
it’s exactly two

days before the big

event....the editor has just

finished her morning coffee,

so she’s feeling upbeat.....
time to send the media

release!

that way.  The editor will more likely see your release as a news story,
and there’s a greater chance it will be picked up.  For example, “Farmers
protest BGH tomorrow, because they fear for their cows” or “Seniors
hold a ‘rock in’ to protest new Seniors’ Benefit.”

Active VS passive writing
Try to write in an active voice instead of a passive voice; the active
voice is stronger.  It’s more powerful to say “Council members
will  picket outside the company” than to say “The company will
be picketed outside by Council members.”

Keep it about people
Remember, stories are about people.  Always write the media release in
terms of people and how they will be affected by the issue.

Identify yourself
Clearly identify yourself or your chapter in the media release.  Don’t
assume people know your group or organization.  In the same vein, avoid
using jargon or slogans which outsiders won’t understand.  If you use an
uncommon term, be sure to explain it.

Sending out the release
A question of timing
Pay attention to the timing of the release.  The timing for a monthly news
magazine will be different from that of a weekly radio show, for instance.
You’ll want to send the release early enough that people can incorporate
it into future editions or shows, but not so early that they’ll forget about it.
If you want the media to write a story about the issue in advance of your
event, send the release earlier (and include more background information).

Deliver it, fax it, but don’t overdo it
Make sure the media release goes to the right person; otherwise it
will get lost in the pile.  If possible, hand-deliver your release to the
assignment editor or producer.  If not, a fax will suffice.  Also, never
flood a media outlet with your release.  Sending information more
times than necessary doesn’t help your chances of getting media
coverage.  In fact, it may even harm them.  Editors and producers will
simply start turning off every time they see your letterhead.

Don’t pester them
If you’re faxing your release to the media, don’t call them up after to see if
they’ve received it.  Editors get dozens and dozens of media releases a day,
and they don’t want everyone calling them to confirm whether or not they
got some fax.  You shouldn’t believe that you can pester the media into
writing a story—they’ll write a story if they feel it’s worthy, so try to concen-
trate on creating a worthy story.  You should, however, call media outlets on
the day of your event to remind them it’s taking place.

how about:

“the minister

of health will be

confronted by

council members

about his stance

on bgh.”

too passive.

let’s try:
“council members

will confront the

minister of

health about his

stance on bgh.”
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Group
Making a decision as a group is a
challenge.  But a decision made by a
group is often better than one made by
an individual because, if the group is
facilitated well, it is a decision that comes

after input from diverse views and fruitful
discussion.  It is not easy to facilitate a
group to come to a consensus, but it is
possible.  The facilitator’s four main
functions are to:

• encourage full participation
• promote mutual understanding
• foster inclusive solutions
• teach new thinking skills

It starts with discussion
Before a group can reach a decision together, they must discuss the issue
at hand.  Facilitating a good group discussion is the first step to facilitat-
ing a good group decision.  What makes a good discussion?  A good
discussion is one in which all members of the group have a chance to
participate, and to feel that their ideas are valued by the group.

There will always be group members who speak less than
others.  Speaking less doesn’t mean that someone isn’t actively

participating—they might be listening and thinking.  But it is up
to the facilitator to give the less vocal members an opportunity

to share their thoughts.  Here are a few techniques.

Encouraging
After a discussion has progressed for a while, the facilitator
can make space for less vocal members to speak by saying
something like, “Is there anyone who hasn’t said something
who would like to?”

Balancing
Sometimes group members will seem to disagree with
something another member says, but they end up
staying silent.  The facilitator can lend support to these
people by saying something like: “That’s an interesting
point.  What do others think?”

so i think

it’s important to

consider the view

of the corporate

sector in this

case

uh....o.k., that ’s

an interesting

point. what do

others think?

i think

a small,

community

affair

would be

better

i think

it’s too soon
to organize

an event

i think

we’ve got
some

discussing

to do

i think

we need to

organize

a HUGE,

blockbuster

event

roup decisions
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Making space
Much of a facilitator’s job relies on her/his intuition.  Sometimes
a group member may appear, through facial expressions or body
language, to want to say something but, again, remains silent.
The facilitator can say to the individual something like, “Susan,
you look like you want to say something—do you?”  However,
the facilitator has to be able to sense when a person isn’t
comfortable with being singled out like this.  Being aware of
body language can help.

