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Dear Colleagues: 
 
This year marks the 50th anniversary of the landmark U.S. Supreme Court case, Gideon v. 
Wainwright which guaranteed the right to counsel for criminal defendants in state courts who can’t 
afford to pay an attorney. We anticipate that the anniversary will provide a variety of opportunities 
this year for you to educate the public and policymakers about public defense issues and make 
progress on your jurisdiction's goals. 
 
This year also marks the tenth year of Spitfire Strategies’ public defense reform communications 
capacity-building project, made possible with generous support from the Open Society Foundation. 
This project aims to remind each state of its constitutional responsibility to provide prompt and 
qualified counsel to anyone who is accused of a crime and cannot afford an attorney. Spitfire 
Strategies has worked with state and national groups using a common message platform and a 
variety of communications methods and tools to deliver the message. Over the last decade, we have 
trained over 500 public defenders and state-based advocates from across the nation and assisted with 
communication efforts that resulted in crucial reform or political wins in Maryland, New Mexico, 
Massachusetts, Michigan, Montana, Virginia, South Carolina and Louisiana, and made progress toward 
reform in Pennsylvania, Florida and Kentucky.   

 
Progress in key states has changed the public defense landscape for the better. However, the 
economic downturn has threatened the success of continued reform efforts nationwide. To help 
advocates communicate effectively amid these difficult circumstances and take advantage of the 
unique opportunities surrounding the 50th anniversary of Gideon v. Wainwright, we’ve added new 
sections to the toolkit:  
 

 An updated message platform with guidance on talking about Gideon v. Wainwright and 
leveraging the 50th anniversary for your own reform goals; 

 A guide to building effective coalitions; 

 A guide on planning and running campaigns; 

 Guidance on press relations including pitching, interview skills, op-eds and letters to the 
editor, and rapid response; 

 Social media recommendations; and 

 A resource list with links to recent research, studies and newsletters covering a variety of 
right to counsel issues. 

 
Taken together, the elements of this toolkit are meant to strengthen your outreach efforts and help 
you achieve more impact. The kit does not advocate a one-size-fits-all approach, but instead offers 
best practices and tips that you can use and tailor to meet the unique needs of your particular state 
and reach legislators and other essential audience targets. 

 
We hope you find this kit useful. We strongly encourage you to share this kit with colleagues and 
allies across the country who are working to reform the justice system. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
American Bar Association Standing Committee on Legal Aid and Indigent Defendants 
American Civil Liberties Union 
Brennan Center for Justice at NYU School of Law 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund 
National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers 
National Legal Aid & Defender Association 
The Constitution Project 
Spitfire Strategies 
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MESSAGING AND MESSENGERS 
 

Basic Messages That Work: Gideon 50th Anniversary Message Platform 

 
This year marks the 50th anniversary of the landmark U.S. Supreme Court case, Gideon v. 
Wainwright, which guaranteed the right to counsel for criminal defendants in state courts who are 
too poor to afford to pay an attorney. The anniversary year will provide a variety of opportunities for 
advocates to educate the public and policymakers about right to counsel issues and make progress 
on specific jurisdictions’ goals for public defense reform. 

 
Advocates aim to remind each state of its constitutional responsibility to provide prompt and qualified 
counsel to anyone who is accused of a crime and cannot afford an attorney.  They must also be 
prepared to explain the public benefits of providing zealous indigent defense services for people who 
need them. While policymakers are usually the primary decision makers on public defense reform, 
engaging other influential audiences may be necessary to either put pressure on policymakers or 
help provide them with political cover.  
 
Every jurisdiction has its own unique power brokers and stakeholders, and there is no such thing as 
a “silver bullet” message that can accomplish all your communication goals; a tailored, segmented 
approach to messaging is essential to reach diverse target audiences in a persuasive way. Strong 
messages reflect the existing values and core concerns of your target audience and overcome 
barriers or misconceptions they may have. By tapping into your audience’s existing values, you are 
able to create common ground and more easily motivate the audience to act.  
 
Effective messaging is also about narrowing focus and making a few strong, memorable points. 
Throwing out multiple messages and leaving the audience to decide which one is most important is 
ineffective – it is the difference between a laser beam and scattered shotgun blast. Successful 
messaging contains no more than four main points. Each point may include sub-points, but the main 
points need to be both concise and compelling. Spitfire approaches message development by 
dividing the message into four categories: 

 
Value: This is where you tap into a specific value that your audience holds. This message 
point reminds the audience of your common ground, or at least says something that gets them 
to nod their heads.  
 
Overcome the Barrier: This point communicates new or unexpected information that will 
overcome any barriers that could prevent the audience from buying into your message. It is 
important to note that strong barrier messages address and deflate concerns, without 
repeating or reinforcing negative beliefs and perceptions. 
 
Ask: At least one message point should be focused on getting the target audience to do 
something. The “ask” should be specific and doable.  
 
Vision: This message point echoes the value message point. It says, “If you do what I ask, 
then you will get what you want.”  

  
This toolkit offers broad, overarching messages about the 50th anniversary of the landmark United 
States Supreme Court case Gideon v. Wainwright, which advocates may choose to tailor to their 
jurisdictions and use in their communication. These two very different sets of messages focus on two 
essential themes related to the right to counsel: fairness and individual liberty. We also offer some 



 
3  

Spitfire Strategies Public Defense Toolkit  
1800 M Street, NW - Suite 300 N - Washington, DC 
(202) 293-6200 

examples of audience-specific messages for policymakers and potential allies to show how to 
develop and tailor more targeted messages, including messages on the practical theme of financial 
efficiency.   
 
Messages are based on feedback from more than 70 in-depth interviews with policymakers and 
opinion leaders in key states, from consultation with Chief Defenders and the National Indigent 
Defense Collaboration and with consideration of recent state-based reforms.  
 
Defenders and advocates should use either the fairness or individual liberty message set that is most 
appropriate for their jurisdiction. We expect that defenders and advocates will tailor these messages 
to suit their specific jurisdictional needs.  They should incorporate local stories and statistics, as well 
as a near-term “ask” that is specific for their jurisdiction.  

The message platform does not need to be cast in stone or memorized. Rather, the core concepts 
and language should serve as a guide to incorporate into website copy, speeches, email 
communications, press outreach and other communication activities you may undertake on a regular 
basis.   

Gideon 50th Anniversary Message Set 1: 

Value: Fairness  
Barrier: Low awareness of right to counsel issues 

Value: Everyone should get a fair hearing and a fair result in our nation’s courtrooms.  

 Our Constitution grants the same rights to every American, rich or poor. The Sixth 
Amendment guarantees due process to anyone accused of a crime, including “the 
Assistance of Counsel for his defense.” 

Barrier: People who can’t afford a lawyer get neither a fair hearing nor a fair result 
because their Constitutional right to counsel is not protected; and no one wins when 
cases are slow to come to court, plea deals are excessive and the results of trials are 
so often in question after the fact.   

 Fifty years ago in Gideon v. Wainwright, the U.S. Supreme Court insisted that a 
qualified defense attorney would be assigned to every person who needs one. 
Thousands of Americans are denied this right in courtrooms every day. 

 [INSERT STORY of Gideon.] 

EXAMPLE: Clarence Gideon was a drifter who was accused of robbing a pool hall in 
Florida in 1961. Too poor to afford a lawyer, Gideon was denied representation at trial, 
convicted and sentenced to five years in prison. Convinced that his constitutional right 
to counsel under the Sixth Amendment had been violated, Gideon petitioned the U.S. 
Supreme Court from his jail cell, asking the nine justices to hear his case. They 
agreed, and ruled unanimously in Gideon’s favor, holding that a criminal defendant 
who cannot afford to hire a lawyer must be provided with a lawyer at no personal cost. 
 

 In our courtrooms, public defenders are punching above their weight every day. Most 
public defenders carry caseloads at least double the American Bar Association’s 
recommended 150 felony cases per year, and public defenders simply do not receive 
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the same resources as prosecutors for investigations, expert witnesses and other 
essentials of a complete and effective defense. 

o [INSERT STAT on the cost of the average number of pre-trial jail days.] 
o [INSERT STAT on plea deals.] 
o [INSERT STAT on post-conviction exonerations, and costs.] 

   

  [INSERT STORY of a miscarriage of justice due to inadequate public defense 
system.]  

EXAMPLE: In Michigan Frederick Mardlin, a 32-year old married father of three 
children, was wrongfully convicted of arson and burning an insured property and 
imprisoned for three years. The trial court refused to provide his public defense 
attorney with the funds to retain an electrical expert who would have testified that the 
fire was accidental, caused by faulty electrical wiring. His incarceration alone cost 
Michigan taxpayers more than $100,000. 

 The way that many jurisdictions fund public defense severely limits the amount of time 
that court-appointed lawyers can spend on any individual person’s case, no matter 
what the facts and evidence are. 

o [INSERT STAT/STORY on egregious capped fees for panel attorneys.] 

