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INTRODUCTION

The goal of this guide is to increase the funding community’s investment in public interest media

activities. Little can be accomplished in our efforts to create constituencies for positive social change

unless there is a significant increase in the number and size of news organizations carrying progres-

sive messages. Critical to success is improving the ability of funders to determine the difference

between genuine investments and unproductive uses of their limited resources. By becoming better

informed about how to undertake productive media and communications campaigns, funders will 

be better able to guide grantees in developing and executing effective strategies.

This publication presents:

�� Brief case studies of several funders who have successfully 
completed the groundwork for major communications efforts. 

�� Media projects as worthwhile investments.

�� Challenges, external and internal, that funders 
must address when undertaking media activities. 

�� Crucial steps to take for conceptualizing, planning 
and executing successful strategies.

�� Criteria for judging communications proposals.

�� Suggestions for evaluating the results of a 
communications campaign. 

�� Strengths and weaknesses of various media options 
and information that will help funders choose the 
most effective vehicle. 

�� Other media investment opportunities. 

These recommendations grow out of 25 years of work with 

not-for-profit organizations that have struggled to increase their 

effectiveness in communications. In the last two years, Douglas

Gould & Co. has helped six progressive foundations evaluate, 

map, and execute communications campaigns. We hope that 

this guide answers some of the most common questions 

about funding media and communications activities.

Case studies 
Increasingly, funders are being asked by all sorts of groups 

to fund media projects and fewer donors are dismissing these

requests by saying “we don’t do media.” Increasingly, funders

are frustrated by grantees’ preoccupation with survival. Other

donors want to have a direct impact on public attitudes. As a

result, many funders are mounting campaigns on their own.

Sometimes they make grants to “mediating” groups, like 
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the Communications Consortium Media 

Center (CCMC), to catalyze a campaign

that involves uniting not-for-profit “com-

petitors” from the same field. Other donors 

are launching their own research initia-

tives to lay the groundwork for such 

campaigns. For example:

The Pew Global Stewardship 

Initiative of the Pew Charitable

Trusts undertook extensive focus group

and polling research prior to developing, implementing, 

and funding a national campaign on population and the 

environment. The Foundation worked with media consultants,

researchers, and leaders of not-for-profit groups in the field 

to hammer out a common set of messages and strategies that

focused primarily on the “solutions” to rapid population growth.

Research revealed that the public did not want to engage in 

a discussion of population as a problem because it produced 

disagreement, while discussing solutions provoked a 

positive response.

The Emily Hall Tremaine Foundation undertook 

all the preliminary research needed for the development of a

national public awareness campaign on learning disabilities.

This work included media analysis, extensive focus group test-

ing, the first opinion polling in this area, and the development

of a comprehensive public education strategy. All this prepara-

tion was conducted prior to making grants to national learning

disabilities groups for public awareness. National groups in 

the field were consulted and invited to attend focus groups and 

comment on the findings. The Foundation used its resources and

intelligence to advance the project. They acquired a significant

body of knowledge about how to create a public awareness 

campaign in the process. This research also pointed to the need

to fund projects in new areas. In one case, poll findings showed

that many Americans would turn to public libraries for informa-

tion about learning disabilities. This prompted a grant to the

American Library Association to develop library resources 

across the country.

The Consultative Group on

Biological Diversity 

undertook a major national focus 

group project to determine how to talk 

to Americans about preserving biological

diversity. Focus groups were orchestrated

across the country. Opportunities were 

created for local and regional funders and

environmental groups to meet. The goal

was to observe what was going on “on 

the other side of the mirror” and to unite

around the strategies the focus groups suggested. A national

opinion poll involving the participation of the funders and the

leading environmental groups has been completed. From this, 

a unified national strategy will be developed. It will undoubtedly

have more support from groups with divergent views, increasing

the likelihood of success. 

Why funding the media is important
Funders are often reluctant to make grants to media and 

communications projects because they are not sure their work

will make a difference. Program officers are often “under the

gun” to prove to foundation trustees that projects will achieve

short-term results. It is only in exceptional circumstances, as 

in the cases of massive famine (Somalia) and environmental

catastrophes (Exxon Valdez), that media attention can instantly

open the floodgates of public outcry that lead to social change.

While funders should be prepared with venture capital to 

promote appropriate responses to such monumental catastro-

phes, the opportunities will be limited and short-lived when 

they appear.

Communications and media activities are essential to organizing

a well-informed constituency of Americans who can lead the way

out of the nation’s most vexing problems. Americans who might

be mobilized to support the changes advocated by the nation’s

progressive organizations and donors are not likely to learn what

they can do to help without major investments in mass media

activities. The news media will not cover important issues in 

this competitive climate unless reporters and editors learn 
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about the issues. They need to be supplied with essential back-

ground information and, increasingly, the entire story on film.

Opinion leaders and policy-makers will not discuss or vote on

important issues unless they see these issues dramatized in

media coverage. For too many people–up and down the demo-

graphic ladder–having “seen it on TV” means that a subject 

is safe to discuss. Reading a clearly articulated argument in an

op ed piece or an advocacy advertisement can give proponents

the language they need to take up an important cause as they 

argue over the water cooler, the dinner table, and the Internet. 

