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TODAY’S 
GOALS

§ Identify situations when op-eds 
can support your advocacy

§ Understand and apply 10 key 
concepts of op-ed writing

§ Develop an opening hook for your 
op-ed

§ Think like a newspaper editor, and 
craft a pitch email that highlights 
the newsworthiness of your op-ed
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Agenda setting function of news

Framing function of the news

WHAT issues we think about 

HOW we think about issues 

bmsg.org
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§Create news
§Paid advertising
§Social media and digital strategies
§Editorial strategies

Dorfman and Bakal, 2019
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§ You have complete control over the message
§ Reaches a wide audience
§ Establishes your credibility 
§ Free (!)
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Advocates’ Goals: 
• Pass a Bill
• Hold 

Policymakers 

accountable
• Reframe a health 

issue to highlight 
social  
determinants

Editors’ Goals
• Produce 

newsworthy 
content

• Provide a new 
angle on a 
breaking story 

• Provide 
original, 
exclusive 
content

• “Rent eyeballs”
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Possible Goals

• Pass a bill
• Hold Policymakers 

accountable
• Reframe a health issue 

to highlight social  
determinants

Considerations (from top to bottom!)

• What is my policy goal?
• Who is the decision 

maker with the power to 
create that change? 

• What outlet will my target 
find most influential? 

• What message will work? 

Bmsg.org
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TIPS FOR OP-ED WRITERS…
§“Get to the point: Why does your topic 
matter? Why should it matter today? 
And why should the reader care what 
you, of all people, have to say about 
it?”

§ “Opinion editors are often keen on 
writers who can provide standing-
with-surprise. . .”
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Possible Goals

• Produce newsworthy 
content

• Provide a new angle 
on breaking story 

• Provide original, 
exclusive content

• “Rent eyeballs”

Considerations

• Is this story newsworthy 
today?

• Will it get approved by my 
editor?

• Will my audience care?

• Is the author a credible voice 
on the subject?

• Is this a new, or surprising 
story angle?
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Advocates’ Goals: 
• Pass a Bill
• Hold 

Policymakers 

accountable
• Reframe a health 

issue to highlight 
social  
determinants

Editors’ Goals
• Produce 

newsworthy 
content

• Provide a new 
angle on a 
breaking story 

• Provide 
original, 
exclusive 
content

• “Rent eyeballs”

Successful Op-Ed!

11 12
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The Authors Their Goal

§ To highlight pitfalls of current system 
of housing for homeless people with 
mental health and other disabilities

§ To identify promising policies to fund 
and improve quality of housing for 
those with mental health challenges

§ First targeted outlet: LA Times 

§ Second Targeted outlet: SF ChronicleAlex Barnard Neil Gong
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§ Version 1: Initial LA Times submission

§ Version 2: Revised op-ed in response to breaking local news from San Francisco

§ Version 3: Revised version, incorporating Michael’s feedback

§ Version 4: Final published version
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§“Piggy-backing” on recent breaking news
§Offering a new take on a controversial issue
§Being a credible voice on that issue  
§Offering “local angle” on a broad, national issue? 
§Giving your story a “holiday peg”
§Linking your story to an important anniversary
§Highlighting the release of a new study

Dorfman and Bakal, 2019
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“On July 26, President Trump and 
Guatemalan President Jimmy 
Morales officially announced their 
safe third-country agreement.”
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https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/26/world/americas/trump-guatemala-asylum.html?module=inline
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“As millions of Americans 
gathered on Christmas Eve 
to celebrate love and 
family, the lifeless body of 
Jakelin Caal Maquín, 7, who 
died in the custody of the 
U.S. Customs and Border 
Patrol, was returned to her 
family home in Guatemala. 
Then on Christmas Day, the 
Border Patrol announced 
another Guatemalan child, 
8-year-old Felipe Gómez 
Alonso, had died in the 
agency’s custody.”
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§ “When traumatic events are prolonged or 
repeated they become toxic. The physiologic 
stress response (fight or flight 
response) goes into hyper-drive: children 
panic, scream, and look for the reassurance 
of a parent. If the stable parent relationship is 
missing, the hormonal stress response 
persists and changes brain structure with 
long-term negative consequences: growth 
delays, sleep disturbances, tantrums, 
attachment difficulty, learning disabilities 
and problem behaviors… The American 
Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) represents 
more than 66,000 pediatricians in the United 
States and has repeatedly opposed the 
detention of children.” 
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ACTIVITY # 1
1) Read the first 2 paragraphs of version 1 and  

Version 2 of Alex and Neil’s OP-ED. Identify 
the news hook for each. (Share out)

2) Read version 2 in its entirety. What general  
recommendations would you give Alex and
Neil? (Put aside till later)

19

A. Convince the Editor

B. Master the op-ed “voice”
C. Keep your goal in mind

20
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A. CONVINCING THE  EDITOR… 

21

CONCEPT 1: 
MAKE IT 
NEWSWORTHY

§ “Piggy-backing” on recent breaking news

§ Offering a new perspective on a controversial issue

§ Being a credible voice on that issue  

§ Offering “local angle” on a broad, national issue? 