Ask: On the 50th anniversary of Gideon v. Wainwright, make sure that qualified defense 
counsel is in place in every American courtroom, in every case necessary. [INSERT 
SPECIFIC JURSIDICTION ASK.] 

o Your chief defender is XX; contact him or her and find out what reforms are needed 
where you live. 
 

o Demand that the federal government hold states accountable for delivering on the right 
to counsel. Ask the Department of Justice to: 

o Establish comparable federal funding for state public defense and prosecution 
functions within the Byrne Justice Assistance Grant program and other criminal 
justice grants;  

o Guarantee public defense a seat at the table in State Administering Agency 
(SAA) decision making related to federal grants;  

o Require states to track essential data on public defense as part of their grant 
reporting requirements; and 

o Support changes to federal law that ask states to establish public defense 
systems independent of executive or judicial control, and empower the 
Department of Justice to sue states that fail to meet their Sixth Amendment 
obligation to provide effective counsel. 
 

Vision: With a strong public defense system prepared to guard our right to counsel, we 
can be confident that trials are fair, pleas are accurate and verdicts are correct. 
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Gideon Anniversary Message Set 2: 

Value: Individual liberty  
Barrier: Low awareness of right to counsel issues 

Value: The Constitution guarantees and protects every American’s individual liberty 
even if – especially if – they are accused of a crime.  

 Our Constitution is a living document that grants the same rights to every American, 
rich or poor, including in our criminal courts. The Sixth Amendment guarantees due 
process to anyone accused of a crime, including “the Assistance of Counsel for his 
defense.” 

 Fifty years ago in Gideon v. Wainwright, the U.S. Supreme Court insisted that a 
qualified defense attorney would be assigned to every person who needs one. 
Thousands of Americans are denied this right in courtrooms every day. 

  [INSERT STORY of Gideon.] 

EXAMPLE: Clarence Gideon was a drifter who was accused of robbing a pool hall in 
Florida in 1961. Too poor to afford a lawyer, Gideon was denied representation at trial, 
convicted and sentenced to five years in prison. Convinced that his constitutional right 
to counsel under the Sixth Amendment had been violated, Gideon petitioned the U.S. 
Supreme Court from his jail cell, asking the nine justices to hear his case. They 
agreed, and ruled unanimously in Gideon’s favor, holding that a criminal defendant 
who cannot afford to hire a lawyer must be provided with a lawyer at no personal cost. 
 

Barrier: Our American principles are jeopardized when counsel is denied to those who 
can’t afford representation; individual liberty goes from a right to a commodity you 
only enjoy if you can pay for it. 

  [INSERT STORY of a miscarriage of justice due to inadequate public defense 
system.] 

EXAMPLE: In Michigan Frederick Mardlin, a 32-year old married father of three 
children, was wrongfully convicted of arson and burning an insured property and 
imprisoned for three years. The trial court refused to provide his public defense 
attorney with the funds to retain an electrical expert who would have testified that the 
fire was accidental, caused by faulty electrical wiring. His incarceration alone cost 
Michigan taxpayers more than $100,000. 

 In our courtrooms, public defenders are punching above their weight every day. Most 
public defenders carry caseloads at least double the American Bar Association’s 
recommended 150 felony cases per year, and public defenders simply do not receive 
the same resources as prosecutors for investigations, expert witnesses and other 
essentials of a complete and effective defense.   

 There have been more than 300 post-conviction DNA exonerations in the U.S. since 
1989. In almost 50 percent of these cases, the actual perpetrator has been identified 
by DNA testing. 

 No one wins when cases are slow to come to court, plea deals are excessive and the 
results of trials are so often in question after the fact.   
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o [INSERT STAT on the cost of the average number of pre-trial jail days.] 
o [INSERT STAT on plea deals.] 
o [INSERT STAT on post-conviction exonerations, and costs.] 

 

 The way that many jurisdictions fund public defense severely limits the amount of time 
that court-appointed lawyers can spend on any individual person’s case, no matter 
what the facts and evidence are. 

o [INSERT STAT/STORY on egregious capped fees for panel attorneys.] 
 
Ask: On the 50th anniversary of Gideon v. Wainwright, honor the Constitution and its 
clear mandate that individual liberty is a right and qualified counsel is guaranteed in 
every case that requires it. [INSERT SPECIFIC JURSIDICTION ASK.] 

o Your chief defender is XX; contact him or her and find out what reforms are needed 
where you live.  
 

o Demand that the federal government hold states accountable for delivering on the right 
to counsel. Ask the Department of Justice to: 

o Establish comparable federal funding for state public defense and prosecution 
functions within the Byrne Justice Assistance Grant program and other criminal 
justice grants;  

o Guarantee public defense a seat at the table in State Administering Agency 
(SAA) decision making related to federal grants;  

o Require states to track essential data on public defense as part of their grant 
reporting requirements; and 

o Support changes to federal law that ask states to establish public defense 
systems independent of executive or judicial control, and empower the 
Department of Justice to sue states that fail to meet their Sixth Amendment 
obligation to provide effective counsel. 

 
Vision: Every time a public defender stands up for their client, our Constitution comes 
alive and we prove our commitment to individual liberty. 
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Make it Resonate: Tailor the Message for Your Specific Audience 

 
The most effective communication with policymakers – or any other target audience – about public 
defense must be tailored to resonate with what they care about, and be specific to the situation in 
your state. The message platform in this toolkit can provide a strong starting point. The following 
outlines a simple, five-step process for selecting which message to start with, tailoring it to resonate 
with a specific audience target and integrating it into your communication. 
 

Step One: Know the Audience You’re Trying to Reach 

 
A message is intended to get a particular audience to take a specific action. Start by defining who 
you need to reach as precisely as possible. This decision is driven by your ultimate objective – the 
outcome you are trying to accomplish over the next six or 12 or 18 months – so think about who you 
need to influence or persuade to achieve that objective. 

 
On the issue of public defense reform, attorneys and other advocates are often trying to reach 
state policymakers who are ultimately responsible for public defense system structure and funding. 
However, “policymakers” is still a fairly broad audience target and you can likely get more specific 
about whom you need to reach. For example: 
 

 The state assembly? Good. 
• The judiciary committee of the state assembly? Better. 
• The chair of the judiciary committee of the state assembly? Best. 

 
Of course, policymakers are not the only audience you may need to reach. Depending on your 
objective, you may need to target a variety of other audiences, including but not limited to the legal 
community, local business leaders, pastors and other advocates. Keep in mind that your audience 
target needs to be as narrowly defined as possible. Your audience should never be the general 
public because it is simply too big and diverse to reach everyone with a single message. As the 
example above illustrates, your audience can even be as small as a single person. 

 
Once you’ve identified your audience target, take stock of what you know about them by answering 
the following questions: 

 
• What does the audience care about? What values do they hold? 

Messages that take into account the values and core concerns of the target audience are 
most effective. By tapping into your audience’s existing values, you can create common 
ground and more easily motivate them to act. These can be “big” values like fairness but 
they can also be more personal core concerns of a mother or father wanting to keep their 
family safe or a policymaker wanting to leave a strong legacy. When thinking about your 
audience’s values, be honest with yourself – the values of your audience may be different 
than your own values. You may be talking with an audience who does not care that much 
about ensuring everyone has access to an attorney. By identifying what they do care 
about, you can link public defense to that value and greatly increase your chances of 
successfully persuading the audience to act. 

 
• What misconceptions or barriers to action does this audience have? 

Public defense is not a new issue, which means it’s likely that any audience you talk to has 
existing ideas and opinions about it. Some of these may be misconceptions that you will 
need to overcome in order to get your audience to act. In other cases, your audience target 
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may face other barriers to action – lack of time, concern over political consequences or 
higher priorities requiring attention. In order to successfully motivate your audience to take 
action, your message will need to overcome their biggest barrier or misconception. 
 

Sometimes you will find that it’s difficult to answer these questions for your audience target – you 
are not sure what they care about or what their barrier is. If that is the case, you will need to do 
some research to get the answers. That can be as simple as informally asking a few members of 
your audience about priorities and concerns or connecting with colleagues or allies who may have 
a better understanding of your audience. 

 
If you have more than one audience target that you need to reach in order to achieve your 
objective, you need to answer these questions for each audience target – because the values and 
barriers for each will be different. Trying to use a one-size-fits-all message for all your audiences 
usually results in a message that is too vague to resonate with any of your audiences. You will 
need to tailor a message specifically for each audience to tap into their specific value and 
overcome their specific barrier. 
 
Step Two: Choose One Message Theme as Your Starting Point 

 
Once you’ve identified your audience, what they care about, and what their barrier is, then determine 
which theme to use as your starting point. Strong message themes will resonate with a particular 
value that your audience holds – such as treating people fairly, individual liberty or financial 
efficiency. These themes have been effective for public defense reformers in the past. 

 
The important thing is to make a choice about a single message theme you will use as a starting 
point. Trying to blend multiple themes or values into one concise message makes it impossible to 
discern the main point you are trying to get across.  If you start out talking about financial efficiency, 
make sure you stay on message and don’t end up talking about individual liberty – you will confuse 
your audience. 
 