Perhaps the best example of this was in the “debate”about 

preserving the welfare entitlement. There were virtually no 

advertisements and only sparse media coverage laying out the

arguments for keeping basic welfare protection for people in

need. Similarly, opposition to immigration is a one-sided argu-

ment with no visible pro-immigrant support being articulated.

We hope that readers will feel prepared and excited about 

helping their grantees make their issues “front page” news. 

5

Communications & media

activities are essential 

to organizing a well-

informed constituency of

Americans who can lead

the way out 

of the nation’s 

most vexing problems.



MEDIA PROJECTS 

ARE INVESTMENTS, 

NOT “GIFTS”

Grants for media projects should be seen 

as leveraged investments that should return 

something beyond the original cost. 

Monetary returns
Media activities, especially if they are carefully coordinated with

funding appeals, can result in a general uplift of support for an

organization or a cause. Increased media attention to environ-

mental problems, for example, helped swell the memberships

and bank accounts of leading environmental organizations for 

a time. Reproductive rights and health groups, such as Planned

Parenthood, grew exponentially during the years when they 

were under highly publicized attacks by the Reagan and Bush

Administrations. In both cases, membership and income sagged

when these groups failed to invest in media to educate consti-

tuents about new challenges that so-called “free” media did 

not cover.

Changes in public opinion
Using the media to change public opinion can create impetus for

government reforms, regulations or appropriations. Changing

opinions can help alter public behavior and buying habits, too.

The increased public demand for organically grown food prod-

ucts and the rapid decline in tobacco smoking are just two of 

the many examples of how media attention has altered opinions

and influenced behavioral change. There are countless other

examples that fall within the spheres of interests of America’s

progressive funders.

Too many funders do not understand the potential for careful

strategic investments in the communications arena. In the 

past, many funders felt that they had been “burned” by massive

investments in film documentaries that were not seen by enough

people. Many realized that a one-time broadcast on PBS in a

limited number of markets was not a good way to get out a 
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message. Yet, this was the only type of media project that many

donors were asked to fund. As they shifted away from supporting

documentaries, many funders moved on to support the produc-

tion of public service announcements for television and radio.

However, funders would often not provide the needed resources 

to ensure the distribution of these ads. Many not-for-profit

groups fulfilled the terms of their grants by producing cam-

paigns that were never aired for lack of funding for distribution.

Today we can recommend a variety of strategies to prevent such

occurrences. However, funders must demand and be prepared 

to judge distribution plans for the media projects they consider.

Information is key. The mass media are the most efficient way 

to distribute information to a public that is media-dependent 

for its information.

Consider the following statistics from the Pew Research Center

for People and the Press:

�� Although viewership of TV news is on a decline, 75% 
of the public still regularly views network broadcasts, 
CNN, local news, or a combination of these sources. 

�� Of the 33% who rely on only one news source, 15% depend 
on TV, as compared to 9% for newspapers, and another 
9% for radio. 

�� Twenty-three percent watch local TV news exclusively. 
This audience has increased while viewership of nightly 
national network news has decreased. 

�� Thirty-six percent depend on two categories of media 
for their news. In this group, the highest percentage 
(17%) depends on a combination of television and 
newspapers. 

While it is clear that more funders are contributing to media 

and communications projects, there is a lack of strategic 

thinking. While communications is more art than science, 

there are some basic rules that can be followed to maximize 

the potential gain from any investment. Evaluation techniques 

can be employed to help judge the effectiveness of investments,

and to help funders sharpen their grantmaking critique. 

These are outlined on the following pages. 

Information is key.

The mass media 

are the most efficient way

to distribute 

information to a public

that is media-dependent

for its information.



A WORD ON 

THE CURRENT 

DILEMMA

Progressive funders interested in moving 

into the communications arena are in somewhat 

of a bind. A combination of political, technological, 

and commercial challenges are having an impact 

on communications and must be taken into 

consideration as funders evaluate investments. 

Political change
It is clear that the political energy is on the “other side.” For 

too long, not-for-profit organizations relied on leading political

figures to fight battles for them, neglecting the constituency

building activities of their opponents. While not-for-profit groups

shifted their attention to the implementation of government 

programs, their opponents on the far-right were building radio

and television networks and organizing churches and other 

constituencies. This combination of extensive air coverage and

local grass-roots communications is uniquely suited to meeting

the needs of today’s Americans who are increasingly focused 

on local concerns. Funders have been more interested in social

program solutions and public policy than on constituency 

building. It shows.

The right-wing claims that the country is dominated by a 

“liberal media elite.” They are really referring to the negative

attitudes of reporters who have become less important. Coverage

of hard news is declining as more air time is being devoted to

entertainment. There is not one national television network that

is owned or operated by progressive entrepreneurs. Even public

broadcasting is increasingly dominated by corporate interests,

and many charge that its newscasts and talk shows are too 

conservative in orientation.

Progressives need to expand their ownership and influence 

of print and broadcast media outlets. Foundations are the

only possible source of start-up funds for such ventures. 

8



9

Equally important, the far-right has perfected other political

tools for targeting supporters, mobilizing constituents to pressure

policy-makers, and winning elections. All of this leaves them

with enormous momentum that requires strong counter efforts

by funders, not-for-profit groups and progressive politicians.

