pérez, “is thinking they’re doing a
reporter a huge favor by giving them a 100-
page report a day before the story breaks.
They seem to be thinking the reporter is
sitting at his or her desk, just waiting for
the phone to ring.”

In August, Fenton conducted a salon in San
Fra n c isco in whi ch jou rnal ists sp oke dire c tly

to nonprofiteers about reports, candidly
sharing what got their attention, what
didn’t, and why. According to Pérez, Alex
Barnum, who covers science and the envi-
ronment for The San Francisco Chronicle,
captured the mood of the room. “He said
he gets sent so many reports that he’s
looking for excuses to get rid of them ,”
P é rez recalls. “ If a rep or t ’s diffi c ult to re a d ,
p o orly framed, lacks an executive summary

or doesn’t provide
enough lead time to
work with, Barnum
said it was easier
for him to set it
aside.”

In preparing their
ten tips, Pérez says
that he and co-
author Chen had
three audiences in
mind: researchers
who want recom-
menda ti ons on how
to bet ter frame the
fi n d i ng s in their
report or study,
communications
staffers who are
seeking the biggest
bang for their buck
when their report is
released, and foun-
dation officers who
frequently work
with grantees that
issue reports.

“In a Study
Released Today…: 
10 Tips to Get More
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Ink on Your Next Rep ort” can be down-
loaded for free at Fenton Communica-
tions’ web site, www.fenton.com. But for
those of you who just can’t wait, here’s a
quick overview of the ten tips— along
with a strong recommendation that you
download the entire rep ort and get the
full story behind each tip.

1. Framing is everything. How well you frame
your report can determine how the media
c overs your story and how much play it
gets.

2. “If it bleeds, it leads. If it cries, it flies.”
News stories that make the cut often
contain an element of surprise or
controversy.

3. Be at the right place at the right time.
Choosing a compelling calendar
hook can help amplify your report’s
main messages.

4. Go local! If you want to make the local
news, make sure your report offers local-
level data. In other words, to play in
Peoria, it’s got to have news for Peoria.

5. Put a face on your numbers. Bring your
data to life with human interest stories.

6 . D o n ’t hesitate to point the finger. Use
the media as a spotlight to put public
pressure on decision makers.

7 . Make the re p o rt re a d e r- f r i e n d l y. Think of
your executive summary as the
“CliffsNotes” to your report for journalists
under deadline.

8. Build broad-based support for your
re c o m m e n d a t i o n s .
When it comes to shifting the debate,

R e p o rts That Make Reporters Report

A
re you fighting for living wages,
a ffordable health care, or equita b l e
development? Are you fi g h t i n g
against national big-box reta i l e rs
such as Wal-Mart who are wreaking

havoc locally? If you’re working in the
economic justice arena, the SPIN Project
and The Tides Foundation have combined
to produce a handbook especially for you. 

Words That Work: Messaging for
Economic Justice p r o fi l e s

successful communica-
tions and framing
strategies that have
already yielded gains
for advocates like
you working around

the U.S. To download
a free copy, visit

w w w. s p i n p r o j e c t . o r g .
And if you haven’t visited their

recently revamped site in a while, stick
around and click around –it’s chock full
of excellent resources for public interest
c o m m u n i c a t o rs in all arenas.

Wo rd s
That Wo rk :

Messaging for
Economic  

Ju s t i c e

the messenger can be as important as
the message.

9. Give reporters enough lead time. Reporters
aren’t waiting by the phone for your call.
Make the job easi er by givi ng them adva n c e
notice—and the report— well ahead of time.

1 0 . Hit the editorial pages. The editorial page
is prime real estate for reaching opinion
leaders.