Step Three: Tailor the Main Points 
 
Now adjust the four main points of the message – value, barrier, ask and vision – so they will ring 
true to the audience you have identified. Here is where you make the message personal to your 
audience. 
 

• Value: Because you selected your message starting point largely based on your audience’s 
value, this point may not need much tailoring. But look carefully at the language and 
determine if different wording or more specificity would make it more powerful for your 
audience. For example, if you’re using the financial efficiency message and your state is 
facing a major budget deficit, you might tailor the message to say, “With Florida trying to 
close a budget deficit of $2.3 billion, we can’t afford to waste any taxpayer dollars.” 

 
• Barrier: Tailor the barrier message to respond to or overcome the specific barrier you have 

identified for your audience. The most important thing to know when crafting this message 
point is that you want to overcome the barrier without restating it. If you repeat the barrier 
back to the audience, you only strengthen it in their minds.  
 
The barrier message in the message platform is designed to overcome the barrier of a lack 
of knowledge. For instance, the barrier an audience holds could be that they think their 
state is already meeting its constitutional obligation to provide legal counsel. A barrier 
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message overcomes the barrier by stating, “Meeting STATE’s constitutional requirement 
means making sure lawyers have the experience and resources needed to represent their 
clients.”  
 
If your audience holds a different barrier, you need a different response to overcome it. For 
example, if your audience’s major barrier is not lack of knowledge but instead concern 
about the political consequences of taking a public stand on public defense, you could 
adjust the barrier message to say, “A recent poll found that 80 percent of your constituents 
believe public defense is an important constitutional right.” 

 
• Ask: The ask should clearly articulate the action you want the audience to take. The asks in 

the Gideon anniversary messages are all quite broad – tailoring them to be more specific to 
the audience will be important. The ask needs to be something doable – not vague like 
“support us” or too big like “ensure justice for all.” It can be an intermediate step you want the 
audience to take, like “meet with us,” “hold a hearing” or “sign a letter to your colleagues.” It 
could be a larger ask like “establish a statewide public defender system” or “hold the line and 
maintain the budget for public defense.” Think about what your audience is likely to say yes 
to now. Start with that and then you can come back to ask for more later. 

 
• Vision: The vision message communicates the benefit that will come from doing what you’re 

asking. The benefit needs to link to the value you tapped in your value message. Any tailoring 
you do for this message needs to reflect the tailoring you did for the value message. For 
instance, in the example above we tailored the value message to say, "With Florida trying to 
close a budget deficit of $2.3 billion, we can’t afford to waste any taxpayer dollars.” You could 
adjust the vision message to say, “You’ll be maintaining an essential program while freeing up 
money that can help close Florida’s budget gap.” 

 
Step Four: Create Relevant Supporting Points 
 
Once you’ve adjusted and finalized the four main points of your message, consider whether any of 
them could be strengthened by supporting sub-points. Often, carefully chosen facts, clear statistics, 
stories or examples, or other information can bolster your message. In the starting point messages 
above, we’ve included some sample supporting points. 
 
You want to keep your messages as simple and streamlined as possible, so there’s no need to 
develop a page full of supporting points for each message. Some main message points may stand 
alone with no need for supporting points. However, supporting points offer a great opportunity for 
you to tailor your message with state-specific information that your audience will find relevant and 
compelling. When developing supporting points, keep in mind what your audience cares about and 
choose points that are likely to resonate. Ensure the points add value to your main message and do 
not veer off on a tangent. Lastly, keep it simple and easy for your audience to understand by 
avoiding jargon, very complicated statistics, too many numbers, or too much detail. Your audience 
does not need to know everything you know – they need to know enough to get them to take the 
action you want. 
 
Spitfire has prepared sample tailored messages sets for policymakers to demonstrate how 
defenders and advocates may wish to develop messages for different audience values, or on 
different reform points. 
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Tailored Message Set #1: 
 
Audience: Policymakers 
Theme: Fairness 
Value: Courts that function 
Barrier: Need to appear tough on crime 
 

Value: Fair and functioning courts are one of the central responsibilities of government 
– they keep STATE residents safe and guarantee our rights and freedoms as 
Americans.  

 

 Fifty years ago in Gideon v. Wainwright, the U.S. Supreme Court insisted that a 
qualified defense attorney would be assigned to every person who needs one. 
Thousands of Americans are denied this right in courtrooms every day. 

  [INSERT STORY of Gideon] 

Barrier: In STATE’s criminal courts, there are David versus Goliath contests every day 
because prosecutors enjoy far more resources than public defenders; this inequity 
jeopardizes fair trials, accurate pleas and, ultimately, accurate verdicts. [INSERT STAT 
on prosecution budget vs. public defense budget] 

 

 The justice system is like a three-legged stool. One leg is the prosecution, one the 
defense and one the court. Each leg of the stool must be strong or the whole system 
falls down.  

 Most public defenders carry caseloads at least double the American Bar Association’s 
recommended 150 felony cases per year [INSERT STAT on local caseloads], and 
public defenders simply do not receive the same resources as prosecutors for 
investigations, expert witnesses and other essentials of a complete and effective 
defense.   

  [INSERT STORY of a miscarriage of justice due to inadequate public defense 
system.]  

EXAMPLE: In Michigan Frederick Mardlin, a 32-year old married father of three 
children, was wrongfully convicted of arson and burning an insured property and 
imprisoned for three years. The trial court refused to provide his public defense 
attorney with the funds to retain an electrical expert who would have testified that the 
fire was accidental, caused by faulty electrical wiring. His incarceration alone cost 
Michigan taxpayers more than $100,000. 

 No one wins when cases are slow to come to court, plea deals are excessive, and the 
results of trials are so often in question after the fact.   

o [INSERT STAT on the cost of the average number of pre-trial jail days] 
o [INSERT STAT on plea deals] 
o [INSERT STAT on post-conviction exonerations, and costs] 

 
Ask: Public defenders must have the resources to be contenders – on the 50th 
anniversary of Gideon v. Wainwright, make sure it’s a fair fight when STATE residents’ 
liberty and safety is at stake. [INSERT SPECIFIC JURSIDICTION ASK] 
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Vision: When Gideon is not only the law of the land, but the practice of every court in 
STATE, then those courts will serve all STATE residents with speed, fairness and 
accuracy. 

Tailored Message Set #2: 
 
Audience: Policymakers  
Theme: Individual liberty 
Value: Accountability 
Barrier: Need to appear tough on crime 
 

Value: You are entrusted to ensure that taxpayer dollars are used responsibly, while 
STATE delivers on essential rights guaranteed in our Constitution.  

 

 Fifty years ago in Gideon v. Wainwright, the U.S. Supreme Court insisted that a 
qualified defense attorney would be assigned to every person who needs one. 
Thousands of Americans are denied this right in courtrooms every day. 

  [INSERT STORY of Gideon] 

Barrier: We cannot afford the cost of lawsuits and appeals that will result from failing to 
deliver complete public defense services that will guarantee the Constitutional right to 
counsel and protect our citizens. 

 [INSERT STORY of wrongful conviction and its cost.]  

EXAMPLE: In Michigan Frederick Mardlin, a 32-year old married father of three 
children, was wrongfully convicted of arson and burning an insured property and 
imprisoned for three years. The trial court refused to provide his public defense 
attorney with the funds to retain an electrical expert who would have testified that the 
fire was accidental, caused by faulty electrical wiring. His incarceration alone cost 
Michigan taxpayers more than $100,000. St. Clair County, which is responsible for 
paying for Mr. Mardlin’s appellate representation, announced that it would not pay his 
court-appointed attorney for the time he had spent on the case when it was before the 
Michigan Court of Appeals unless he would represent Mr. Mardlin before the Michigan 
Supreme Court for free, which he did. 

 [INSERT STAT or STORY on cost of appeals] 

 Our courts and criminal justice systems are an expensive line item in STATE budget, 
and a stronger public defense system will make them more efficient while holding 
people accountable in a fair and accurate way. 

 Currently, SPECIFIC INEFFICIENCY costs STATE $X that could be used for 
other important priorities. 
 

 Insert statistics about: jail time associated with trial delays; cost of paying 
private attorneys; or cost of incarceration vs. cheaper alternative 
sentences.  
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 The justice system is like a three-legged stool. One leg is the prosecution, one the 
defense and one the court. Each leg of the stool must be strong or the whole system 
falls down.  

 Defenders in STATE currently carry X cases per year, above the ABA-recommended 
150 felony cases, and this slows down the court system to an unacceptable crawl.  
Everyone in STATE has less access to justice with this kind of backlog in our courts. 

  [INSERT STAT on court backlogs] 

Ask: On the 50th anniversary of Gideon v. Wainwright, strengthen STATE’s public 
defense system by requiring [JURISDICTION-SPECIFIC] important reforms that protect 
individual liberty. 

 Meet with us to learn more about how strengthening public defense could eliminate 
inefficiencies and save money. 
 

 Implement and adequately fund the American Bar Association’s ten principles of a 
public defense delivery system, established more than a decade ago. 

Vision: When STATE’s courts function better, we’ll see cost-effective delivery on the 
Constitutional right to counsel guaranteed to every STATE resident who needs it. 

