
Introduction

The Statewide Systems Advocacy Network (SSAN) was established to support 

the Independent Living movement in the development of local partnerships and 

coalitions to engage in community education about issues impacting people 

with disabilities. The overall goal is to increase knowledge and visibility about the 

Independent Living philosophy, resulting in positive change in communities throughout 

New York State.

Over the last five years, our Independent Living Community Education Workshops have 

progressively built a set of skills for dealing with community outreach and education:

•  In 2012, we discussed developing annual plans and telling your story clearly  

and concisely. 

•  In 2013, we explored using meetings to engage our communities in creating 

environments for greater understanding and investment in providing a full and 

independent life for all. 

•  In 2014, we looked at successful community outreach programs and the strategies 

which community leaders leverage to build them. 

•  In 2015, we looked at maintaining volunteers, developing a viable media 

presence, coalition-building, developing community organizing activities and 

achieving issue-related goals through consensus building. 

•  In 2016, we brought our focus to the State Legislature, training on how to prepare, 

execute and assess advocacy campaign work that advances policymaking in 

support of Independent Living.

We’ve covered a lot of ground! That’s why this year’s workshop is entitled Back to 

Basics: The Fundamentals of Effective Community Engagement. 

The 2016 election (and the 2017 response) demonstrates the underappreciated power 

of people mobilization. Because of effective messaging, education and outreach, 

bystanders who were previously on the civic and social sidelines are becoming involved 

in a way few could have predicted. 
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This is a good reminder of the power of effective community outreach – a task essential 

to the mission of ILCs. As a leader of your ILC, you must consider the realities of 

volunteer advocacy and determine how to create and harness civic engagement that is 

based on a well-documented narrative, easy to understand and simple to join. 

ILCs exist in an ever-changing, multilayered environment of people and decision-

makers. The very mission of ILCs – engaging with communities – means that only via 

public involvement can goals be reached. Engaging a community involves creating 

and maintaining relationships and a dialogue among community members, at all levels. 

At the center of the relationship is the exchange of information, resources, ideas and 

support. 

Because many ILCs have limited staff and resources, community engagement can be a 

daunting challenge; noble efforts can be stymied by competing priorities. This program 

spotlights the fundamentals of community outreach, positioning you to be an active 

presence equipped with tools necessary to mobilize people in the interest of positive 

change.

Today’s workshop starts with seasoned advocates facilitating and leading training. We’ll 

go over the fundamentals of community mobilization and examine how to identify 

messaging appropriate to an audience. We’ll look at how to orchestrate a clear, strong 

message for the purpose of education, advocacy and involvement. And we’ll dive into 

the social media world, learning how to most effectively use 21st-century messaging 

technology.

In the latter part of the program, conference attendees break into groups of three 

each. Each group will be presented with a community outreach scenario pertaining to 

affordable and accessible housing, transportation or employment. Groups will use the 

lessons learned to plan an outreach strategy putting the rights of people with disabilities 

front and center in the public conversation.

Whether you use the tools we discuss in an extensive public awareness campaign or to 

engage a small civic focus group, you’ll learn why it’s so important to put yourself right 

in the middle of public life – and to unabashedly tell your story.
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SECTION ONE: 
Community Outreach and  
Education Pre-Workshop Video

Why Ordinary People Need to Understand Power
Video Discussion
Participants were asked to review a TEDTalk presented by Eric Liu, founder and CEO 

of Citizen University, prior to today’s training. The presentation, titled “Why Ordinary 

People Need to Understand Power,” was presented at TEDCity2.0 in September 2013.

According to Liu, the U.S. is experiencing a wave of “localism” whereby people are using 

local platforms to express ideas and work for change. This is possible because local 

efforts are being tied to powerful networks that provide everyday citizens a voice and 

platform. Liu calls upon his audience to “bring more people into the fold.” 

•  What are the top two ways your ILC is being vocal today for the express purpose of 

achieving change? 

• What are you doing to bring more people into the fold?

Source: https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/sites/default/files/documents/SuccessStory--
MakingFriends.pdf

The Basics of Civic Power
Liu outlines what he believes are the fundamental concepts of wielding civic power. His 

main points include:

•  Civics is the art of being a pro-social problem-solving contributor in a self-

governing community.

•  Civics encompasses three things:

1. Foundation of values

2. Understanding of the systems

3. Set of skills that allow you to pursue goals and have others join in

•  Power is the capacity to make others do what you want them to do.

•  General power illiteracy means those who understand power wield disproportionate 

influence.

New York Association on Independent Living | www.ilny.org



•  A feedback loop has developed: The concentration of knowledge, 

understanding and clout means ordinary people have begun to opt out 

– leading to more outsourcing of civic power to those possessing that 

knowledge and understanding.

•  How can we become involved again in civics? Cities and local communities are 

a great place to become reinvolved in politics, so practice wielding power in 

the municipal environment. 

•  Remember: You wield more power than you think you do – and especially 

on the local level.
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SECTION TWO: 
Fundamentals of  
Mobilizing a Community

For this section of the program, we turn to how to build, mobilize and maintain 

communities. We’ve shared and adapted some insights from relevant presentations 

below which will help you to more skillfully navigate this complicated environment. 

These segments are also meant to be resources to use at your ILC to train staff and 

engage advocates.

How to Understand Power 
In a video produced by TED-Ed in 2014, Eric Liu outlines the basics of what power is and 

how to use it.

•  Power describes a social process. It is no more inherently good or evil than fire or 

physics. 

•  Learning how power operates is key to being effective, being taken seriously and 

not being taken advantage of.

•  Power is the ability to make others do what you would have them do. 

•  By extension, civic power is about getting a community to take action that you 

want them to.

•  Six Sources of Power

1. Physical force and the threat of violence are areas of power legally reserved 

to the state, military and police.

2. Money creates the ability to buy results and other kinds of power.

3. State power is the government’s use of law or bureaucracy to compel people 

to do things. In democracies, we use elections and civic engagement to 

influence this process.