“Free” media is harder to find
Advertising costs have increased. In an era of improving 

corporate profits, many advertisers have turned to so-called

“free” media as a way of alerting potential constituents to their 

products. By “free” media communicators mean publicity, the 

mention of their ideas or products in articles and stories, or 

coverage in the entertainment arena. The other factor making

“free” media scarce is advertising or paid media clutter. Adver-

tisers are afraid that the overwhelming number of ads that 

bombard the public dulls receptivity to the messages they 

contain. This increases the appeal of “free” media.

It should be pointed out that there is nothing free about “free”

media. Media professionals prefer the term “earned” media

because they know how difficult it is to obtain coverage in 

a crowded marketplace. Favorable publicity has always been a

priority for American businesses. But competition is worse now,

and it means that not-for-profits and funders will need to adopt

the same techniques as America’s most successful corporations 

to compete effectively for limited space and air time.

Fragmentation
Anyone who has visited a magazine stand in the last year 

or has “surfed” the various cable television channels knows 

that media options have expanded dramati-

cally. Advertisers plagued with rising costs

and changing audience lifestyles and 

interests are trying to “narrowcast” their

messages to smaller and smaller segments

of the market. Gourmet food marketers 

can buy time on “Food TV,” for example,

for very little money in comparison to 

the relatively high cost of advertising in 

the typical Wednesday food section of a

local newspaper. 

It used to be that a story on the front page of the New York

Times guaranteed national attention in all outlets. While the

Times is still the mother lode of all journalism, national main-

stream coverage has become less important. And when the Times

is uninterested in important stories, as it often is, alternatives

exist that can be tapped.

In a recent campaign, we were able to reach New York City TV

“news junkies” (many of whom are reporters), by buying inex-

pensive television spots on local CNN and New York 1 cable out-

lets. These spots, aired in the morning when treadmill-stomping,

upwardly mobile New Yorkers were watching in their health

clubs, cost only $150 each.

Progressives need to “cherry-pick” the media outlets they try 

to reach for “earned” and paid media to “narrowcast” their

information to the right audiences. And they need to be armed

with enough staff to reach the increasing number of outlets.

Local and direct
Observers of focus groups over the last five years uniformly 

report that there is much less interest in events at the national

and global levels. Potential supporters or constituents are

increasingly looking toward their own communities for opportu-

nities to “do good,” representing a major challenge for national

groups. News coverage is increasingly local, and fewer Americans

are attentive to national or international issues.

Virtually all stories are presented with a “local angle.” The end

of the cease-fire in Northern Ireland, for example, was reported

in Westchester County, New York papers through the eyes of 

local Irish immigrants. Their reactions 

to the renewal of hostilities were more

important than any other issue addressed

in the coverage.

Funders need to support groups with

strong local components that can also

make a national case. This means more

people-power to reach local news outlets

and more sophistication about targeting

and strategic media planning.

It should be 

pointed out that 

there is nothing free 

about 

“free” media.



Event sponsorship is a huge 
strategy for corporate promoters
Museum exhibits, tennis tournaments and other public events

are increasingly favored by corporate sponsors affected by 

advertising clutter and media fragmentation. In theory, they gain

favorable publicity or name recognition among a select audience

of potential customers. Do these corporate sponsorships detract

from the institutional visibility major cultural institutions need

for their own survival? No one really knows. But the desperation

of corporate sponsors to find fresh venues for their advertising

creates opportunities for partnerships between not-for-profits 

and corporations. The Audubon Visa Card and Patagonia’s 

funding of environmental organizations are two examples of 

tie-ins that can be mutually beneficial. However, most of these

ventures are clearly image oriented and lack any message or

educational strategy that allows the progressive group to get 

its message across.

More should be done to extend the impact of such ventures. 

Decreasing resources
Much has been written about the massive decline of government

support for the not-for-profit sector. It seems ironic that groups

facing multi-million dollar cuts often will invest nothing in

media and communications strategies that might save their

funding. Too often, funders deny help to groups who want to

engage the public in a campaign to save or expand government

resources. In one instance, New York-based mental health groups

identified $1 billion in mental health funds that were being

wasted to keep open empty state mental hospitals. They wanted

this money shifted to community-based programs that serve the

former hospital residents. Not one New York foundation would

fund a campaign to communicate this outrage. This left the

already strapped organizations to dig into their own coffers 

to support a meager, partially successful, $100,000 campaign

that returned $250 million to communities over five years.

Tight resources mean money must be invested carefully in 

strategies that will work. Funders need to be entrepreneurial 

in determining what strategies will prove fruitful.
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PROBLEMS NOT-FOR-PROFITS 

EXPERIENCE IN THE PUBLIC 

EDUCATION ARENA

Lack of expertise
Most not-for-profit organizations do not have the internal capa-

bility for creating and implementing strategic media campaigns.

Few have developed the necessary staff resources, although this

has been changing in the last decade. Other groups have cut

funding and staff for media related programs because they 

view “public relations” as a luxury they cannot afford in an 

era of declining government support. Only expanded use of 

modern communications techniques for public education 

and organizing will help create the climate for added public 

and private resources.