Tailored Message Set #3: 
 
Audience: Policymakers 
Theme: Financial efficiency 
Value: Ending government waste 
Barrier: Need to appear tough on crime  
 

Value: STATE uses our tax dollars to fulfill its Constitutional obligation to provide a 
lawyer for people who cannot afford one. Unfortunately, these tax dollars are being 
wasted. 
 

 Fifty years ago in Gideon v. Wainwright, the U.S. Supreme Court insisted that a 
qualified defense attorney would be assigned to every person who needs one. 
Thousands of Americans are denied this right in courtrooms every day. 

  [INSERT STORY of Gideon] 

 The majority of our tax dollars are being used to defend cases that have little impact 
on public safety. A public defense attorney is required for any offense that carries jail 
time as a possible sentence, ranging from serious felonies to minor misdemeanors. 
Providing an attorney for people accused of minor offenses which do not affect public 
safety places a staggering financial burden on the criminal justice system. 
  

o [Examples: Fish/game violations, dog leash violations, feeding the homeless 
violations and driving with a suspended license.]  
 

Barrier: We must either spend more of our tax dollars for more public defense 
attorneys or reduce the number of cases that require a public defense attorney. 
Spending more money is not a realistic option. 
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 Our tax dollars are not being used to meet the Constitutional right to counsel of those 
accused of serious crimes. In many cases, people accused of serious crimes must 
often compete with several hundred cases for the attention of a single lawyer who 
lacks the time or resources to adequately advocate on their behalf. The National 
Advisory Committee on Criminal Justice recommends a maximum of 400 cases per 
court-appointed attorney in one year. 
 

o [Example: In [STATE], over XX people were assigned to a single court-
appointed attorney last year.] 
 

 Our tax dollars are being used to pay for lawsuits; not public defense. This occurs in 
two extremely costly ways: 
 

o Many courts are violating the Constitution by not appointing attorneys in 
misdemeanor cases, which results in lawsuits that cost significant tax dollars 
for attorney fees and settlements. [Examples: see Justice Denied; see Minor 
Crimes, Massive Waste].   
 

o The criminal justice system also wastes significant tax dollars on litigation 
about where the additional attorneys and resources will come from to represent 
the excess number of defendants. [Examples: MO; Calcasieu Parish, LA; 
Miami-Dade County, FL; NY; MI; KY; Mohave County, AZ; MT; MA; etc.] 

 
Ask: Remove jail time as a possible punishment for people accused of low-level non-
violent offenses that do not affect public safety. These people will no longer require an 
attorney under the Constitution, allowing our tax dollars to be redirected to provide 
qualified representation required in serious felony cases. 

 

 Every 2.6 misdemeanor cases eliminated from the system will free up a public defense 
attorney to handle one felony that does affect public safety. 
 

 States and counties will no longer face lawsuits about the failure to provide counsel for 
minor misdemeanors or where the attorneys and resources will come from to provide 
counsel to the excess number of clients. 
 

Vision: STATE will use our tax dollars to uphold its Constitutional obligation to provide 
qualified counsel for those who cannot afford an attorney in cases that affect public 
safety. 

 
Step Five: Put Your Message to Work 

 
Congratulations. You now have a tailored message designed specifically to resonate with your 
audience target. Now it is time to put it to use. There are three important things to keep in mind as 
you are delivering your message: 
 

1. Stay focused on the message you chose. 
The message you have developed has four main points and likely some supporting points. 
You are “on message” if you are delivering any of those points to your audience. In one 
communication, you might only hit on one of your four main points. In another, you might 
incorporate just two or all four. The important thing is to stay within the framework of the four 
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points. Going outside that framework and switching back and forth between message 
themes when communicating with a single audience will likely lead to confusion. 
 

2. Integrate your message into all your communications that reach the audience. 
The message you developed is multi-purpose. You can use it in conversation, in written 
materials, in a speech or in a media interview. Delivering the message to the audience 
through multiple channels creates an echo effect that increases the chance your audience 
will hear you. 

 
3. Use the message consistently over time. 

Your audience likely has a lot of messages on a lot of issues competing for attention. You 
need to deliver your message, via multiple channels, consistently over time in order to make 
an impact. It can take as much as six months and sometimes much longer for a message to 
stick and an audience to take action. 
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Message Delivery: Right Messenger and Method Increase Chances of Success 

 
Qualitative research has found that it is not easy to move public defense reform forward in the 
current political climates across the states, but it did identify some key opportunities. Legislators 
face many competing priorities, and public defense is up against highly critical issues like 
education and other essential government services. In order to elevate public defense as a 
priority, legislators need to hear the right message directly from a respected messenger. 

 
To effectively convey the message, the messenger must be seen as credible, impartial and 
appropriate for the message he or she is delivering. The research found that the most compelling 
messengers for legislators are judges, fellow legislators or, in some cases, higher ranking state 
officials such as governors. Conservative messengers are usually essential for successfully 
changing indigent defense policy – they are not optional, so prioritize outreach to get conservative 
champions on board. Organized coalitions, lobbyists, public defenders, law enforcement and the 
American Bar Association play a vital support role, but they must work in tandem with the most 
persuasive messengers. 
 
Spitfire recommends that the Gideon anniversary be leveraged as a way to reach out to desirable 
potential allies in your jurisdiction who will help serve as influential messengers to policymakers. 
Some of the types of groups who would be good and powerful allies for public defense reform 
include good government groups, veterans groups, and faith groups. Consider using the Gideon 
anniversary year as an opportunity to educate desirable allies about how right to counsel issues are 
relevant to their constituencies. 

 
For maximum effectiveness, use of the media needs to be reinforced by and coupled with other 
direct communication with legislators. Messengers should focus on personal, one-on-one 
communications, such as letters to and meetings with legislators and their staff. The messages used 
in these direct communications activities should be specifically tailored to an individual legislator’s 
priorities, and the messenger should be appropriate for that message. For instance, the 
constitutional mandate message may be the most effective for a legislator with a legal background 
who is known to be particularly driven by that issue. For this message theme and legislator, a 
popular, nonpartisan judge may be the most persuasive messenger. 

 
The research also found that crises are what attract attention. Interviews with decision makers in 
states that have already enacted reform pointed to critical tipping points like lawsuits that were 
embarrassing for legislators and spurred them to reprioritize. Decision makers in other states 
agreed that a crisis such as public defenders refusing cases due to overwhelming caseloads or a 
coalition of advocates filing a lawsuit on behalf of unrepresented defendants would be likely to 
inspire legislators to act.  
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Tell Us a Story: The Value of Storytelling 

 
Which of these two paragraphs is easier to understand? Which will you remember? 
 
“Many indigent defendants do not meet their attorney for the first time until arraignment, which 
occurs, on average, 129 days after the filing of charges, which on average are not filed until 186 
days after an alleged offense. This results in public defenders taking no action on a client’s case 
for the first six to 10 months after arrest.”  
 

-OR- 
 

“At age 50, Gail Chester was arrested on a shoplifting charge and sent to the Harrison County Jail. 
Chester sat in jail for 11 months before a lawyer was appointed to look into the facts of her case and 
another month before she actually talked to him – in court on the day her case was supposed to go 
to trial. Finally, nearly 14 months after her arrest, Chester pled guilty to misdemeanor shoplifting and 
was released from jail.” 

 
Making the case for public defense reform can be complicated. But, if you position the facts within 
a story – if you let real people illustrate the harmful effects of unbalanced scales of justice – the 
case becomes easier to make and is more than just another policy debate. People respond 
emotionally to stories and find them much more convincing than budget numbers or statistics – 
they also remember them! 

 
For example, as you plan to reach out to your local media, consider using a story (or stories) that is 
unique to your community and that humanizes the public defense crisis. Stories can reinforce key 
messages such as how the state wasted tax dollars on two years of trial delay because the public 
defense office had too many cases, or how public safety was threatened when an innocent person 
was convicted while the guilty person remained at large. 

 
When developing your story, keep the following tips in mind: 
 

 Speak plainly. This story is not the place for complex legal terms. It’s also a good idea to 
avoid complicated policy language, and instead tell your story using clear, everyday words. 

 

 Speak to the heart. If the goal of your story is to add life to an otherwise lifeless policy 
debate, make sure that some elements evoke an emotional response in your audience. This 
doesn’t mean manipulating your audience – just tapping into the common values and 
feelings that we all share. 

 

 Point the way to a happy ending. Your story should demonstrate the value of a fully- 
resourced public defense system by showing how it uses tax dollars efficiently, upholds 
the state’s constitutional obligation or keeps us all safe. This is how you demonstrate that 
public defense helps more than just the accused. 

 

 Keep their interest. Include small but telling details that vividly and concisely paint a picture 
of what you are describing, and highlight at least one memorable fact such as a particularly 
shocking statistic or an example of social math (a comparison that gives context to a 
number). For instance, $3 million spent on the lawsuit would fund XX teachers’ jobs. 