4. Social norms describe what people generally think is appropriate or 

acceptable; norms operate in a soft peer-to-peer way.

5. Ideas (whether thoughtful, new, popular or even silly) can generate 

boundless amounts of power if they motivate people to take action.

6. Numbers demonstrate collective intensity of interest and civic legitimacy. 
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•  Three Laws of How Power Operates

1. Power is never static. It is always accumulating or decaying. If you’re not 

taking action, you’re being acted upon.

2. Power is like water, flowing like a current through all of civil society. Politics 

is using that current for your own purposes. Policy is freezing that power in 

place.

3. Power compounds itself unless restrained by external forces. Democracy 

was established so no one has too much power. Effective use of democracy 

provides a more level playing field to be heard.

•  How to Become Proficient at Using Power

•  Learn how to read power. 

•   Consider everything you see and experience in society and think about 

the associated power structures.

•   Pay attention to who is making the decisions, why they’re the deciders, 

and which strategies they use.

•  Learn how to write power.

• First, know and believe you have the right to write power. You do!

• Speak up in an authentic voice. Organize your ideas. Then organize other 

people. 

•  Practice consensus-building and conflict resolution. 

•  Examine what works and what doesn’t. Adapt what you’re doing –  

and keep at it.

Source: http://ed.ted.com/lessons/how-to-understand-power-eric-liu
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How Communities are Mobilized
Outreach is all about changing behaviors. Sociology professor Jeni Cross shared the 

following insights about using communication to influence behavior:

•  How you present information matters. Focus on presenting what’s tangible, 

personalize what you’re saying, and be interactive (not passive) in how you 

communicate.

•  Attitudes follow behavior. Set behavioral expectations by reminding people to 

engage in particular actions and infer that others are already active in this way. 

Engage in messaging that speaks to the unique core motivating values of each 

particular audience.

•  Social norms are powerful. People like to follow what others are doing, so 

present other people engaging in the behavior you want your audience to 

engage in.

In addition to understanding civic power and the underpinnings of behavioral 

change, mobilization takes thought and planning. The seven core steps to 

mobilization include:

1. Define your message

2. Identify the deciders and resource providers

3. Local engagement: the best place to start today

4. Local issues are tied to powerful networks today; giving everyday citizens a voice 

and platform

5. Storytelling is essential to civic change  

•  Line up the story of self, story of us, story of now, story of outcomes

6. Be confident in your message

7. Don’t be afraid to jump in 

•  Speak up and often!

Original video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l5d8GW6GdR0
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Barriers to Civic Change
Change of any kind can present its challenges. Civic and systemic change can have its 

own set of barriers, rooted largely in the tendency to question “why?”, “how?” and “for 

what purpose?”. Typical barriers include:

1. “We don’t have the financial resources.”  

•  There’s always a way, especially with today’s virtual platforms

2. “It’s too much work.” 

•  Advocacy takes a strong constitution. Even so, the more hands, the better.

3. Apathy: “Why should I?” 

•  Leaders tell the story in a way that engages action. If the narrative is strong,  

   apathy is minimized.

4. “It’s all work and no play.” 

•  You control this. Make it fun!

5. “My vote doesn’t really matter.” 

•  Oh yes it does! Did you see last year’s U.S. presidential election?

6. “I’m weary of the effectiveness of social media.” 

•  Social media is an important tool tied to your campaign; rarely is it the only  

   answer.

7. “I have issue fatigue.” 

•  Talk about it openly. You are not alone! Vent; then stay the course.

Overcoming apathy
In a recent interview posted by TED on Facebook Live, Eric Liu (founder and CEO 

of Citizen University) shared insights for today’s advocate regarding mobilizing 

communities for civic engagement. His answer to the question of how to motivate 

people (8:26 to 10:50) is highly relevant to our discussion.

•  Get people to empathize. To motivate the large middle band of “interested 

bystanders”, give them some sense of emotional and personalized engagement. 

Rational discourse won’t cut it.

•  Give people purpose in the company of others. Tap into the universal emotional 

yearning to be part of a purposeful community.

Original video (8:26 to 10:50 highlighted here, but full video worth watching): 

 https://www.facebook.com/TED/videos/10158481285835652

New York Association on Independent Living | www.ilny.org



SECTION THREE: 

Creating a Virtual  
Independent Living Community

Your Website is Your First “Hello”
Today, the first place people turn to learn about your organization is your website. Your 

website is your first “hello” – it’s the first point of contact people make with you. 

Your website doesn’t need to be overloaded with graphics, videos or effects. In 

fact, some of the best websites don’t have any of these things. To make a good first 

impression, here are some basic tips:

•  Use a simple, easy-to-navigate layout. Try to avoid having too many tabs or buttons 

for people to click on.

•  Keep copy succinct and easy to read.

•  Keep your content fresh and updated – make sure past events are removed from 

the calendar, for example, or that a banner or graphic proclaiming last week’s big 

event is removed as soon as the event is over.

•  Include some links to organizations you are affiliated with or that you work with. 

Make sure the links work properly.

•  Carefully proofread all text appearing on the website so there are no errors or 

misspellings.

•  Make sure contact information – phone, email address and physical mailing address 

– are easy to locate. 

•  Understand and utilize “search engine optimization” (SEO). Most search engines 

are opaque in how they select which sites appear at the top of search listings. But 

there are some things we do know, and that library of visibility methods is called 

SEO. In short, you can use SEO tactics to get more organic (unpaid) hits through 

your website.

•  According to SearchEngineWatch, search engines are looking for: 

•  Relevant, high-quality content (including evergreen content)

•  Websites with easy navigation, internal linking and quick load speeds

•  Meta descriptions, title tags and schema markup

• Headlines under 55 characters

• An active comments system
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•  Accurate information relevant to a local audience

•  Presence on all social media channels

•  According to SearchEngineWatch, search engines are not looking for: 

•  Keyword stuffing

•  Link buying or excessive link exchanging

•  Annoying ads

Original source: https://searchenginewatch.com/2016/01/21/seo-basics-22-essentials-you-need-for-

optimizing-your-site/

Your Role as a “Digital Curator” for Your Community
As a director or senior member of your ILC, you are in a valuable and unique position in 

your community. You read, discuss, teach, train and are exposed to information in your 

field on a regular basis that others are not. Few people in your community have access 

to or the knowledge you and your staff have about Independent Living and its critical 

importance to the lives of people with disabilities. 