Some groups with traditional public relations staff are focused

more on fund-raising event planning and institutional visibility.

They may need assistance in expanding their programs in 

ways that will have a greater and more strategic impact on 

targeted audiences.  

Funders can insist on hiring media and opinion research 

professionals to assist in guiding the process. Grantees 

might be given a suggested list of advisors to choose from.

Emotion overwhelms logic
Because many not-for-profits are driven by activists’ missionary

zeal or anger, strategic decisions are often compromised by 

the emotional need to vent. The most effective arguments are

often not made because they don’t satisfy activists’ hunger for

acting immediately and releasing their own frustrations. This

lack of discipline

can be devastating.

The angry utter-

ances of counter-

productive mes-

sages can alienate

important con-

stituent groups and

waste limited media

opportunities. For

example, the angry

shout “keep your laws off my body” by fist-waving abortion

rights proponents did little to increase participation in the 

movement while alienating pro-choice moderates. 

After messages are developed and strategies chosen, grantees

should be encouraged to stick to the messages that work 

most effectively.

Budgets are exhausted in the creative process
Too often, the creation of an effective ad campaign uses up all

funds that are allocated for the project. Without money for ad

placement and materials dissemination, any initial investment

in opinion research and creating advertisements is for naught.

Do not develop ads when funds for placement are 

not available. Help grantees with placement money.
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Spokespeople chosen to represent 
the cause can be counter productive
In communications, the bearer of the message is of equal 

importance to the message. Some spokespeople are so tainted by

associations with unpopular causes or are such poor performers

that they can undermine the effectiveness of a campaign. This

latter problem is typical of many “experts,” particularly scientists

and attorneys, who have been trained to accentuate the nuances

as opposed to the main themes in arguments. If they are willing,

they can often improve their effectiveness as spokespeople.

Make some assessment of the “quality” and reputation 

of the “out-front” spokesperson for the cause when deciding 

whom to support. Recommend media training for people 

who lack this skill.

Institutional visibility needs overwhelm 
strategic use of the media
The public relations departments of most organizations are

under pressure to boost their organization’s name recognition

among donors. Often they follow the old adage “all publicity 

is good publicity...as long as they spell my name right.” This

approach denies the importance of promoting a coherent mes-

sage that resonates with the public. Such organizations “shoot

blanks” in their limited media opportunities and achieve limited

success. A related problem is that the various communications

arms within groups do not work together or are in open warfare.

Staff in the areas of fund-raising, public education, public rela-

tions and lobbyists all must collaborate to articulate common

themes and messages. The timing and content of various com-

munications programs should resemble a well-oiled machine.

For example, as Planned Parenthood approached argument 

of Webster v. Reproductive Health Services in the Supreme Court,

the organization conducted briefings for members of Congress

and the press about the case and its potential ramifications. 

Planned Parenthood asked donors to support its advocacy work

and the case through direct mail and personal solicitations. 

The organization also mounted a national advertising campaign 

and produced op ed pieces and video footage to help get the 

message out to the public about what was at stake. This 

effort also helped mobilize Americans for a massive march 

on Washington. 

A rational sequencing of activities, starting with opinion leaders

and insiders and moving out to an ever-widening public audi-

ence, should be in place and proposed in a way that funders 

can understand, too. 

A strategy must be in place to roll out a campaign that 

has many waves and to ensure that all communications

functions of the grantee echo the same basic messages.

Competition between groups 
compromises strategic thinking
Groups working in coalition often choose strategies and 

messages that undercut each other in an effort to gain more

press attention. While healthy competition can promote growth

and social change, “column inch envy” often prevents a unified

or mutually reinforcing approach that can tap the strengths and

resources of key organizational players. Conflicting messages

undermine donor confidence, too, as donors often support 

a number of organizations in a particular field.

Much of this has to do with the adoption of common tactics 

and programs, which often results in groups playing in each

other’s turf. For example, in the environmental arena there 

has been a steady decrease in specialization. All environmental

groups now seem concerned with all environmental issues 

and have adopted education, litigation, lobbying, and youth 

oriented programs. This programmatic homogenization

undoubtedly plays a detrimental role in competition for 

media attention. 

Assess the history of cooperative endeavors and consider 

supporting groups that are “team players.”

False perceptions of the media
Often, false perceptions hinder the ability to build a positive

image in the media. Some foundations and nonprofits harbor

suspicion that any press coverage they might receive may be

damaging. Another popular misconception is that all editorial 
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decisions are completely arbitrary and that the media cannot 

be influenced. One more common perspective minimizes the

impact of negative news stories with the belief that “bad ink” 

has no longevity and will just fade away. Proof that this is not

true can be found on the Internet and the World Wide Web,

where news and information can be accessed from around 

the world for an indefinite period of time. On the other hand,

consider the benefit of just one favorable news story filed by the

Associated Press that is picked up by hundreds of newspapers

across the U.S.

Funders might evaluate their perceptions of the media. 