 
The story you develop can enrich your outreach efforts in a number of ways. Journalists are usually 



 
17  

Spitfire Strategies Public Defense Toolkit  
1800 M Street, NW - Suite 300 N - Washington, DC 
(202) 293-6200 

interested in hearing new, unique personal stories that can become an integral part of news coverage 
– and policymakers and other audiences will remember a story over numerous statistics. 
 
Sample Story – Reinforcing Fairness Message 

 
Innocent Man’s Conviction Highlights Broken Public Defense System 
 
The numbers tell a tragic story. Eight: the age of a little girl in Billings, Mont., who was brutally 
raped. Eighteen: the age of Jimmy Ray Bromgard, who was convicted of the crime. Fifteen and a 
half: the number of years that Bromgard spent in prison before he was exonerated. 
 
Not yet a high school graduate and the son of a poor Montana family, Bromgard was arrested 
shortly following the rape of a young girl. He participated in a line-up and was tentatively identified 
by the victim – she indicated that she was not sure he was the right man. 
 
Merely a teenager whose family was unable to afford a private attorney to defend him, Bromgard 
was assigned a lawyer who was already handling 400 cases, three times the maximum caseload. 
His attorney was able to meet him only once before trial, and was left with too few resources to 
conduct a thorough investigation, hire an expert to debunk the state's forensic expert, file motions 
to suppress the identification of the young girl, prepare opening and closing statements or file an 
appeal after Bromgard's conviction. Bromgard was convicted in December 1987 and sentenced to 
40 years in prison. 
 
His attorney never filed an appeal, and neither Bromgard nor his family could afford to hire a 
private lawyer to do so. Finally in 2000, after spending nearly half of his life behind bars, the 
Innocence Project got involved in Bromgard's case. Thanks to the pro bono work of staff and 
students, the physical evidence was tested for DNA. The results were clear: Bromgard could not 
have been the assailant. 
 
Jimmy Ray Bromgard knows all too well the risks of living in a state that provides insufficient 
representation to those who cannot afford private counsel. But fifteen and a half years later, all 
Bromgard can do is try and piece together a new life. 
 
Everyone involved in this case lost. The little girl and her family lost any sense of closure they 
might have had and now must wrestle with the fact that her real attacker may still be at large. 
Jimmy Ray Bromgard lost more than fifteen years of his life for something he did not do. The 
community lost its right to justice and its faith in the system. And the Montana justice system lost its 
integrity. 
 
But justice need not be such a losing proposition. We can ensure that all Montana’s residents have 
their fair day in court by strengthening the public defense system. With a fair justice system, we will 
make sure that lawyers have the resources and experience necessary to provide all citizens 
adequate legal representation. 
 
It's time for Montana to support a strong public defense system that ensures everyone’s rights are 
protected, regardless of income.
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How to Talk to Policymakers: Considering the Power Dynamic  

 
In a legislative chamber, every legislator has a vote but not all legislators are created equal. Change 
will happen more quickly if you can find and educate the lawmakers best positioned to influence the 
outcome of justice reform debates. Here are some tips to consider as you explore the power 
dynamic. 

Follow the Leader 
Legislative bodies elect their own leaders, and these leaders decide what issues rise to the top of the 
chamber’s priority list and which fall by the wayside. Whether they’re called “speaker,” “majority 
leader,” “chair” or something else, leadership are especially powerful members of their chambers. 
And remember, Congress and state legislatures are divided along party lines (as are some local 
legislatures), and though the leaders of the majority party are the most powerful, they rarely act 
without at least consulting leaders of the minority party. 
 
Committee is Good, and Chairman is Better 
Most legislatures organize themselves into committees, each with its own public policy focus – 
health, transportation, environmental protection, etc. The advantage of this approach is that 
legislators assigned to a committee develop expertise in the issues that committee covers, and their 
opinions on those issues carry extra weight. The disadvantage is that committee members can often 
bottle up issues that don’t align with their priorities. If you can engage a member of the committee 
that has jurisdiction over your issue – for example the judiciary committee – you will have earned a 
powerful ally. If you can engage the committees’ most senior members on the majority (typically, the 
“chairman”) or minority (sometimes the “ranking member” or the “co-chair”), this is even better. 
Chairmen (like party leadership) have the most say in deciding what their committees will take up, 
which makes them valuable allies. 
 
Stronger With Age, But Energy Comes With Youth 
Legislatures are like high schools: seniority is nearly synonymous with power. Senior lawmakers tend 
to get their choice of committee assignments and hold leadership positions on committees and within 
the chamber. Through many years of trading favors, veteran lawmakers also tend to wield informal 
power that extends beyond formal title. The benefit to this is that engaging a seasoned legislator can 
help you gain traction on your issue. On the other hand, the downside is that you’ll face more 
competition for the attention of senior lawmakers. Junior lawmakers are more concerned with 
developing their expertise and building their reputation, and they may be a better choice if you just 
need someone to raise your issue. 
 
Relationships Matter 
Policymaking is driven by personal relationships, and understanding those relationships can help you 
determine where to start your outreach efforts. For example, if two policymakers have partnered 
several times in the past, engaging one will help you engage the other. On the other hand, if you 
want to engage a state senator, engaging the state assemblywoman who is running against him in 
the upcoming election is not a smart strategy. Talk with a supportive lawmaker or an in-the-know 
partner about the relationships that shape the legislatures that matter to your work. 

Crossing the Branches 
Though a government’s constitution often separates the executive (or “administrative”) branch from 
the legislative branch, executive agency officials do not operate in a vacuum. Engaging lawmakers as 
champions for your issue can help you get the attention of administrative branch officials who are 
positioned to make progress happen. The chairman of the committee with oversight jurisdiction over 
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an administrative agency can be a particularly potent ally if you are seeking action from that agency 
on an issue. 
 

Finding Government Officials on the Web  

To Find     Visit  

Congress and federal agencies  www.usa.gov 

State legislatures    www.ncsl.org 

Governors and state agencies  www.nga.org 

County boards and executives  www.naco.org 

Mayors and city councils   www.usmayors.org 

Legislative information   http://thomas.loc.gov/home/thomas.php 

Congressional delegation information www.govtrack.us 

Political news     thehill.com, rollcall.com, politico.com 

 

Ten Sample Asks 

1.  Visit the courthouse to see public defenders and appointed counsel at work 

2.  Letter of support for a grant to fund public defender training 

3.  Mention the correlation between strong public defense and public safety in a newsletter, a 

website, a speech, or a press release 

4.  Introduce your organization to another policymaker or community leader, such as the chairman of 

the Judiciary Committee or an influential faith leader 

5.  Speak at public events (including media events) to educate the public about who benefits from 

public defense 

6.  Sponsor a briefing about public defense reform 

7.  Convene stakeholders on public safety issues with a prominent role given to public defense 

leadership 

8.  Hold or request a hearing on caseloads, or ask a question at a judiciary hearing about the public 

defense system 

9. Help facilitate your outreach to the governor’s office 

10. Request that the state or county begin collecting essential data on public defense  

 

http://www.usa.gov/
http://www.ncsl.org/
http://www.nga.org/
http://www.naco.org/
http://www.usmayors.org/
http://thomas.loc.gov/home/thomas.php
http://www.govtrack.us/
http://thehill.com/
http://www.rollcall.com/
http://www.politico.com/
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COALITIONS AND CAMPAIGNS 

 

Working Together: A Guide to Coalitions 

 
Do You Need A Coalition? 
 
Many advocates find it useful to collaborate with other groups in a regular, structured format to work 
toward a common goal. In the indigent defense field, coalitions have recently helped advocates 
achieve reforms in Michigan, Texas, Maryland, New Mexico and Louisiana.  
 
Coalitions require a considerable amount of work – sometimes more than one organization working 
independently would spend on the same issue. Before you build a coalition, confirm whether a 
coalition is the best way to achieve your goals. Overall, coalitions are used to: 

 

 Create a louder voice on an issue. Sometimes you need strength in numbers to put an 
issue on your audience’s radar. While one advocate or defender could have a difficult time 
raising public awareness about public defense, many organizations working together have the 
opportunity to shine a spotlight on the issue during the 50th Anniversary of Gideon vs. 
Wainwright. 
 

 Bring together unlikely allies to gain access to key audiences and create a bigger 
impact. Working with unlikely allies can help put an issue on your target audience’s radar. For 
example, on your own, you might not be able to get a meeting with a conservative lawmaker, 
but partnering with law enforcement or a faith leader could help secure that connection. A 
coalition might give you direct access to your decision maker or key individuals who have 
access to and influence with the decision maker. 
 

 Align similar activities to support a common goal. If other organizations are working 
toward similar goals but using different messages and tactics, you might be competing instead 
of supporting each other’s efforts. Using the same messages and working in sync can help 
the group achieve a shared goal. 
 

 Bring new resources and skills to the table. While your organization might have strong 
relationships with policymakers, another group may have thousands of Twitter followers or a 
large advertising budget. Working in a coalition can help you pull these different resources 
and skill sets together. 