The information and knowledge each ILC possesses puts it in a unique position within 

the community to speak to issues, provide information and be a resource on critical 

matters. Being a digital curator means you collect, organize and present information in 

a way that is relevant, understandable and interesting to your consumers and identified 

community audiences. 

We are receiving information constantly and at a pace never seen before. The flood 

of information and content puts you in a unique position to filter the most useful and 

meaningful information, put it in context and present it to consumers, stakeholders 

and decision-makers in a way that is relevant and prompts intelligent action and 

decision-making.

Email Marketing and Communication
Email communication allows each ILC to communicate freely and frequently to a 

wide audience. Such outreach must be substantive, succinct and provide consistent 

value or you will lose your readers. Inexpensive email tools such as Constant Contact 

(www.constantcontact.com) help organizations via a combination of extremely useful 

online tools and personal coaching to maximize the effectiveness and reach of your 

e-communications. Linking your e-newsletter or an article with your social media will 

result in reaching an even larger audience.
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According to the blog Vertical Response, there are seven key steps to creating an 

effective e-newsletter (adapted below):

1.  Be informative. Here are some examples of informative content you can include in 

a newsletter:

•  Blog posts

• Tips, tactics, explainers and tutorials

• Industry news/third-party news

• Events, dates to remember and holidays

• Interesting facts

• Reviews

• Photos

• Contests/contest winners

• Resources

• ILC news: updates, improvements, new products, awards, volunteer projects, etc.

• Infographics

• Webinars or videos

• Testimonials

2.  Lose the (sales) hype. Think of your newsletter as a trusted friend that your reader 

has let into their “home” (i.e., the inbox). If someone lets you into their home and 

you instantly transform into a pushy salesperson, they’re going to think twice 

about opening the door for you again.

3.  Keep it brief and aim for a click. Keeping your content scannable with content 

blocks, brief blurbs, snapshots, takeaways or bullet points and including call-

to-action buttons will give your readers’ tired eyes some relief. But remember, 

friendship is give and take, and you deserve something too. Satisfy your readers 

with just enough info, but leave them eager to learn more. Lead readers back 

to your site, blog or social media network for more information. The point of a 

newsletter isn’t to make a sale; it’s to build a relationship with your audience, to 

inform and educate, and to snag some clicks. 

4.  Be reliable and consistent. If you tell readers to look for your newsletter each 

week, you’d better be there. Pick a frequency, whether it be daily, weekly or 

monthly, and stick to it. Make sure to tell readers on your opt-in form just how 

often they can expect to hear from you.

5.  Have a compelling opening line. State clearly who the email newsletter is coming 

from. Typically, use your company name instead of your personal name. When 

crafting your newsletter subject line, avoid using generic lines like: June Newsletter, 

Your Monthly Newsletter, This Week’s Newsletter, The Insider, etc. Make sure to 

take advantage of your pre-header, too — it’s like a secondary subject line, and a 

second chance to make a good impression!
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6.  Respond. Allowing customers to reply to your email newsletter (and in turn 

responding to those inquiries or comments) lets your readers know a friend 

is listening on the other end. You’ll also receive valuable insight, feedback and 

questions that very well may improve your newsletter for next time.

7.  Let them opt out easily. Let your readers go easily if they so desire (they can 

always come back!) and make your unsubscribe link easy to find.

Original source: http://www.verticalresponse.com/blog/7-golden-steps-to-creating-an-effective-email-

newsletter/

Social Media is a Must
Television and newspapers are dying out, and they’re being replaced by social media. To 

be a part of the social media conversation, being on social media is critical. 

Social media is well-suited to mobile devices, and people increasingly rely on social 

media as their source of information and communications on the web instead of 

traditional websites. 

Most importantly, journalists and editors under age 50 often go to social media first 

when they’re looking for information or a story.

• Register, log on and get social media sites up if you haven’t already done so.

• Social media is all about immediacy – i.e., what’s coming up or happening now.

•  Keep content light, upbeat and brief – social media is all about keeping it short and 

sweet.

•  Speak with a consistent voice on each social media platform. Disparate styles on one 

account will clash – it is best to have all posts funneled through one person. 

•  Analyze which of your posts were successful and why. There is no one-size-fits-all 

approach, and you may need to try several methods before landing on one that works.

•  Always use social media for announcements, good news, calls to action, reminders of 

upcoming events, thanks to staff/volunteers for help at an event and so forth.

•  Make sure your content is fresh and current – content dates very quickly on social 

media.

•  Social media involvement varies. The key is deciding what works within your 

communications plan. 

•  Plan your social media posts ahead of time. Use a social media scheduling platform 

like Hootsuite to keep all of your upcoming posts organized in one place.
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USING THE CORRECT TOOLS CORRECTLY
There are numerous social media sites, but Twitter, Facebook and Instagram are among 

the most popular platforms.

•  Twitter is one of the most powerful social networks out there, as global and civic 

events of the last few years have made clear.

•  Tweets are limited to 140 characters, so Twitter is best used for quick 

reminders, “headline” news, and quick thanks to partners, clients or others. 

•  Twitter is a high-octane network of people who want to consume information 

fast. It is very popular among millennials and generation X-ers. 

•  Many journalists and political decision-makers spend a lot of time on Twitter, 

so you can get their attention by finding their handles and sending them 

messages or just tagging them in relevant stories/posts. Avoid doing this 

too often or sending spammy messages – it won’t look good to the journalist/

politician or the public. And don’t fall into the trap of thinking a tweet alone will 

suffice for a broader communications strategy.