In turn, they should encourage grantees to adopt attitudes

that are pro-active and not media-averse. There is no 

substitute for a good image.
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STEPS TO TAKE IN CREATING 

& IMPLEMENTING EFFECTIVE 

COMMUNICATIONS PROGRAMS

Decide on the action you 
want people to take
To the extent possible, this should be

reduced to one sentence, such as “write

your Congress member and express your

views.” Unfortunately, most people don’t

believe that this will do much good. While 

writing letters to Congress is important,

nonprofit groups need to find other, more

engaging actions for people to take, such

as helping Habitat for Humanity build a

house. This type of memorable, hands-on activity is likely to

make more of an impression about the issue of homelessness

than anything else. Truly effective actions reinforce policy 

agendas and are meaningful in and of themselves. For example,

support for recycling is at an all-time high because people

understand a real connection between recycling and the environ-

ment. Yet, solutions that are “local and direct” are hard to come

by for many groups.

Encourage grantees to find practical solutions that people

can undertake “in their own backyards,” as well as 

political solutions.

Decide who you need to reach
No campaign needs to reach everyone. It only needs to reach

people who can make a difference. The addition of any audience

to a list of targets should prompt a chal-

lenge about how likely such an audience 

is to respond. Often political correctness–

worry about the appearance of leaving 

out certain groups–has more to do with

targeting than solid judgement and wastes

limited resources. Are the people on the

target list likely to take the action you 

are proposing? If the answer is “no,” 

they might be asked to do something 

else that is useful. 

The increased fragmentation of the media allows for the 

“narrowcasting” of messages to just the “right people.” 

There are important audiences, however, that any successful

campaign should target. 

These include:

�� Opinion leaders–people in politics and the media, trustees 
of wealth, and decision-makers in business. They decide 
what others will learn about and influence how the rest 
of us think. Without reaching these gatekeepers it is 
hard to get an idea across.

�� The “thinking, talking public”–people who care about 
social and political issues, give money to activist groups 
and candidates, and vote.

14

Encourage grantees to

find practical solutions

that people can 

undertake 

“in their own backyards,”

as well as 

political solutions.



Become familiar with the material the target 
audiences see in the popular press
By conducting a thorough review of the types of stories written

about an issue (or not, as the case may be), the reporters who

wrote them, and the frequency of coverage, groups can begin 

to steer a campaign toward reporters who will cover the issues 

in an effective way. This review can also identify gaps. For exam-

ple, a media analysis conducted for the Pew Global Stewardship

Initiative found that virtually no stories about population issues

mentioned women’s reproductive health as an issue. This dis-

covery led to a major effort to enrich reporters’ understanding,

which resulted in increased media coverage of these issues. 

In addition to helping frame a strategy, such an analysis can

also help build an initial press list.

Assess what people in the targeted 
audience think and feel about an issue
Use focus groups and polls to help create and test various 

messages to be used in a campaign. These tools help measure

the public’s level of knowledge and determine the most effective

ways of persuading them to act. This process can be used to eval-

uate the credibility of the strategy, spokespeople, and organiza-

tional actors engaged in the process. Ideally, focus groups of 

the key target audiences are conducted first to help frame the

questions for the poll. In some cases, polling archives, such 

as the Roper Center at the University of Connecticut, can be 

used to obtain poll data inexpensively. 

Create effective messages
Poll data is the backbone that supports development of strong

messages that will resonate with the public. After the most effec-

tive messages are crafted, spokespeople need to be disciplined to

stay “on message” by using them repeatedly. These messages

should be incorporated into all print, video, and 

broadcast campaign materials.

Develop a serious, focused campaign
Reaching and persuading people takes a long time. An effective

campaign will employ a number of different media–print, tele-

vision and radio. It includes the publication of “documentary

evidence” to persuade reporters and opinion leaders. It also

requires widespread and repeated distribution of the message

through “earned” and paid media and direct mail. A campaign

plan should be developed and used to guide its execution. 

Run the campaign and evaluate it
A campaign can be evaluated by looking at a number of factors,

including changes in opinion polls, changes in behavior, and the

level of media and political attention an issue begins to attract.
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JUDGING 

COMMUNICATIONS 

PROPOSALS

Funders may lack communications staff who 

can critically evaluate proposals from potential

grantees. In thinking about designing or funding

campaigns, foundations must take into account 

the following issues that are key to effective 

communication campaigns:

Goal 
The best communications programs affirm larger project goals.

An effective proposal will position the communications plan as

an integral part of what the organization wants to accomplish. 

A goals statement in the proposal should reflect the desired out-

come, for example,“people will consume fewer natural resources.”

You need to ask, “is this a reasonable goal for this group 

to adopt, given its experience and size?”

Strategies 
Strategies are steps to achieve the goal. An overarching strategy

must be developed and stated simply. “Creating an informed

constituency that will pressure policy-makers for the next

decade” would be such a strategy. 

Funders should not underestimate the complexity 

and difficulty of carrying out a strategy successfully. 

Make sure that grantees are up to the task at hand.

Actions 
These are specific things to ask people to do to advance the 

strategy, such as writing letters. Opinion research can help 

you determine whether people relate the action to the problem

you are addressing and whether they will say they will do it. 

The most successful actions are those which engage the person

in a tactile, repetitive way with the solution, such as recycling 

to “save the environment.” 