Using the clock
When a discussion has been
going on for some time and
it is nearing its end, the
facilitator can say something
like, “We have about ten
minutes left.  Is there
anything that anyone wants
to say that they haven’t?”
This gives a chance before
the end of the discussion for
all group members to be heard.

When everyone is heard in a group discussion, the final decision that is
reached will be “owned” by all members of the group.  No one will feel
that they weren’t part of the process, and the decision will be more
sustainable.

Sustainable decisions
A sustainable decision is one that works, and
lasts!  Many decisions that a group makes are
straightforward and sustainable.  The chal-
lenge arises when decisions get complicated
or difficult.  But it’s possible to make even
difficult decisions as a group.  All it takes is
some clear planning and good facilitation.

A decision will most likely be sustainable if
the solution reflects everyone’s point of view.  Of
course, this takes time and persistence (see Striving for
unanimity on page 19).  Members of the group must be
willing to face and overcome conflict.  They must be
willing to look at the problem from another’s perspective.
They must push themselves to challenge their own
assumptions and search for imaginative solutions.  Finally,
they must share responsibility for reaching a solution that
works for the whole group, not just part of it.

SUSTAINABLE

DECISIONS
SUSTAINABLE

DECISIONS
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ten minutes

left, folks, does

anybody want to

say something that

they haven’t yet

before we start

wrapping up?

ediaM
If you want the media to cover a public event your chapter is planning, one
of the best ways to get their attention is to send out a media release.  A

media release briefly tells media outlets what you are doing and why, and
hopefully it interests them enough that they’ll want to report on it.  This
chapter covers some basic guidelines to keep in mind when writing and
sending media releases.

Know when you can use the Council’s name
Make sure that the content of your media release is consistent
with the Council’s national campaigns, and with the Council’s
Statement of Purpose and Guiding Values and Principles.  If you’re
unsure, contact your regional organizer or the national office.

Decide if it’s really news
Be sure the news release is actually “news.”  Don’t waste your

time and the editor’s time with old information.  The fact that a local chapter
of the Council is upset about cuts to social programs isn’t really news.  But
say the chapter holds a public ceremony to declare the local health clinic an
“endangered species,” complete with the presentation of an endangered
species certificate.  Now that’s news!

Know who you’re dealing with
Find out what media outlets there are in your community and get the names
of people you can send your media releases to.  Get to know the media
you’re dealing with.  What kind of content does it have? Who is its audience?
Then, write your release to fit those things.

Keep it short and punchy
Keep the media release to one page, 81/2“ by 11.” Editors don’t have time to
read everything, so they won’t read long releases.  With this in mind, be sure
to put important information at the beginning of the release.  Make the first
paragraph a kind of summary which quickly explains the “Who? What?
When? Where?” and “Why?” of what you’re writing about.  Give the news
editor something to grab on to.  News stories are structured as “WHO is
doing WHAT and WHY,” so you should try to structure your media release

let’s
send out

a MEDIA

RELEASE

we’re going
to want lots of

media coverage for

our event. but

how can we get

their attention?
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Writing the release

Before writing a media release



Keep the conference brief and focused.  Reporters can have lots of
stories to cover in a day, so try not to allow your press conference—or the
speakers—to go on too long.  In general, the fewer the speakers and the
more prepared their presentations the better.  Two or three well rehearsed
speeches, each no more than 10 minutes in length, is ideal.  Be sure to
allow for questions.  It’s a good idea to rehearse the answers to questions
that might be asked with others from your chapter.  Knowing the answers
to questions a journalist might ask is half a news story.

Have plenty of copies of your press release and any supporting
documents (reports, news clippings, etc.) on hand to give to reporters.
Newspapers may favour a brief, well-written quote in a press release over
an excerpt from a longer, spoken statement.  Don’t forget to thank report-
ers for showing up.

Developing a media strategy
Involving the media can be useful, but it’s a tactic that should be used
carefully, especially if you plan to use it again in the future.
     Before charging ahead with media coverage, ask yourself the following
questions: What are your objectives for using the media?  Is using the
media the best tactic at this particular point in your work?  Could you
achieve your objective using some other form of communication?  What
will the media coverage lead to? How do you think the audience might
react to your issue—with support, indifference or backlash?

In order to maintain the interest of reporters, editors or producers—
both during your campaign and for future campaigns—it helps to try to
cultivate a relationship with them.  Here are a few suggestions for
doing that.