•  Twitter posts with pictures and links are more frequently replied to and 

retweeted.

•  Don’t overuse hashtags – keep it to two or three. Hashtags are most useful 

when trying to “categorize” tweets with additional words that aren’t found in 

the body of the text.

•  Seek out and respond to others’ posts when they are important to your 

organization’s messaging and goals. This will encourage them to tweet at you in 

the future. 

•  Reply to tweets! With the exception of responding to the occasional troll, 

you want to give the sense that a real person is behind your account. Answer 

questions, give thanks for praise and don’t forget to give your account a 

(professional) human voice.

•  The amount of tweets you can produce per day is virtually limitless. If you 

just post once a day, it will get lost in your followers’ newsfeeds – some people 

follow thousands of accounts at a time! That being said, don’t just repeat your 

tweets – they shouldn’t look mechanical. Be creative, thoughtful and judicious 

about what you post. 

•  Facebook has aged into the “old stand-by” social network. It’s not as fresh as it 

used to be, but is so ubiquitous that if your organization doesn’t have a presence 

there, your absence will stand out.

•  Be sure to post a variety of news items, photos and videos. “Tag” people in the 

pictures. 

•  Organize contests and giveaways through Facebook.  
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•  Consider that Facebook’s audience is older than it used to be. Retired people 

and generation X-ers have a far larger presence than in the past. Millennials who 

got on Facebook during college are still on board. The youngest generation is 

barely on it at all.

•  Image macros are very shareable. Combining a visual with text is easily digested 

and shared.

•  Don’t overdo it on Facebook. Share once in the morning and once at the end of 

the day.

•  Predictability is key. Schedule a weekly feature – e.g., member spotlight, weekly 

tips, advocacy progress update, video link – and stick to the schedule. People will 

come back to your page expecting to see a new update on their favorite topic 

each week.

•  Facebook provides easy-to-use, highly comprehensive statistics to its users 

regarding views, shares, likes, dislikes, when your audience is online and so forth. 

Spend the time looking at this material, because it will allow you to truly understand 

your audience.

•  Instagram is a niche social network with a major presence. Its audience is far younger 

than Facebook or Twitter, giving you a great opportunity to tell them stories through 

pictures and encourage them to get engaged. 

Blogging
Blogging is popular and versatile – it works well with both short and long-form content, 

and pictures and videos can easily be posted. Blogs began life as online journals or 

diaries, so they tend to have a more personal feel compared to sites such as Facebook, 

where everyone’s page looks pretty much the same. Blogs are more often used for 

longer, in-depth personal commentary, opinion or news, and many feature discussion 

components. 

Blogs may be best used if you have specialized or detailed information or insights that 

are unique and that have the potential for attracting a following of loyal readers – think 

of your blog as the go-to destination for your community on a topic of intense interest 

to them. 

One thing to be sure of: Don’t create a blog and then fail to “feed” it. Nothing looks 

worse than a blog with the most recent post dated three years ago. If you go this route, 

commit to a regular posting schedule.
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Cautionary Note
The web and social media are important, but you cannot rely on technology to do the 

work of community-building for you. Instead, let it facilitate community development. 

Community organizer and rabbi Dara Frimmer shared the following insights in 2015 on 

how crucial face-to-face meetings are to inspiring social change:

•  Invite people together to share their stories. Not only will attendees gain a deeper 

understanding of the issue at hand, but you’ll find that the experience generates a 

sense of community and imagination.

•  There’s nothing like a face-to-face meeting to give people the sense you are 

listening and not just directing. Use conversations to engage.

•  Use your own story for social change. Share your own vulnerability and explain 

why the issue at hand is important to you. This will encourage others to share their 

stories and experiences so you can understand their perspectives.

Original video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-DtILpmsCcA
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Community education and outreach almost always includes a media component. 

It might seem daunting and unfamiliar, but successful communications work is 

definitely achievable for an ILC.

The most common approach is to “wing it” – engage in occasional outreach and hope 

the topic is interesting enough on its merits for the media to pick up on the story. 

This runs the risk of inconsistent messaging, missed opportunities to deliver the right 

message to the right audience, or even communicating something that shouldn’t have 

been communicated in the first place. 

Successful Media Outreach Takes Planning
The key to effective communications is planning ahead. A communications plan 

needn’t be complicated or lengthy. Instead, it’s a roadmap or reference guide to use 

when you need it, and which can change if necessary. 

Ultimately, a communications plan ensures a thoughtful, consistent message that you 

can target to specific audiences. Most people will form opinions and learn about your 

organization through information communicated to them. Therefore, a communications 

plan is more than just a handy document – it’s as vital to your organization as good 

financial recordkeeping or employee policies.

An effective communications plan begins by addressing some basic questions, many of 

which are also addressed in the development of your community education planning 

process.

•  What are our defined goals? Identify the most important messages you want to 

communicate to your audiences. What are your key talking points/facts about your 

organization and its message/goals? To whom should they be communicated? 

What are you trying to accomplish?

•  Who is our audience? Most communications plans consider different audiences. For 

example, one audience might be the general public, another might be consumers, 

and a third could be internal (such as employees and volunteers). Identifying your 

audience is key to tailoring the appropriate message.

SECTION FOUR: 

Practical Tools for  
Engaging the Media
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•  How do we get there? The media landscape is changing. Old-fashioned press 

releases don’t cut it today. Mashable identifies four alternatives to the traditional 

press release, which are adapted for this workbook below:

a.  Consider social media. Post videos explaining your message on your Facebook 

page. Tweet your news and message as a series of messages with relevant 

hashtags, targeting the accounts of relevant journalists and decision-makers.

b.  Use your blog/newsroom. Use your blog or newsroom section on your website 

to share news as it breaks. Consider trying something new, like writing up your 

latest development in a listicle format.

c.  Try content marketing. Create and share a piece of visual content to get your 

news out. 

d.  Go deep with someone to tell your story. Find reporters and bloggers who 

know your space and get to know them. Understand what makes particular 

journalists tick and what they care about. Get to know their style – i.e., the types 

of stories, products and industries they write about and the people they profile. 