Funders should question the proximity of the actions 

to the problem they are addressing.
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Constituencies
Target audiences must be agreed upon. Their thinking, level 

of knowledge, and attitudes must be understood. These are 

people who:

�� Do the action you seek, such as “pressuring policy-makers...”

�� Influence the audiences that have been targeted– gatekeepers
of information or opinion leaders, for example.

Funders should assess whether an applicant has any experi-

ence interacting with the audiences they have targeted and

how likely those audiences are to listen to their messages.

Allies
Important allies can send a signal of credibility and respectabi-

lity and can knock down the arguments of opponents. Scientists,

for example, are important allies in environmental debates.

Unless they validate the veracity of the messages being put 

out by an advocate, lay people will be skeptical or disbelieving. 

Funders should assess which allies can be tapped when 

considering communications campaign strategies.

Messages
Good messages are simple, emotional, true, and convincing.

When spoken by credible sources, they resonate with people’s

core values and should mobilize the constituents to take the

actions we want. At any one time, an advocate should sell only

three mutually reinforcing messages. Since people function 

primarily on an emotional level, the primary appeal must be 

an emotional one. However, while people react emotionally, 

they will usually not act without facts to justify their actions.

Messages should also be framed to reflect the values of the people

you are trying to reach. For example, at the recent Democratic

National Convention, messages evoked three values: community,

opportunity, responsibility.

Funders should look at the research compiled by potential

grantees to evaluate the messages they select.

Messengers
Good messengers are trustworthy and respected by the constitu-

encies you are trying to reach. Opinion research can tell you 

the favorable and unfavorable ratings of various people and 

groups, and can uncover subtle messages being sent by 

various messengers. 

Funders should look at the messengers for credibility 

and their ability to communicate effectively.

Information
A steady stream of convincing factual information about the

problem and solutions must create a commonly held data set

among constituencies and allies. The facts provided are required

by people to justify their emotional reactions. Facts are the

“legs” that hold up the messages. 

Funders should examine ways that a grantee will “roll out”

information to support its messages over the duration of 

a campaign.

Vehicles
These are events, ads, television programs, films, discussion

groups, in-school lectures, books, “earned” media, etc., 

all designed to present information and messages to the 

constituencies. 

Funders should consider the track records of grantees to

make sure that they have the proven capability to undertake

these efforts. Their capacity for writing talent should also 

be carefully considered.

Repetition
The constituents must hear the same basic message, reinforced

with new information, for years. Polls and other indicators are

useful in evaluating the success of a communications strategy. 

In a political campaign there is Election Day. Research is 

an indicator that can determine whether fuel consumption 

has decreased, for example.

Funders should ensure that the strategy is repetitive 

and long-lasting.

This last issue is of extreme importance for funders. The creative

aspect of communications is infinitely more appealing than the

repetition part. Too often, funders are unwilling to support the

endless repetition of a good message by perpetuating long-term

campaigns. When choosing an area in which to invest commu-

nications dollars, long-term commitment is essential.
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EVALUATION 

TOOLS

Evaluation of the impact of communications and media projects has implications for future grantmaking.

Evaluating the effectiveness of communications is a “fuzzy” area. It is often hard to know if something 

is “working.” Because there are many aspects of mounting a communications campaign, it is often hard 

to know just what parts are malfunctioning. More precision must be brought into the process. Funding 

discreet and measurable aspects of a campaign can help clarify the results. Communications efforts 

can be evaluated using a combination of the following techniques:

Media analysis
By studying the frequency of coverage as well as the language

used by reporters before and after a campaign, it can be deter-

mined whether the public was presented with the new messages,

how often, in what section of the paper or magazine, and in

what context. This can be done by looking at video, radio, 

and print clips in a systematic way.

Video monitoring
Increasingly, public service advertising campaigns are being

evaluated by a service that uses bar coding to produce a sophisti-

cated report of the airings of TV spots. These simple and cost-

effective reports can measure audiences and place a dollar value

on coverage. This evaluation addresses only whether the public

has been presented with the messages and information. 

Polling
Polls can measure changes in attitudes and awareness of issues.

Using polls for evaluation purposes requires that baseline data 

be obtained before the campaign is initiated. This can often be

acquired from polling archives at a small expense. There are

inexpensive ways to add questions to polls that would allow 

funders to track progress on specific topics. 

Behavioral change
Behavioral change takes years to set in. However, it can be 

monitored through published economic data, sales figures for

products, and surveys conducted for various industries. For

example, the tonnage of materials recycled is an indicator 

of the effectiveness of messages about recycling. 
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THE ROLE OF 

VARIOUS MEDIA 

IN A CAMPAIGN

19

Television
There are more televisions in the U.S. than there are toilets. 

The medium’s influence is pervasive and has been written about

extensively. While most Americans today claim to get most of

their information from television, ironically, TV is not an infor-

mation medium. People actually retain very little factual infor-

mation from television because they tend to be hypnotically

engaged while viewing. Spokespeople who appear on television

for their causes are often surprised by the comment of friends: 

“I saw you on TV last night. What were you talking about?” 