If possible, take your story right to the editorial
board of your community newspaper or the
producers of your community radio or
television station.

Meet with reporters who seem to be interested
in your issues.  This is fairly easy in smaller
communities, where often the staff at a local
newspaper or radio station is small and easy to
contact.

Check with other organizations working on
similar issues to see if they’ve got any useful
contacts in the media.

Be selective—when you’ve got good tips,
exclusives and story ideas, offer them only to
your best contacts in the media.  You’ll quickly
begin to develop a relationship with them.

Keep a list of media contacts, their areas of
expertise, the issues they tend to cover, and of
course their phone and fax numbers and e-mail
addresses.

To increase your chances of getting good media coverage, it

helps to try to think like the media, keeping their interests in mind.

Design your event in a way that

gets your point across but

meets the media’s needs at

the same time.  For

example, television and

newspapers both like

good visuals, so they’ll

likely pay more attention

to your event if they can get

interesting photos to print or

camera footage for TV news.

With that in mind, make sure

you’ve got something interesting

to look at: a mural, a satirical

statue, a loud demonstration, a

giant inflatable object—you get

the picture.  See the chapter

Staging an event for more

info.

Keep the media’s interests
and needs in mind when
designing a public event
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Ideas for building sustainable agreements
There are several different ways that a facilitator can help bring a group to
a sustainable agreement.  A few of these methods are outlined below.

Surveying the territory
This involves identifying all the pieces of the problem that is

being discussed.  Every group member takes a turn at stating
his or her position.  This allows everyone in the group to

understand the complexity of the issue.  Everyone’s
point of view is heard, and the group then works

toward a decision that takes the different views
into account.

Searching for alternatives
This can be done as a brainstorm.  Together the
group makes a list of possible ideas.  Some ideas

will prove to be realistic, while many may not.
The important thing is that alternatives are gener-

ated by the group as a whole, and everyone gets to
have their say.

Raising difficult issues
When a member of a group raises a difficult issue, sometimes
the tendency is to try to silence him or her.  But if members of
a group are encouraged to speak freely and reveal their own
personal views on difficult issues, a very rich discussion will
often take place.

Striving for unanimity
A decision that’s made by consensus is more likely to be
sustainable than one that’s arrived at by a vote.  When you try
to build consensus in your group, you are striving to reach
unanimity—that is, when everyone agrees.

According to the Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-
Making, the word “unanimous” comes from two Latin words:
unus, meaning  “one” and animus, meaning “spirit.”  “Consen-
sus” also has Latin origins.  Its root word is consentire, which
is a combination of two Latin words: con, meaning “with” or
“together with” and sintire, meaning “to think and feel.”  So
consentire translates as “to think and feel together.”  And
“consensus” is the participatory process by which a group
thinks and feels together en route to their decision.  Unanim-
ity is the point at which the group reaches closure.

Many groups who make decisions by consensus only arrive
at a final decision when they have unanimity.   Reaching
unanimity is their rule for closure.  Other groups make

In North America, we tend to tackle problems from

an “either/or” mind set.  We think that to solve a

conflict we must choose either solution “A”, or

solution “B”, or solution “C”, and so on.  Using the

either/or mind set means that someone wins and

someone loses.

Another approach to problem solving is

using the “both/and” mind set.

In this mind set,

people believe that

instead of choosing

one option over

another, a brand

new option can be

found that will

satisfy every-

one.

The either/or approach is faster in the short run,

but often decisions made with this approach end

up falling apart.  The both/and approach often

takes longer at the outset, but the decisions made

are usually sustainable.

approaches  to
problem  solving

okay, who’s

got an alternative to

propose?....well, at

least we have

unanimity there!
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decisions by consensus without using full unanimity as their rule for
closure.  For example, some groups use “unanimity minus one.”  In this
case, the idea of  “thinking and feeling together” is honoured, but the
group also accepts that they might not always reach a point where all
members are of  “one spirit.”  As a group, you must figure out what your
rule for closure will be—and that is a decision you should reach by
consensus too!

Levels of support

Getting enthusiastic support for a decision takes time and effort, and the
group has to feel strongly enough to put the energy into achieving it.
Some decisions can be made when there is lukewarm support.  But if
there is only ambiguous or meagre support, the group would probably do
best to hang in there and keep looking for solutions that will satisfy more
members.

When to aim for enthusiastic support
When the stakes are so high that the consequences of
failure would be severe.