Become familiar with editorial cycles, milestones and big packages or series 

that journalists are working on.

For the original Mashable report, see: http://mashable.com/2015/10/22/alternative-press-

releases/

One method of outreach has remained relevant precisely because of information 

overload. A phone call forces the audience to pay attention to what you have to 

say – and, if handled gingerly and succinctly, can leave a lasting impression on a 

reporter’s day.

•  How did we do? Taking some time to self-assess and rate the effectiveness of 

communications efforts will help you identify strengths/weaknesses and enhance 

your communications strategy. A good communications plan is flexible and helps 

you adapt to new situations and changes in your message and audiences.

•  What makes something newsworthy? Understanding what is newsworthy begins 

with knowing your organization. Think about the importance of your messaging 

campaign to your consumers: What makes it important? How does Independent 

Living, your organization, your staff, your message or you make a difference in 

peoples’ lives? What makes advocates of Independent Living unique? How are 

peoples’ lives positively impacted by what you do and the services you provide?

    Begin by looking at those things around you – literally the people and things you 

see every day – and then think about what makes them important, valued, unique 

and/or helpful to people. You’ll be asking people to take a look at the world you 

and your organization find yourself in – and this is the baseline of where to start. 
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Once you begin asking these basic questions about your day (and the people and 

situations you encounter), what’s important, valued and unique will begin to stand 

out. These things are news.

General Tips on Dealing with Journalists
You will find that in most situations, journalists want to be helpful and are coming to you 

with a genuine desire to learn more about you, your organization and what you do. 

These tips are applicable to communicating with all kinds of journalists.

•  Remember first that reporters are people too. They’re subject to the same 

tendencies and biases as the rest of us – and can sometimes be difficult to deal 

with. Most journalists are persistent in trying to reach people or gather information; 

do not be surprised to receive multiple emails or phone calls in a short time, 

particularly if the journalist is working under a tight deadline (as is often the case).

•  Being responsive and sincere will go a long way. There is no substitute for basic 

professionalism and courtesy.

•  Set up a short meeting over coffee to get acquainted. These informal meetings can 

be a great way to begin building a solid professional relationship. Don’t hesitate to 

call and introduce yourself, share your contact information, and arrange to meet for 

coffee so that you can speak face-to-face – it’s how the business of media outreach 

is often conducted.

•  Call back if you can’t speak right away. If a reporter gets in touch and you aren’t 

prepared to speak, politely ask if you can call back – they will be accustomed to 

this and try to set up another time. Before you get off the phone, ask them about 

the focus of their interview and their deadline. This will help you prepare for a more 

extensive conversation.

•  Cultivate trust. Developing long-lasting relationships requires an investment of 

time and an effort to be friendly, outgoing and truthful. Journalists are bound by 

a deeply ingrained code of ethics and the norms of the profession prize truth and 

factual accuracy above all. A journalist who senses someone is being untruthful with 

them will often resort to asking more aggressive questions and dogged persistence 

in covering a story. 

•  Beware: Attempting to mislead a journalist will lead the journalist to question 

the veracity of virtually anything you say; the end result is that phone calls and 

emails won’t get returned – or worse, a story may be written drawing attention 

to the perceived dishonesty. For certain, the trust will be gone and any 

pretenses of a productive and cooperative working relationship will disappear 

overnight. 
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•  Don’t lie about the negative – just avoid oversharing. If you are trying to handle a 

story that portrays your organization in a negative light, be completely honest, but 

keep comments to a minimum and avoid sharing or commenting on more than is 

absolutely necessary. 

•  Respect deadlines. Journalists frequently work under tight deadlines – being 

considerate of these can really pay off. Always ask any journalist you deal with 

what their deadline is. Because many people journalists deal with do not consider 

the deadline pressures journalists contend with every day, they will appreciate and 

remember this small gesture of consideration on your part.

•  Be persistent in your outreach. Always feel free to call or email your journalist 

contacts when you have news to share. Their job is to gather news!

Doing Interviews
Whether in print, on the airwaves or on the web, news interviews have the same basic 

goal: give answers to the audience regarding who, what, when, where and why. Each 

reporter has a different style in trying to elucidate the answers to these questions, 

but most journalists’ prime objective is to deliver the basic points of the story to their 

audience.

HOW TO DO A NEWSPAPER INTERVIEW
Some tips for newspaper reporters:

•  Imagine your interview as a conversation. It’s the reporter’s job to format it into a 

story – concern yourself with the message you are trying to present and the way 

you are communicating it.

•  Reporters will take many notes, but don’t think everything you say will make it 

into the paper. Instead, pick a few points ahead of time to emphasize and repeat – 

the reporter will pick up on this and won’t have to guess what your message is.

•  It’s unprofessional to ask reporters to send you their questions ahead of time, 

or to see their stories before they go to print. At best, they won’t respond to the 

request – and at worst, they’ll let the request color the interview and thus the story 

they’re writing. 

•  At the end of the interview, you may be asked if you want to add anything. Take 

this opportunity to briefly repeat your most important points.
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HOW TO DO LIVE TELEVISION INTERVIEWS
Doing a television interview does not have to be an uncomfortable experience. Here are 

a few tips to help make it rewarding.

•  Look your best – it’ll make you feel your best. Spending a little extra time on 

personal grooming will not just make you more pleasing to look at – it’ll make 

people take you seriously. 

•  Don’t wear bright colors or attire with bright lines – they may not translate well 

to the small screen. Even if they do, distracting clothes will distract from your 

message. Utilize a simple, unobtrusive outfit.

•  Even if you’re looking at the camera, turn your body to the side just a touch so 

you aren’t facing it head-on. This will allow you to present a sense of casual-yet-

serious approachability, whereas standing perpendicular can come across as stilted, 

awkward and overly commandeering.