 
Strategic Decisions 
 
After determining that a coalition can help your organization meet its goal, think through some 
strategic questions to determine who you should recruit to be part of your coalition and how your 
coalition should operate: 
 

 What is the goal of the coalition? Be clear that all organizations are in agreement because 
you will continuously come back to your overall goal to determine whether subsequent 
activities and decisions support the purpose of the coalition. Often one well-defined goal 
keeps organizations on track despite other disparate and conflicting organizational goals. 
 

 Who should you partner with? Think strategically about who you could recruit to make the 
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coalition more influential and effective. Who has the ultimate say in whether you succeed or 
fail? For example, is it a committee in your state legislature or the governor who will decide 
whether a reform passes? If you don’t have access to this target audience, think about which 
partners can bring you contacts who do have access and influence with your decision maker. 
Similarly, who has the time and money to get the coalition off the ground?   
 

 Who should be in the core leadership group? If you think you’ll be working with a large 
number of organizations, consider establishing a core group or steering committee that can 
quickly make strategic decisions and determine how the coalition will run. While you will need 
to get all partners’ buy-in on the coalition’s goal, the core group will be able to help you think 
through how the coalition should operate. When considering who to include in a core group, 
prioritize the most important or closest allies. Who is absolutely essential to getting the 
coalition off the ground and making sure it has a big impact?  
 
Other indigent defense coalitions have found it useful to have a partner from each of the 
following groups: 
 

o Good government or watch dog groups, even the inspector general if possible 
o Judges or retired judges (even if they won’t sign a coalition statement or work formally 

with partners like the American Civil Liberties Union, it is still helpful to engage judges) 
o Former District Attorneys and Attorney Generals 
o Veterans 
o Mental health advocates 
o Exonerees 
o Sports and entertainment figures, who can be strong messengers for younger people 

and some communities of color  
o Civic groups that do election or poll watches, such as the League of Women voters 
o Parents or other family members of people in the criminal justice system 
o Probation officers, who can participate informally by sharing personal stories that 

highlight the importance of good public defense 
o Faith groups or religious congregations 
o Social service providers 
o Academic institutions, particularly law schools and law clinics 
o Community leaders 
o Representatives from national groups such as the National Association of Criminal 

Defense Lawyers 
 

 How can you recruit unlikely partners? Sometimes, the most influential and strategic 
partners are groups you’re not working with or organizations you don’t normally think of as 
allies. But unlikely allies, such as law enforcement representatives, retired judges or faith 
groups, might support one aspect or side effect of your work. In order to win these unlikely 
allies over, identify their values and barriers. When thinking through an organization’s barriers 
to joining the coalition, think about how strong the barrier is – will it prevent the organization 
from joining, or is it something you can overcome? For example, a faith-based organization 
may be persuaded to join because of their commitment to ending the death penalty. Identify a 
member of their congregation who could invite the organization to join the coalition so that the 
ask will be better received. It is important to identify these values and barriers before you 
reach out to new groups and use messages that acknowledge their values and overcome, 
without repeating, their barriers to joining the coalition. When meeting with unlikely allies, it is 
also important to be prepared to answer any questions they may ask.  
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 How will the coalition operate? Be clear about your expectations for coalition partners. Will 
some organizations be leaders and need to commit to more responsibilities than other 
participants? How will decisions be made? How often will you meet? What kind of time 
commitment is required? How do you want to communicate about the coalition externally? Do 
you want a unified brand? Will individuals on the coalition represent themselves or specific 
organizations? It is often helpful to ask that all participants represent their organizations rather 
than their personal beliefs, as personal beliefs can sometimes be polarizing and risk alienating 
a critical partner. 
 

 How will you know when the coalition is working? Identify benchmarks to measure 
whether your efforts are working and check on incremental progress. Benchmarks could be 
focused on the coalition itself, such as recruiting a partner from a faith community, or could be 
focused on measuring your success at reaching a goal, such as holding a state senate 
hearing on public defense funding. It is helpful to set both short and medium-term goals to 
encourage reassessment and regular strategic planning, for example setting initial six-month 
and one-year objectives.  
 

It is important to answer these questions from the beginning so all participants have the same 
expectations from the outset. Coalitions that do not answer all of these process questions in the 
beginning often have to stop their campaign activities to handle internal decisions, moving the whole 
project off course. Consistency is all key; for example, it is helpful to develop core talking points for all 
partners to use so the coalition is represented consistently in the media. Ground rules will save you 
time when you need to focus on other priorities. At the same time, other public defense campaigns 
have found it helpful to have a flexible organization. Flexibility lets you respond quickly when 
something is immediately needed. As a result, think through how you will institutionalize an operating 
process but still create ways to take advantage of timely opportunities. After making these strategic 
decisions, you’ll be ready to develop activities that can help you work toward your goal and then 
assign responsibilities to different coalition partners. 
 
Coalition Checklist 
 
Before Forming a Coalition 

 

 Define goal and draft timeline 

 Identify decision maker and target audiences 

 Map out who has access to target audiences and decision maker 

 Identify internal strengths and weaknesses and where you will need external resources  
 
Creating a Coalition 

 

 Obtain buy-in on coalition goal 

 Identify core group or steering committee 

 Identify additional partner needs 

 Research prospective partners’ values and barriers 

 Define time commitment, meeting time and individual participant responsibilities 

 Reach consensus on decision making process 

 Create process for communicating internally and externally 

 Define relationship and performance metrics 
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Getting Organized: Launching a Campaign 

 
What is a Campaign? 
 
A campaign is a planned course of action formulated to achieve well-defined objectives. Campaigns 
for indigent defense can range from a public education campaign around the 50th anniversary of 
Gideon v. Wainwright to a state advocacy campaign to secure funding for public defense, gain 
independence for the office of the public defender, and reduce the penalties for misdemeanors or 
numerous other specific reforms.  
 
Regardless of the specific focus, every campaign should start by asking what you want to achieve 
and whether you can achieve it, two questions that are often glossed over. Next, you (along with your 
coalition partners – if you have them) need to ask yourself these challenging questions:  
 

 Is your organization or coalition really ready?  

 Is the time right?  

 Do you have the budget necessary to make an impact?  

 Do you have the staffing to implement the campaign?  

 Is there a constituency ready to be mobilized?  

 Are you willing to take the risks necessary to win?  

 Are you prepared to fail?  
 
If you answered no to any of these questions, you may need to rethink whether a campaign is the 
right approach for your effort.  
 
Campaign Planning 
 
You’ve answered “yes” to all of the above – now what?  
 

1. Set a clear, measurable objective that is achievable. Your plan needs to be focused on 
achieving a very specific objective. Your objective is your raison d’être. Are you trying to make 
something happen or stop something from happening? There is a difference. True campaigns 
have a clear end point, when they are won or lost (though even with a loss you can live to 
fight another day – if you couldn’t secure more funding for indigent defense in the current 
legislative session, for example, the relationships you’ve built might set you up for success 
next year). 
 

2. Chart your course. Much like a road trip, there are likely many ways to get to your objective. 
Use your knowledge of the field and the external environment to determine the best steps to 
your objective. If there is more than one way to achieve your objective, choose the option your 
campaign team already knows the most about. For example, if you’re able to secure a 
meeting with the Chairman of the State Senate Judiciary Committee, a one-on-one meeting to 
educate him on indigent defense may be more effective than a media campaign.  
 

3. Anticipate conditions. Visualize all possible scenarios – the good, the bad and the ugly – so 
your plan includes strategies to leverage opportunities and mitigate challenges. You are not 
running this campaign in a vacuum – you will likely face opposition. Be sure to identify the 
opposition and develop a plan to combat or neutralize them.  
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4. Know how to make headway. What will propel you down your path?  What major campaign 
activities can help you get from point A to point B? What are the milestones that will let you 
know you have traction and are closing in on victory? 
 

5. Prioritize your target audiences. Determine who you need to engage to win. If you are 
working in a coalition, map your campaign participants to your target audience so you 
understand relationships and leverage points and can identify any potential gaps. 
 

6. Put a public face on your campaign. Give the effort a name and a personality that is 
memorable and easily understood. You want people to recognize what you are about without 
having to guess. When developing key messages for your campaign, keep in mind your target 
audience, what they value and any barriers that are keeping them from taking the action you 
want them to take. Your messaging should incorporate their values and overcome these 
barriers. 
  

7. Operationalize your campaign. Determine which campaign tactics you will need to make 
headway (and which ones you have the expertise and resources to execute). This may 
include briefing policymakers, cultivating a grassroots network or releasing a report.  
 
For example, as part of its public awareness campaign, the Louisiana Justice Coalition 
decided to survey prison inmates who had been represented by a public defender to help 
humanize the prison population. In addition to demographic information, they also looked for 
history of abuse, drug use and mental illness, and tracked how many times each prisoner had 
seen a lawyer. They found this information very useful for briefing policymakers. 
 

8. Stay on track. Build evaluation mechanisms into your plan that will tell you when you are 
making progress and when you need to stop and make a midcourse correction. Meet regularly 
with your internal team or coalition partners to discuss your progress, update your strategy, 
review messaging and activities and recruit new champions. 