§ Giving your story a “holiday peg”

§ Linking your story to an important anniversary

§ Highlighting the release of a new study

http://www.bmsg.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/10/bmsg_newsworthy_elements.pdf
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CONCEPT 2: 
GET TO THE 
POINT

§ Give your piece a strong opening 
§ Tell a Dramatic Anecdote: “As I entered the exam room, 

the screaming began. 14-month old Antonio (not his real 
name) began to shake and cling to his mother. He had just 
arrived from El Salvador after a traumatic border 
crossing.” 

§ Piggy-back on the news: “On July 26, President Trump 
and Guatemalan President Jimmy Morales officially 
announced their safe third-country agreement.”

§ State your thesis immediately after the lede
§ Remember space is limited: (650-750 words)
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CONCEPT 3: 
KNOW YOUR 
AUDIENCE

§ Identify your target. Which outlet is most likely to 
to matter to them?

§ What is the outlet’s purview? Local? State? 
National?

§ Join the conversation. 
§ Track coverage of your issue

§ What’s been covered? What’s missing?

§ Pick up the conversation where it left off 

§ Write to a general audience.

24

http://www.bmsg.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/bmsg_newsworthy_elements.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/26/world/americas/trump-guatemala-asylum.html?module=inline
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CONCEPT 4: 
BE OPINIONATED

“The purpose of an op-ed is to offer an 
opinion. It is not a news analysis or a 
weighing up of alternative views. It 
requires a clear thesis, backed by 
rigorously marshaled evidence, in the 
service of a persuasive argument.”
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CONCEPT 5: 
ESTABLISH 
CREDIBILITY 

“Authority matters. Readers will look to authors who 
have standing, either because they have expertise in 
their field or unique experience of a subject.” 

• “As I entered the exam room…” 
• “As sociologists who study 

outpatient psychiatric teams in the 
Bay Area and Los Angeles, we have 
seen firsthand the risks of 
delegating these public-safety-net 
functions to poorly regulated 
private industry.”
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B. THE OP-ED “VOICE”
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1. Never use a metaphor, simile or other figure of speech which you are used to seeing 
in print.

2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.

3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.

4. Never use the passive where you can use the active.

5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word or jargon word if you can think of an 
everyday English equivalent.

Orwell, G. Politics and the English Language, 1946.

28
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§ Early intervention is critical to stop childhood diabetes

§ Policymakers must restrict access to firearms
§ We need to move upstream

§ Youth of color are a disproportionately affected group

(Try to make each of these phrases jargon 
free…)

https://www.cdc.gov/other/pdf/EverydayWordsForPublicHealthCommunication.pdf
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C. KEEP YOUR GOAL IN MIND

31

Values

Issues

Details

http://cubegroup.com.
au/why-equality-and-
fairness-matters/

“We don’t ask for a “deadline extension” when it comes to a 
child’s health because the stakes for Antonio and countless other 
children are just too high.” (Jaime Peterson op-ed, July 2018)

32

https://www.cdc.gov/other/pdf/EverydayWordsForPublicHealthCommunication.pdf
http://cubegroup.com.au/why-equality-and-fairness-matters/
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§ Portrait § Landscape

33

§ Think in terms of accountability:  Who needs to do what by when?

§ Ex. “Given the U.S.’s responsibility for creating these conditions, it is incumbent on the 
United States to help address them. As a starting point, the U.S. must fulfill its moral 
obligation to provide for the basic needs of refugees, rather than attempting to 
outsource this responsibility to Guatemala.”

https://truthout.org/articles/guatemala-is-not-a-safe-third-country-decades-of-us-policy-made-it-that-way/

34

ACTIVITY #2
Now, review the recommendations you wrote for 
version 2 of Alex and Neil’s op-ed. 

Skim version 2 again. What further revisions would 
you suggest, based on the 10 key concepts?

35

§ Very publishable and timely (credible voices offering a new perspective on a 
newsworthy topic…it’s a slam dunk)

§ Establish your credibility and purpose of the piece earlier.