•  If you’re being interviewed by a reporter, do not look at the camera. Remember 

that an interview is a conversation being watched by an audience.

•  Don’t sweat the pauses or mistakes – everybody slips up. 

•  If the interview is being prerecorded, ask if you can start your sentence again. 

Interviewers want to deliver compelling television to their audience and develop 

a relationship with you – not make you look foolish. They’ll cut out your slip-up.

•   If the interview is live, correct yourself and move on. No one will remember a 

brief foul-up if you get back onto your message.

•   End the conversation by restating your most important points – it’s what viewers 

are likely to remember.

•  Most importantly, remember that a television interview is a conversation. Remain 

casual and confident throughout the interview. Consider all of the previous points – 

but focus on this attitude and the rest will come naturally.
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HAVING A VOICE ON THE RADIO 
There are many skills associated with television interviews that are transferable to radio. 

The key difference, of course, is that radio is a sound-only medium. 

But it’s not all about the “radio voice” per se – only a rare few have that deep, booming 

and high-energy voice which we typically associate with radio hosts. Many radio hosts 

do not have that kind of voice, and the vast majority of guests are average people with a 

dash of radio training.

Here are a few tips:

•  Accept that you’ll be nervous and overly focused on your voice. Let go of the 

anxiety and transform it into excitement. Center yourself by breathing deeply. This 

will reduce your nervousness and make you sound better. Tense muscles in your 

larynx will mean a tense voice.

•  Don’t speak too fast – you will sound nervous and people won’t be able to follow 

you. The best radio presence comes from being genuine, breathing normally and 

speaking clearly. 

•  Avoid saying “everyone out there” or inferring that you’re talking to a large 

audience. Radio is a personal, intimate form of communication – reminding people 

that you’re speaking to a broad audience undercuts the conversational aspect.

•  It’s perfectly okay to take a second to think before you speak. Guests on the radio 

are not expected to have their thoughts together immediately.

•  Remember that the radio host is your friend – it’s in your and their interest to 

produce an engaging segment on the show.
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SECTION FIVE: 

Keeping People Involved

It’s not just about getting people involved with your organization – it’s about getting 

them to stay involved. It is your responsibility, not theirs, to maintain the relationship.

Here are some ways to keep people involved and affix your organization in the public’s 

consciousness: 

•   Good data is essential. Every interaction with a member of the community is 

an opportunity to build your database. In every meeting, collect business cards, 

have sign-in sheets and collect contact information with the idea of maintaining a 

comprehensive database. Gather emails, phone numbers and social media handles.

•  Consider extending your invitation list to a broader audience. While everyone may 

not come to the event, your communication is a great way to keep people informed. 

•  Do charitable work to “pay it forward.” Host a clothing drive or volunteer day 

– especially on a weekend. This is a good way to involve existing volunteers and 

recruit new ones. It has the added benefit of keeping your ILC and the important 

work it does in the community in the news.

•  Regular, simple, meaningful and to-the-point updates on what’s new, interesting 

and happening in your organization keeps you relevant to your audience. 

Maintaining relationships and staying connected ahead of time makes asking 

stakeholders for support and involvement much easier – they won’t need any 

“catching up” or onboarding.

•  Build relationships by asking for opinions or advice. Pick up the phone to ask a 

stakeholder for their input on an issue – they’ll be honored that you called them up. 

•  Think seriously about conflict resolution. Movements can often be stonewalled by 

disagreements among members. Identify conflict points and resolve them in an 

amicable manner before they cause your community to splinter or get bogged down.

•  Provide opportunities to serve. People consider it an honor to be asked to 

serve. ILCs have volunteer boards of directors and committees; they also engage 

volunteers in other ways. For a busy volunteer, a “taskforce”, “planning committee” 

or “advisory board” on a specific project may be less daunting. Find opportunities 

to serve for rising stars or people who can make a difference.
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•  A well-written thank you letter can make a big difference in your professional 

relationship or a stakeholder’s inclination to get involved again in a future project. 

The letter (handwritten, if you have time) must be personal and specific about the 

volunteers’ contributions. It is also an opportunity for the ILC to reinforce its message. 

For example:

Dear John Doe, 

Thank you for caring about people with disabilities and their ability to pursue 

higher education in our community. We appreciate your willingness to speak out 

on this important issue and participate in our community forum. Your leadership 

is an example we hope others will follow. We look forward to keeping you 

informed on our work on this matter and our other initiatives to support full and 

independent lives for all people in ___ County. 

Thank you again for your participation and leadership. 

With our sincerest appreciation, 

Jane Doe, Executive Director
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SECTION SIX: 

Developing Outreach Plans

Community education and outreach isn’t something to improvise – it takes 

strategy, a thoughtful process and a willingness to pause from time to time to 

evaluate progress. Before engaging in long-term strategic initiatives, ILCs need 

to look ahead, define clear goals, and think seriously about the steps to get there.

Independent Living Centers develop strategic plans and organizational goals every year. 

In addition to supporting individuals with disabilities in living full and independent lives, 

the daily activities of ILCs include community interaction and involvement, work with 

community leaders, media outreach, public forums and education.

The starting point is a global question: In today’s environment, how can we generate  

broader civic engagement in support of Independent Living for all people living in our 

communities? 

In other words, how can we create systemic change? By systemic change, we mean 

change in the attitudes of communities of interest and in the way ILCs interact with 

them to accomplish their goals.

Plan Development
Every community outreach plan is different and determined by the complexity of the 

issue and the number and type of stakeholders involved. Nevertheless, there are key 

steps that serve as the backbone of any plan:

1.  Write a situation statement. The situation statement defines the issue the ILC is 

seeing to build community awareness and support for.

    EXAMPLE: People with disabilities in our community face barriers to full 

participation in secondary education.

2.  Define the goal(s). Defining your goal allows you to focus your efforts on practical, 

achievable solutions. Define your goal by thinking about the end result.