 
Raising Public Awareness 
 
While there are many types of campaigns, indigent defense advocates often find it useful to launch a 
public awareness campaign. Many target audiences – such as state policymakers or news reporters 
–  are not familiar with indigent defense. One of the biggest barriers that advocates face is that 
indigent defense is not a known problem outside of legal circles. As a result, it is critical to educate 
target audiences about the problem before advocates propose reform solutions.  
 
Even when a campaign is focused on specific policy goals, there is merit to increasing public 
knowledge of a problem and its solutions. The more you work to change the debates and 
conventional wisdom around an issue, the more you change the “cultural” understanding of that 
issue, which can be beneficial on its own. 
 
So, how do you raise awareness about indigent defense needs? First, you need to make some 
strategic decisions about the reforms you are trying to achieve. It is often helpful to conduct research 
in order to answer the following questions accurately. 

 

 Where do you want reforms to occur? Within which populations, organizations or individuals? 
Courts, government offices, branches of government, etc? 

 Who is responsible for making the reform? Who has jurisdiction to achieve the reform?  
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 Who possesses the power to influence the decision maker? 

 Who has the greatest potential to make change? (This is not always the one who is 
responsible for change. Sometimes, it can be the one who has the greatest influence over the 
one who is responsible.) 

 Will you need a behind-the-scenes effort or a big public effort? 

 Who is the audience you need to inspire and mobilize? 

 What are the pressure points that will make the people you want to engage come to the table? 

 Who are potential allies? 

 Who is the potential opposition? Competition? 

 Are you duplicating efforts or adding value to existing activities? Are there other related and 
influential campaigns or reforms to consider? 

 
It is also helpful to take an internal audit to understand your organization’s (or coalition’s) assets and 
weaknesses and determine which activities are realistic: 
 

 How many resources can you commit – both staffing and funding? 

 Do you have compelling spokespeople? Can you recruit and train new messengers? 

 What kind of materials do you have access to that can help you create compelling 
communications materials? Do you have first-person stories? Statistics? 

 Do you have relationships with media outlets? 

 Do you have direct access to your decision makers? Can you get a meeting with them? 
 
Whether you have the resources to create a splashy advertising campaign, or have the staff 
resources and media relationships to set up an editorial board briefing and place an editorial on your 
issue, it is important to always go back and acknowledge that you are communicating about an 
unknown problem. As a result, make sure you have plenty of easy-to-understand and compelling 
statistics and stories to illustrate the depth of the problem and what your solution can accomplish. If 
possible, it can also be helpful to show public support for your solution.  
 
Sample Campaign Tactics 
 
While your answers to the questions above should inform your decisions on campaign tactics, below 
are a few sample activities for a campaign around the 50th anniversary of Gideon v. Wainwright. 
 

 Academic Outreach. Identify academics and ask them to produce or collaborate on issue 
briefs that can be easily digested and referenced by audiences outside of academia.   
 

 Celebrate Progress. Publish a report that celebrates your state’s progress in meeting the 
ABA 10 principles and provides best practices and encouragement for states that still need to 
make headway. 
 

 Create a Local or State Speakers’ Bureau. Recruit high profile, non-legal spokespeople 
committed to advocating for public defense reforms throughout 2013, such as local sports or 
entertainment celebrities and faith leaders. Speakers could be involved in a range of outreach 
activities, from authoring op-eds and blog posts for high-profile media outlets to mentioning 
the issue in their websites and social media presence.  
 

 Policymaker Briefings.  Organize briefings with both state policymakers to highlight how 
indigent defense interacts with the criminal justice system, prison costs, costs of wrongful 
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convictions and federal criminal justice funding.    

 

 Collect Local Stories. Collect a mix of positive and negative stories illustrating what Gideon 
means to those impacted by indigent defense. 
 

 Hold Screenings and Book Talks. Use existing and newly released media tools to tell the 
story and provoke discussion, clearly tethered back to the relevant issues in your jurisdiction. 

Bringing the Tactics Together 

Regardless of the tactics you choose, it is critical to coordinate all of the different elements of the 
campaign. Most successful efforts are multi-faceted, often including a mix of media outreach, 
legislative advocacy and sometimes a research component that generates data or evidence that your 
messengers can use to support their case. It is important to realize early on how different tactics can 
support and reinforce each other. For example, if you’re trying to get a policymaker to vote on your 
bill while also briefing editorial boards across the state, you should prioritize the hometown paper of 
the key policymaker. And before you brief the media, or other stakeholders, gathering data or doing a 
research project will give you objective facts and ammunition that can augment and support the 
stories of individuals while demonstrating credibility. 
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What’s the Difference Between a Campaign and a Coalition? 

That’s like asking the difference between a square and a rectangle. A campaign (almost always) has 
a coalition, but a coalition doesn’t always have to result in a campaign.  
 
A campaign has a specific objective that is focused on policy change (most often), corporate change 
or behavior change. Campaigns typically rely on coalitions because different organizations bring 
necessary resources to the table – whether its money, staff, membership or relationships. Coalitions 
are formed because each organization has something to contribute and something to gain as a result 
of the collaboration. 
 
Coalitions can also form solely because organizations have a common interest, want to share 
information or learn from each other. For example, a broad-based coalition of health care 
organizations may gather to discuss how they are working to implement the Affordable Care Act – 
they do not have a specific objective, but they do benefit from collaborating because each 
organization has something to learn and share with the others.  
 
Coalitions can be formal or informal, form for a finite period of time or indefinitely. Coalitions can 
begin informally and transform into campaigns if the timing is right. Campaigns can also end – 
successfully or unsuccessfully – and organizations can decide to stay together as a coalition to 
continue working on the issue together. 
 
Whether it’s a campaign or a coalition, both are intense, hard work and should require a great deal of 
consideration before joining.  
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COLLABORATIVE OPPORTUNITIES 
 

Gideon 50th Anniversary Book Release: Chasing Gideon

 

Chasing Gideon 

The Elusive Quest for Poor People’s Justice 

By Karen Houppert 

The New Press 

38 Greene Street, 4th Floor 

New York, NY 10013 

T: 212-629-8802/ F: 212-629-8617 

www.thenewpress.com 

 

 

Publication: March 18, 2013 • $26.95 • Hardcover • 304 pages • ISBN 978-1-59558-869-2 
 
“A must-read for anyone who cares about justice.” – Virginia Sloan, Executive Director, The 
Constitution Project 
 
“Chasing Gideon shines a bright light on the crisis of indigent defense and challenges us to finally live 
up to our most cherished democratic principles.” – Jonathan Rapping, Founder, the Southern Public 
Defender Training Center 
 
“Chasing Gideon illustrates the scope and seriousness of the indigent defense crisis nationally and 
makes the case that defending Gideon is essential and a true test of our nation’s commitment to 
liberty and justice for all.” – Anthony D. Romero, Executive Director, American Civil Liberties Union
                        
 
March 18, 2013, will mark the fiftieth anniversary of Gideon v. Wainwright, the Supreme Court case 
that established the constitutional right to counsel. But fifty years later, have we kept the promise? 
Fastidiously researched and utterly propulsive, Chasing Gideon is a magisterial portrait of an all-
American dream that remains elusive, even into the twenty-first century. 
 
Houppert reveals the humble origins of the right to council, which began as a letter – written in pencil 
on prison stationery – from a Florida prisoner to the Supreme Court. Clarence Earl Gideon argued 
that he lost a 1961 larceny hearing because he could not pay for a lawyer and, miraculously, the 
letter spurred the Court to hear his case. On March 18, 1963, the Court found that his Sixth 
Amendment rights had been violated, requiring legal council to be provided to all who could not afford 
it. Overnight, demand for a public defender system was created, changing the face of American 
justice forever. 
 
Houppert details the enormous task of keeping this promise, starting with the heroic efforts of public 
defenders to provide adequate defense in an overloaded, underfunded system. The “war on drugs,” 
mandatory minimum sentencing, and a new reliance on plea-bargaining have changed the dynamics 
of criminal defense, exploding the number of prosecutions and making Gideon that much harder to 
uphold. Add to that the interplay of race, poverty, and cronyism, Houppert observes, and too many 

http://www.thenewpress.com/
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innocent people are routinely jailed. With a fascinating investigation of four defendants in four states 
– Washington, Florida, Louisiana and Georgia – Houppert distills the most fundamental flaws in the 
system and reveals some shocking injustices. 
 
A book ultimately about how we as a nation define justice, Chasing Gideon exposes Gideon’s fall 
from grace, and offers solutions for the reform and redemption of this fundamental constitutional right 
in the twenty-first century. 
 
Karen Houppert is a contributing writer at the Washington Post Magazine. Her work has appeared in 
The Nation, Newsday, the New York Times, Mother Jones, the Village Voice, Salon, and Slate. She 
is the author of two other books, including Home Fires Burning: Married to the Military – for Better or 
Worse. She lives in Baltimore. 
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Dear Lawyer/Advocate, 
 
We hope that you will consider the upcoming New Press title Chasing Gideon and its author Karen 
Houppert important tools in your kit as you initiate the many conversations about indigent defense 
that will together create a national movement for reform. 
  