It is a passive medium– electronic wallpaper that is useful 

in the following ways:

�� Television makes an impression that something is good and 
true, approved by the station and the Government. People 
think that “truth in advertising” rules are stringent and 
apply to all that is shown on TV.

�� Being on television creates the impression that an 
issue is important. 

�� It allows the use of pictures, which can make a very 
powerful impression.

�� An advertiser can reach millions or just a few people, 
and can carefully target a message.

�� For not-for-profit groups, television can be an important 
outlet for paid and public service advertising and for 
airing movies and videos.

�� Local access cable television stations provide an inexpensive 
venue for videos and talk shows that nonprofit groups 
produce. If such programs are properly promoted in 
other media, they can attract attention.

Various media play different roles in any 

campaign. Obviously, there are strengths and 

weaknesses inherent in the use of each medium of

communications. What follows is a rundown of 

various media options and how they might be used

in a public education or communications campaign.



�� Because television is commercial, time 
can be bought for the presentation of 
uncensored messages. Consider all the 
right-wing evangelists who beam out 
their shows on paid broadcast outlets, 
using these forums to present some 
fairly outrageous messages.

Radio
Radio is an active medium in the sense

that people are doing things while they 

are listening–they are more awake and

more likely to retain information they hear. Radio news is 

rather limited with the exception of National Public Radio

(NPR). However, the explosion of talk radio shows has created

seemingly unlimited opportunities for advocates to get their 

messages across.

�� Like TV, radio audiences are defined around demographics 
that stem from the music or talk the station offers. NPR, 
Pacifica, and classical music stations offer the best educated 
audiences, followed by talk radio stations.

�� Media kits from the advertising departments of various 
stations can help guide the targeting process.

�� There are numerous independent radio producers who 
create and sell shows to radio stations. These producers 
can be hired by funders and not-for-profit groups to create 
sponsored programs for distribution to NPR affiliates 
and other stations.

Newspapers
There is at least one daily newspaper in each major city in 

the U.S. While many are struggling, they still reach important

audiences of opinion leaders and the “thinking, talking” public.

Perhaps more importantly, a community’s “newspaper of record”

sets the agenda for television news coverage in that area. Most

television news programs track the stories covered on the front

pages of local newspapers.

�� “Earned” media coverage is extremely valuable and the 
same story can be repackaged for various reporters covering 
different “beats” or subject areas within a paper.

�� Not-for-profit groups can also try to 
influence editorial coverage and place 
op ed pieces. The op ed and editorial 
pages of major metropolitan dailies 
are closely watched by politicians.

�� Advertising in newspapers tends to 
be expensive. But unlike television 
or radio, newspaper ads can contain 
response vehicles, such as coupons, to 
allow readers to write for more infor-
mation and to make a contribution.

�� Newspaper advertising and op ed pieces can help supporters 
obtain the arguments they need to advocate a group’s cause.

Magazines
There are more than 15,000 magazines in the U.S. and many 

reach highly selected audiences. The advantage of magazines 

is that they have a longer shelf life than newspapers and may 

be passed along to others. Because readers often go back to a

magazine repeatedly they are exposed to ads more than once.

�� Magazines allow for “narrowcasting” of “earned” 
and paid media.

�� Magazine circulations can be very large.

�� Advertising can be regionalized in national magazines, 
allowing local organizations to advertise in Time or 
Newsweek, for example. 

Books
Books can be highly useful tools in media and public education

campaigns. Consider Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring and its

impact on the environmental movement or Alice Walker’s

Possessing the Secret of Joy and its impact on the cause of 

female genital mutilation.

�� Books can be used to generate other media attention 
through author media tours.

�� They can provide the detailed background information 
that will allow other stories to be written.

�� Reviews of important books provide crucial publicity 
that can help advance a cause.
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Films
Films are expensive, but both entertainment and documentary

film can have an impact. The China Syndrome or Roger and 

Me are examples of films that had an impact on important

social issues. Even made-for-TV movies can provoke attention 

and discussion. 

�� The explosion of video rental outlets means that important 
films on social issues may have a longer shelf life than 
in the past. The movie Longtime Companion, which is 
about AIDS, is still available at Blockbuster Video five 
years after its release.

�� Funding of films is costly. Unless there is a way to reuse 
or recycle expensively obtained footage, this vehicle should 
be questioned. People Count, an hour-long documentary 
on population, funded by the Pew Global Stewardship 
Initiative, has been reedited into six punchy television 
public service announcements and three 20-minute videos 
for use by schools and religious institutions. A half-hour 
version is now being distributed to local access cable 
channels across the U.S. This strategy allows the original 
investment to be stretched for greater impact.

21

Even 

made-for-tv movies 

can provoke attention 

and discussion.



OTHER 

INVESTMENT 

OPPORTUNITIES

There are a number of other types of projects foundations 

can fund:

Paid advertising
As not-for-profit organizations are increasingly crowded out of

“earned” media coverage, more are turning to paid advertising.

Paid advertising allows for the “narrowcasting” of a group’s

message and for the presentation to be free of media gatekeeper

interpretation. Paid advertising should be used only in the 

following circumstances:

�� When a group needs to create drama about an issue 
that is going unnoticed.

�� When the media refuses to carry the messages that 
a group thinks will have the greatest impact.