     EXAMPLE: Our goal is to create a coalition of decision-makers and stakeholders 

to engage in a public dialogue about the need for accessible, integrated higher 

education opportunities. 
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3.  Identify your audience(s). Your audience will vary greatly depending on your 

particular plan and will most likely be split across two categories:

a.  Decision-makers/people with influence, which may include elected officials, 

directors of non-profit organizations, media, business leaders and public interest 

groups. 

b.  Information consumers, which may include ILC volunteers and constituents, 

families of people with disabilities, your social media network, community 

leaders and interest groups indirectly involved with this issue.

     EXAMPLE: Our audience includes local school districts, management staff of local 

colleges and universities, City Councilwoman Jane Smith, County Legislator Sam 

Jones, the New York State Assembly Standing Committee on Legislation, the New 

York State Senate Standing Committee on Education, our local ARC chapter, our 

local community center, local media outlets, and ILC consumers, staff and contacts.

4.  Craft your narrative. Think carefully about your audience and goals as outlined 

above. Clearly and concisely state your position in a way that will engage and 

motivate your audience. The vast majority of people are neither fully engaged 

nor apathetic – they’re casual but interested bystanders. Convince them in both 

emotional and rational terms that your cause is worth supporting and devoting 

time and energy to. The best way to do this is by telling a three-part story:

a. Story of Self: Explain why you in particular are taking charge of this issue.

b.  Story of Us: Explain why the communities both large and small need the 

change you’re talking about.

c. Story of Now: Explain why this is moment to engage on this issue.

     Coalition partners need to know immediately what you intend to do and why 

you want to do it. Because consistency in communications is so important, this 

message will be used and referred to repeatedly by your ILC for the following 

purposes:

a. To rally, build and focus the coalition.

b. As a part of all communications.

c. As a tool to consistently focus the discussion in community forums.

     EXAMPLE: People with disabilities in our city and region are underrepresented in 

secondary education. X percent of people with disabilities who desire secondary 

education are unable to attend or are discouraged from enrolling because of lack 

of accessibility. Our ILC and its members frequently see people with disabilities 

unable to achieve their educational aspirations because of lack of accessibility. 

Our community is better off when everyone is able to pursue higher educational 

opportunities, achieve greater quality of life and contribute more substantially to 

the local economy.
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5.  Identify incentives for engaging targeted people and organizations. Obviously we 

understand why the issue at hand is important, but why should others? Convincing 

people of the rightness of your cause is often not enough. Sometimes the moral 

thing to do is put on the backburner by noble people because of other concerns. 

The best way to get key players involved is by convincing them it’s both the right 

thing to do and by providing them incentives to become engaged.

     EXAMPLE (FOR LEGISLATORS): Public funds are used in many colleges, but 

many people with disabilities are effectively cut out from higher education due to 

accessibility issues. 2018 is an election year and this issue provides an opportunity 

for elected officials to take the lead on an important public issue. More integrated 

and accessible secondary education will benefit a large constituency and benefit 

the community as a whole, as higher education allows people with disabilities to 

lead fuller and more independent lives. 

6.  Identify your outreach methods. After determining why people should get 

involved, now is the time to determine how to reach out to them – i.e., what 

methods will your ILC use to achieve its goals? Each of the multiple steps of 

outreach will address a different audience, so make sure to tailor your general 

message and communication appropriately. A list of outreach methods appears at 

the end of this section.

     Important note: A phone call may seem intimidating, but don’t underestimate 

its effectiveness. When dealing with legislators and lawmakers, getting the 

attention of the staff in their office is often the only way to bring your issue to their 

attention. 

     EXAMPLE (FOR LEGISLATORS): Build civic coalition (audience: decision-makers). 

Hold public meetings (audience: decision-makers, public). Meet one-on-one with 

local lawmakers and school officials (audience: decision-makers). Hold press 

conference (audience: media, decision-makers, public). Write editorial letter 

(audience: all). Organize a day to phone legislators (audience: decision-makers). 

Create higher education information section on website (audience: consumers, 

families and staff). Compose weekly social media posts (audience: public). Create 

higher education news section in e-newsletter (audience: email list). 

7.  Identify your spokesperson(s). People identify with passionate, knowledgeable 

figures. Who leads your community outreach program is another key to its success. 

Identify a spokesperson and educator capable of speaking to the issue and 

engaging audiences at all levels. 

8.  Develop tools or metrics to assess progress. The evaluation of your community 

education program is the primary tool for deciding next steps. Measures may vary. 

The larger and more complex the issue, the longer it may take to see progress. 
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Define your measurable outcomes before implementation. Define your benchmarks 

for progress, then be sure to use them and adjust your plan if it’s not working.

     EXAMPLE: Set up six productive coalition meetings over a 12-month period. 

Acquire media coverage from two key media outlets. Generate an accessible, 

integrated higher education white paper and submit a proposal to legislators and 

colleges for consideration. Set up one phonebanking day on a facet of the higher 

education issue each month.

9.  Develop a timeline. Your timeline is your schedule for implementation of your 

outreach program as outlined above. 

10.  Implement your plan! Implementation requires an understanding of each 

audience and the use of appropriate methods and tools to inform and engage 

based on situation- and audience-specific needs. The most effective community 

education programs take the time to make these determinations during the 

planning phase. Implementation is then keenly focused on:

a.  Building and nurturing relationships on both an individual and organizational 

basis.

b. Effectively and consistently communicating the ILC’s message.

c. Evaluating and reevaluating progress.

11. Understand barriers to civic change, and meet them head-on. As a community 

leader, it is your role to create platforms and forums that foster civic engagement. Be 

sure to have fun too.
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Methods for Engagement
There are many ways to engage in community outreach, and the use of each depends 

on the audience, the issue and the situational circumstances. Community education 

must be consistent and ongoing to be effective.