When a decision is going to be irreversible, so it’s
important to get it right.

When a problem is hard to solve because it’s complex
or involves intense conflict.  The group should spend
more time and effort on it than they would on a
simple problem.

When many people have a stake in the outcome of a
decision.  It is worth spending time and effort to include
everyone’s ideas in the problem solving.

Don’t forget that the process of seeking an enthusiastic level of support
can actually help empower group members.  It can encourage people to
use their own judgement and creativity to find a decision that is accept-
able to all.

the range

of support

for a decision

looks some-

thing like

this

enthusiasticlukewarmambiguousmeagre
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A good source on
making group
decisions

The ideas in this chapter were adapted from theFacilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making by Sam Kaner, published by New SocietyPublishers, 1996.  Please refer to it for moreinformation.

Media conferences
Some groups hold press conferences when they have big news to report,

such as the release of a major study or the launching
of a major campaign.  Choose a time and a

location that’s media friendly.  Avoid noisy,
crowded, or hard-to-reach places.  Remem-

ber, you want reporters to hear what you
have to say, and, unless a busy shop-
ping mall or a noisy demonstration is
the point of your story, you don’t want
your message to get lost in the
crowd.  Reporters work on deadlines,
so be certain to hold your conference
at a time and in a place that won’t
prevent them from writing a timely

story.
Be sure to give the media fair notice

of your press conference.  Fax them a brief
media advisory letting them know the date, time and

location, a bit about why you are holding the press conference and
who will be speaking.  If the speaker is a well-known personality,
it’s worth including their name in the headline or in the first line of
the advisory.  The advisory should be sent out a day or two before
the event is scheduled to take place.  Include your name and phone
number at the bottom as a contact for further information.  Follow
up with a friendly call to make sure your media contact has
received the notice, and ask if someone from the paper or station
plans to attend.

this report contains

disturbing new evidence of

the growing income and

wealth gap in canada

You shouldn’t try holding a press conference

if the "news" is not that substantial.  For

example, don’t hold one simply to announce

that your group is going to protest the actions

of a large company in your town, nor if you’re

just reacting to the government’s latest

budget.  You can use a press release to

announce these kinds of things (see the next

chapter on media releases).

Make sure it’s

“big” news

MEDIA ADVISORY      January 20, 2000

COUNCIL OF CANADIANS TO RELEASE NATIONAL POLL
RESULTS ON TRADE IMPLICATIONS OF GENETICALLY
ENGINEERED FOOD

(OTTAWA) Peter Bleyer, Executive Director of The Council of
Canadians, and Jennifer Story, Health Protection Campaigner with
the Council, will hold a press conference in Room 130S, Centre
Block, at 10:00 a.m., Friday, January 21, to release the results of a
new poll on Canadian attitudes to genetically engineered (GE) foods
and trade.

Next week over 30 environment ministers from around the world will
meet in Montreal to finalize an international Biosafety Protocol.  The
Protocol could regulate the transboundary movement of genetically
engineered goods, including GE foods.  Members of The Council of
Canadians will be in Montreal during the negotiations.  The Council
has been spearheading a national consumer campaign to have GE
foods removed from store shelves until they are proven safe to eat.

-30-

For more information: Jennifer Story (613) 233-4487 ext. 234

Here  are  two  common  styles  used  for  writing  a  media
advisory.  Choose  the  one  you’re  most  comfortable  with.

MEDIA ADVISORY      January 20, 2000

COUNCIL OF CANADIANS TO RELEASE NATIONAL POLL
RESULTS ON TRADE IMPLICATIONS OF GENETICALLY
ENGINEERED FOOD

What: The Council of Canadians will hold a press conference to
release the results of a new poll on Canadian attitudes to
genetically engineered (GE) foods and trade.

When: 10:00 a.m., Friday, January 21

Where: Room 130S, Centre Block, Ottawa

Who: Peter Bleyer, Executive Director of The Council of Canadians,
and Jennifer Story, Health Protection Campaigner with the
Council

Next week over 30 environment ministers from around the world will
meet in Montreal to finalize an international Biosafety Protocol.  The
Protocol could regulate the transboundary movement of genetically
engineered goods, including GE foods.  Members of The Council of
Canadians will be in Montreal during the negotiations.  The Council has
been spearheading a national consumer campaign to have GE foods
removed from store shelves until they are proven safe to eat.

-30-

For more information: Jennifer Story (613) 233-4487 ext. 234
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