§ Don’t "bury your lede." Make your main point earlier, and more directly.

§ Break up the wonkiness by highlighting values

§ Don’t overload your readers with a panoply of solutions. Consider focusing more 
narrowly on one or two LOCAL solutions rather than the panoply of options, local 
and federal. Given that this is the Chron., the local policies will probably be of 
greater interest than federal.

§ In general, try to assume little to no prior knowledge and avoid jargon, like de-
institutionalization.

36

https://truthout.org/articles/guatemala-is-not-a-safe-third-country-decades-of-us-policy-made-it-that-way/
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ACTIVITY #3

Now read Version 4 of the Alex and Neil’s OP-Ed.

What changes did notice?

(If time allows, it’s interesting to compare version 3, 
the submitted version, and version 4, the published 
version, to see the kind of revisions made by a 
newspaper editor!)

37 38

§ Version 3: The second tragedy of the 
system is that private operators can 
“cream,” taking only the “easy” 
residents. People linger in locked 
settings or are discharged onto the 
street because many facilities refuse 
those with complex medical needs, 
criminal justice histories, or co-
occurring substance abuse.

§ Version 4: Another tragedy of the 
system is that private operators can 
take only those residents seen as less 
difficult. People linger in locked 
settings or are discharged onto the 
streets because many facilities refuse 
those with complex medical needs, 
criminal records, or substance abuse 
problems.
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§ Version 2: The imminent closure of another 
two “Board and Care” homes seems to have 
forced the city’s hand. On Monday Mayor 
Breed announced a new plan to stabilize a 
handful of privately run adult residential 
facilities and prevent yet more people with 
psychiatric disabilities from homelessness. 
It took a protest at SF General and shaming 
from Chronicle editorials, but these stopgap 
measures are crucial and welcome either 
way. 

Now we must confront a fact that the 
sympathetic media coverage of mom-and-
pop operators has downplayed: many of 
these facilities are awful human 
warehouses. 

§ Version 4: Mayor London Breed and three 
supervisors last week announced a plan 
to stabilize privately run adult residential 
facilities, known as board-and-care homes, 
to prevent yet more people with psychiatric 
disabilities from becoming homeless. While 
these stopgap measures are crucial, it is 
important for the mayor and the Board of 
Supervisors to recognize that such facilities 
are not always the humane mom-and-pop 
residences portrayed in recent media 
coverage.

40

https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/SF-Mayor-supes-announce-plan-to-help-save-14426018.php?psid=nc7E4
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PITCHING YOUR OP-ED

41

§ Track the news  

§ If possible, have a rough draft or outline of your op-ed ready. 

§ Consider newsworthiness. 

§ Remember that timing is everything.

42

§ Be persistent (may have to pitch to more than once!)

§ Honor exclusivity requirements
§ Cannot pitch the same story to multiple outlets at the same time.

§ Time-sensitive? Give it 24 hours

§ Not time sensitive? Give it a week

§ Make a strong case for the newsworthiness of your piece 

§ Make the case for why the topic is of interest to the outlet’s readership 

§ Explain why you’re the right person to speak on the issue

§ Follow guidelines carefully (each outlet is different)

§ Carefully follow the word limit
http://www.bmsg.org/blog/getting-your-op-ed-
published-lessons-from-a-media-advocate/
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§ Be available and respond quickly to the editor! 

§ Work collaboratively with editor (understand they have the final word)

§ Re-use the news

http://www.bmsg.org/blog/getting-your-op-ed-
published-lessons-from-a-media-advocate/

44

http://www.bmsg.org/blog/getting-your-op-ed-published-lessons-from-a-media-advocate/
http://www.bmsg.org/blog/getting-your-op-ed-published-lessons-from-a-media-advocate/


Advocating for Children Together Conference ©Michael Bakal 2019

12

ACTIVITY #4

Select a topic you would be interested in writing 
an op-ed about (or that you have drafted)

Using the pitch template, draft a pitch email to an 
editor. 
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§ Dorfman, L; Bakal, M. (2019). Using Media Advocacy to Influence Policy. In 
Community Health Education Methods: a Practical Guide. 4th ed. Sudbury, Mass.: 
Jones and Bartlett Publishers

§ www.Bmsg.org

§ http://www.bmsg.org/blog/getting-your-op-ed-published-lessons-from-a-media-
advocate/

§ https://www.theopedproject.org/oped-basics#ledesnewshooks
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Michaelbakal@berkeley.edu
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http://www.bmsg.org/blog/getting-your-op-ed-published-lessons-from-a-media-advocate/
https://www.theopedproject.org/oped-basics