The following are sample tools an organization may use to reach its target audiences:

•  Events: Community forums and events, guest speaker presentations, educational 

workshops and training, school events and activities, public hearings, briefings, 

ILC tours and events, political debates, literature drops, coalition breakfasts, 

display or information booths at community events, voter registration drives, 

phonebanking days

•  Virtual: Virtual trainings, social media platforms, YouTube video series, Facebook 

Live, virtual meetings, webinar series, blog posts, linking and posting comments

•  Media: Press conferences, PR emails, radio talk shows, public service 

announcements, public access TV, editorial board meetings

•  Written material: Newsletters, e-newsletters, flyers, fact sheets, brochures, palm 

cards, newspaper inserts, advertorials (advertisements that read like articles), 

letters to the editor, guest editorials, advertisements, social media posts, blogs, 

pledge cards or forms, letter writing campaigns

•   Visual material: Strategically placed display booths, posters, photography, 

infographics, video messages
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SECTION SEVEN: 

Tabletop Exercises

You have been assigned one of the following outreach scenarios and are asked to devise 

a plan for community outreach and engagement. 

SCENARIO 1: The federal government is planning a major expansion of the Rental 

Assistance Demonstration (RAD) program, which was first enacted in 2012 and was 

set to sunset in September 2018. Administered by the Department of Housing and 

Urban Development, this program takes existing public housing units in need of 

repairs or upgrades and funds their conversation into Section 8 compliant properties. 

However, there are no universal accessibility standards in place for these conversions. 

The new iteration of this program will devolve much of the power from the federal 

government and give it to states and localities. How does your ILC position itself to 

use community mobilization to advocate for affordable, accessible RAD housing 

development on behalf of those with disabilities?

SCENARIO 2: Ridesharing companies like Uber and Lyft are creating new 

transportation modalities, which are in turn generating new conversations regarding 

community mobility. Taskforces are being formed, community forums are being held, 

and legislators and municipal administrators are adjusting to a new world where 

public and private entities share responsibility for mass automotive transportation. 

Uber and Lyft have made strides in accessibility, but there remains a lot of work to 

do in serving those with disabilities. As communities prepare for this ridesharing-

transformed mobility structure, how can your ILC ensure that those with disabilities 

are not left out of the conversation?

SCENARIO 3: Major manufacturing company “General Industries” is establishing 

a large facility in the region which will employ potentially tens of thousands. GI 

has met with state and local officials to secure economic development incentives 

including the purchase of land and tax breaks. GI has also coordinated with public 

transit authorities to secure transportation access to the new facility, which is 

expected to open this time next year. Much attention has been given to the economic 

development prospects and the impact on the community at large, but very little has 

been said about the job opportunities the opening of the GI plant will provide those 

with disabilities. How can your ILC engage in outreach to the community on this 

issue, placing the well-being of those with disabilities front and center in the local 

conversation?
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Please consider the following questions in determining your approach on this issue. 

1. What is your ultimate aim? Be as specific with your goals as possible.

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. What is the story you will tell?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.  Who are the power-holders and decision-makers on this issue?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. How will you get the attention of decision-makers?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

 

5. Why should the public be concerned with this issue?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

 

6. What steps will you take to mobilize your community to become involved?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

7. What specific tools will you use within the resources you have?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

8. How will you assess your progress?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________
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Name/Title     

Affiliation     

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT: WHAT DOES IT REALLY TAKE? 

1.    On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how valuable did you find the TED 
Talk discussion? 
 
 10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

2.  What were your top two lessons learned from the presentation on how to build 
and maintain community partnerships?

    A.                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                         

    B.                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                           

3.  What additional information could we have provided to make the information 
presented more valuable?

                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                                         

Community Outreach and Education 
BACK TO BASICS: THE FUNDAMENTALS OF 
EFFECTIVE COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT  
WORKSHOP EVALUATION
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VIRTUAL ENGAGEMENT: POWER AND PITFALLS 

4.  On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how valuable did you find the 
presentation on virtual engagement?  
  

      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

5.  What were your top two lessons learned from this component of the workshop?

    A.                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                          

    B.                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                             

6.  What additional information could we have provided on this topic that would be 
helpful to you?

                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                                         

7.  On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how would you rate the presenter on: 

     A.  Delivery of materials?  

      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

     B. Grasp of the topic presented?:  
   
      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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FROM THE TRENCHES: GETTING A COMMUNITY TO CARE

8.  On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how valuable did you find the 
presentation on getting a community to care?  
  

      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9.  What were your top two lessons learned from this discussion?

    A.                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                          

    B.                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                             

10.  What additional information could we have provided on this topic that would 
be helpful to you?

                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                                         

11.  On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how would you rate the presenter on: 

     A.  Delivery of materials?  

      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

     B. Grasp of the topic presented?:  
   
      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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DEVELOPING A STRATEGIC COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT PLAN

12.  On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how valuable did you find the 
presentation on developing a strategic community engagement plan?   
  

      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

13.  What were your top two lessons learned from this discussion?

    A.                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                          

    B.                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                          

14.  What additional information could we have provided on this topic?

                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                                                           

15. On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how would you rate the presenter on: 

     A.  Delivery of materials?  

      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

     B. Grasp of the topic presented?:  
   
      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
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TABLETOP EXERCISE: ONE MESSAGE, MANY VOICES

16.  On a scale of 1 to 10 (with 10 being the best), how valuable did you find this 
component of the workshop?  
  

      10     9   8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

17.  What were your top two lessons learned from this discussion?

    A.                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                          

    B.                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                          

GENERAL QUESTIONS

18.   What topic did you find to be the most helpful? 
 Please check all that may apply.

q Community Engagement: What Does It Really Take?

q Virtual Engagement: Power and Pitfalls

q From the Trenches: Getting a Community to Care

q Developing a Strategic Community Engagement Plan

q Tabletop Exercise: One Message, Many Voices

19.   Overall, how valuable did you find the materials presented during today’s 
workshop?

q EXCELLENT   q VERY GOOD   q GOOD     q FAIR        

20.  What additional training on this topic would you recommend for future workshops?
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS
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One Commerce Place 

99 Washington Avenue | Suite 806A 

Albany, NY 12210 

ph: 518.465.4650 | info@ilny.org
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