�� When there is the possibility of repetition. One-shot 
ads are not as useful as ads that are repeated.

�� When there is the possibility of advertising in more 
than one medium. Print ads, for example, should be 
backed up with radio advertising for greater impact.

Training and educating journalists
Journalists are under extreme time pressure to produce stories

with impact. Funders can help them do their jobs and gain

attention for issues of concern. This is particularly true when

groups are trying to present complicated issues that may 

require explanation of technical information. Arms control 

is such an issue. 

�� Training sessions for reporters can be organized to teach 
reporters what they need to know. The United Nations 
Population Fund organizes regional training sessions 
for reporters around the world to teach them about 
population dynamics.

�� Professional journalists’ affinity groups can be funded to 
collect information pertinent to journalists’ needs. These
groups exist in the fields of religion, environment and 
education, to name a few.

�� Briefing books and Internet sites can be supported to allow 
reporters access to statistical information that they might 
need to prepare a story.

�� Audio and video teleconferences can be used to provide 
background information, even in the absence of “breaking 
news.” These tools allow reporters to comfortably stay in their 
offices while participating in a training or briefing session.

Documenting and packaging stories
Staff and budget cutbacks in the nation’s newsrooms have 

left even major news outlets scrambling for fresh stories. This

presents funders with a unique opportunity to collect and 

package stories, perhaps with the help of freelance journalists. 

�� Television news crews can be funded to collect footage 
for use in television news programs and video news 
releases by grantees.

�� Sophisticated press kits can be created that include 
story ideas that can suggest directions for news outlets.

�� Graphs, charts, and photos can be collected and dropped 
into print or television stories.
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HEAD, 

HEART, 

HAND

�� Creative organizations appeal to people’s good sense with 
information and ideas that are correct and compelling.

�� They figure out how to engage people emotionally in the 
cause. These groups and individuals inspire people to be 
more than idle spectators. They present their messages 
in compelling ways that resonate with people’s deeply 
held values.

�� Perhaps most significant today, these organizations find 
real and useful things for people to do. 

These elements must fit together in a rational and synergistic

way. Too often groups excel in one or two of these areas but 

fail in the third. This doesn’t make them ineffective, just less

effective–underachievers.

One organization that seems to be grounded in all three areas 

is the Vietnam Veterans Foundation, which launched a program 

in Southeast Asia to build prostheses and wheelchairs for people

who had lost limbs, primarily from exploding land mines. This

led them to launch a campaign to persuade world leaders to

abandon land mines in warfare, a measure now supported by

over 100 governments (the U.S. has refused to sign-on so far).

Another such group is Habitat for Humanity, which teaches

about homelessness, raises money for buildings, and actually

teaches volunteers to build houses–50,000 houses in the last 

20 years. Their local building projects receive publicity, 

generating more interest and support.

As funders look for truly good investments in media activities,

keep in mind that the best investments have an impact on 

the head, the heart, and the hand.
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DOUGLAS GOULD 

& COMPANY

Douglas Gould is President of Douglas Gould 

& Company, which he founded in 1990 after 

serving as Vice President for Communications at

Planned Parenthood Federation of America. For the 

last 25 years, he has worked with not-for-profit agen-

cies on developing effective messages and dynamic

program strategies. Our firm’s practice focuses on:

Communications
Advising nonprofit groups on how to successfully reach and

influence targeted audiences (policy-makers, activists, opinion

leaders, funders, and the general public) by using “earned”

media, paid advertising, and educational materials.

Campaigns and projects
Creating and implementing highly visible campaigns, events,

and projects to educate and mobilize the public, attract support-

ers, influence legislators, and enhance name recognition for 

an organization and its mission. Our reports have been used 

by clients to raise major funding for the initiatives we create.

Nonprofit management
Helping clients establish self-sufficient, in-house communica-

tions departments. We help nonprofits design programs and 

jobs. We also search for, hire, and train communications 

directors and staff.

Legislative goals
Using the media, advertising, events, and campaigns to reach

and persuade elected officials on specific legislation or 

policy direction.

Our Clients

Foundations
Pew Global Stewardship Initiative
John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation
Edna McConnell Clark Foundation
Nathan Cummings Foundation
W. Alton Jones Foundation
Emily Hall Tremaine Foundation

Not-For-Profit Organizations
Planned Parenthood Federation of America and affiliates
Sierra Club Legal Defense Fund
NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund
American Civil Liberties Union
Gay Men’s Health Crisis
Aids Action Council
Modern Language Association
Consumers Union
International Women’s Health Coalition
Catholics for a Free Choice
Aspen Institute
Planned Parenthood of New York City
Communications Consortium Media Center
Girls Incorporated
Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York
Ms. Foundation for Women
Family Violence Project
National Abortion Federation
Coalition of Voluntary Mental Health Agencies
Quixote Center
Island Press
S.I.E.C.U.S
INFORM, Inc.
Reproductive Health Matters, Inc.
New Israel Fund
Mothers’ Voices
AVSC International

United Nations and Government Agencies
UNIFEM, United Nations Development Fund for Women
UNDP, United Nations Development Program
UNFPA, United Nations Population Fund
U.S. Bureau of the Census
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