In Chasing Gideon: The Elusive Quest for Poor People’s Justice, Houppert, a veteran journalist, 
investigates whether the United States has lived up to the promise it made in Gideon v. Wainwright, 
comparing the stories of defendants in four cities across the nation who were represented by public 
defenders. These are not only stories of individuals; they are stories of systems across the nation 
struggling towards the ideal of “equal justice for all” despite crushing caseloads, inadequate funding, 
and structural barriers.  
 
The New Press and Karen Houppert are both at your disposal to help facilitate conversations about 
public defense. Houppert will be available beginning March 2013 to discuss the public defenders 
system, including: 
  

 How the Supreme Court ruling that brought us “the right to counsel” changed the American 
justice system forever 

 Why, according to a study by the Justice Department, a full eighty percent of all criminal cases 
are now represented by public defenders 

 Why, despite heroic efforts on the part of many public defenders, defendants’ constitutional 
rights are regularly violated 

 How we, as a nation, can fix the system, with hints from committed practitioners in the field 

 Additionally, thanks to the support of the Ford Foundation, The New Press can offer a limited 
number of free copies of the book to spark events, panels, and action. 

 
To discuss author Karen Houppert’s availability to attend an event, contact Julie McCarroll, Director 
of Publicity and Marketing, at 212.564.4406 or jmccarroll@thenewpress.com. For help designing 
discussions about the state of public defense in your community and for free copies of Chasing 
Gideon contact Jed Bickman, Assistant Editor, at 212.629.9461 or jbickman@thenewpress.com.   
 
We thank you for your dedication and for being a part of this conversation. 
 
All best, 
 

 

Diane Wachtell 
Executive Director, The New Press 

mailto:jmccarroll@thenewpress.com
mailto:jbickman@thenewpress.com
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Gideon 50th Anniversary Documentary Release: Gideon’s Army  

 
Gideon’s Army  
Directed by Dawn Porter 
Produced by Dawn Porter and Julie Goldman  
www.gideonsarmythefilm.com 
 
Trilogy Films 
8 Hillside Avenue, Suite LL1 
Montclair, NJ 07042 
 
Three young, idealistic public defenders in the Deep South struggle against long hours, low 
pay and staggering caseloads to ensure justice is served for America’s forgotten poor. 
 
Premiere Screening: January 21, 2013, Sundance International Film Festival 
World Broadcast Premiere: Summer 2013, Home Box Office 
 
To hold community screenings in Fall 2013, contact info@trilogy-films.com 
 

 
About the Film: 
 
Gideon’s Army follows Travis Williams, Brandy Alexander and June Hardwick, three young public 
defenders who are part of a small group of idealistic lawyers in the Deep South challenging the 
assumptions that drive a criminal justice system strained to the breaking point. Backed by mentor 
Jonathan “Rap” Rapping, a charismatic leader who heads the Southern Public Defender Training 
Center, they struggle against long hours, low pay and staggering caseloads so common that even the 
most committed often give up in their first year.  
 
Nearly 50 years since the landmark Supreme Court ruling Gideon v. Wainwright that established the 
right to counsel, can these courageous lawyers revolutionize the way America thinks about indigent 
defense and make "justice for all" a reality?  
 
Gideon’s Arms is an HBO Documentary Films presentation, produced by Trilogy Films in association 
with Motto Pictures with funding provided by the Ford Foundation. 
 
About the Filmmaker: 
 
Dawn Porter is the founder of Trilogy Films. She is Director/Producer of Gideon’s Army, which will 
premiere at the 2013 Sundance Film Festival and air on HBO Documentary Films. She is an alumni 
of the Tribeca All Access program, where she won the 2011 juried Creative Promise Award for 
Gideon’s Army. Realscreen named Dawn one of their 2012 Doc Hot Shots 15 emerging directors to 
watch.  
 
Before becoming a filmmaker she was the Director of News Standards and Practices at ABC News, 
and Vice President of Standards and Practices at A&E Networks. Dawn is a graduate of Swarthmore 
College and the Georgetown University Law Center. She was a practicing attorney at Baker & 
Hostetler and ABC Television Networks before beginning her television career. 
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Gideon 50th Anniversary Video Release: The Constitution Project 

 

 
 
Dear Colleague: 
 
The Constitution Project (TCP) is producing a 20-minute film to commemorate the March 18, 2013, 
50th anniversary of the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Gideon v. Wainwright. The 
Constitution Project is delighted to provide the video free of charge for you to use in conjunction with 
your own observances of Gideon’s 50th anniversary and to advocate for reform around the 
anniversary. 
 
The Gideon decision captured the public’s attention through both the book Gideon’s Trumpet by 
Pulitzer Prize-winning, then-New York Times reporter Anthony Lewis, and the 1980 movie of the 
same name starring Henry Fonda as Clarence Earl Gideon. However, the story of the post-Gideon 
fallout remains largely untold. This film will highlight the heady days after Gideon was decided to its 
aftermath – today’s national crisis in indigent defense.  
 
Narrated by Martin Sheen (perhaps best known as President Josiah Bartlet from the critically 
acclaimed television series “The West Wing” ), the film will look back to the Gideon decision through 
discussions with four of the luminaries involved in the case: Abe Krash (who, along with fellow Arnold 
& Porter lawyer Abe Fortas, represented Mr. Gideon), Bruce Jacob (who represented Florida in the 
case against Mr. Gideon, but who is now a leading advocate for reform), former Vice President 
Walter Mondale (then-Minnesota Attorney General, who organized an influential amicus brief from 22 
other state attorneys general in Mr. Gideon’s favor), and Mr. Lewis.  The film will also examine how 
the promise of Gideon has gone unfulfilled, with public defenders who are underfunded and utterly 
overwhelmed by caseloads, and defendants who never receive the type of representation to which 
they are constitutionally entitled.   
 
We hope that the film will be an indispensable tool for educating policymakers, the press, students 
and the public about Gideon’s unfulfilled promise and the crisis that court-appointed lawyers and their 
clients face today, while also outlining a way out of the current crisis. If you are interested in receiving 
a free copy of the film, please contact Mary Schmid Mergler at The Constitution Project at 
mschmid@constitutionproject.org or (202) 580-6938. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Virginia E. Sloan 
President, The Constitution Project 

mailto:mschmid@constitutionproject.org
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SOCIAL MEDIA 
 

Influencing Your Audience Through Social Media 

 
The social media landscape is rapidly growing and changing, and social media tools can be 
valuable to defenders and advocates because they can connect you quickly and easily to those 
looking to take action and support your organization and your issues. You already have valuable 
connections offline with National Indigent Defense Collaboration partner organizations, state 
coalitions and other affinity and partner groups. Social media tools can help you engage these 
groups and expand your organization’s networks by connecting with new contacts in partners’ 
networks.  
 
Social media can be an effective communication platform if you are looking to activate 
constituents on an issue or conversation, to demonstrate consistent support or update your 
networks quickly and easily. However, succeeding with social media campaigns requires an 
investment – what you get out of social media is what you put in to it. For example, to get a lot 
of Twitter followers, you’ll need to tweet a lot. 
 
Depending on your social media objectives and target audiences, you may want to consider 
building a social media presence for your county or state defender’s office, your state coalition 
or public defender network, or you may prefer to highlight a chief public defender or advocate 
who can be the face and voice of your social media platform. Either way, this tip sheet is 
intended to give you a few ideas about how to adopt a social media strategy that works for you. 
 
Listen Before Doing. Before making your first post or comment on a social networking site, pay 
attention to what audiences are currently talking about related to criminal justice and public 
safety and where you have an opportunity to join existing conversations or create your own.  
 

How to Adopt Effective Listening Techniques: 
 

 Use keywords that are most important to your work and your networks, such as 
“wrongfully convicted,” “indigent defense,” and/or “criminal justice,” and search 
several social media platforms you may want to adopt or are already using, such as 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and/or LinkedIn. 

 Befriend or follow individuals that are relevant to your work and issue area and listen 
for conversations that intersect with your priorities.  

 Listen to those speaking the loudest about your issues before connecting with them 
so you understand their background and positions on the issues.  

 
Start with Strategy. Before investing significant effort with different social media tools, first 
determine your purpose and strategy. Your target audiences, which could range from fellow 
defenders to faith communities, have the power to spread your messages and information 
online, and can now be activated quicker than ever through social media. Different social media 
channels lend themselves to different audiences, so segment by channel. For example, Twitter 
is probably the best way to engage reporters, while Facebook can help engage impacted 
communities and local advocates. 
 
By clarifying your overall objective, decision maker and target audiences for your social media 
presence, you will not only determine what or how many social media platforms to adopt, but 
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also how to reach those networks. Below are several strategic questions to ask before adopting 
social media for your organization: 
 

 What are the program objectives you want social media to support? 
o Sharing information? Networking with partners or advocates? 

 Who are the target audiences you want to engage with on social media? 
o Partners? Advocates?  

 Are you advocating for specific policy changes? 

 Are you trying to expand your audience? Which audiences and why? 
 
How Can You Use Social Media to Build Your Voice? 
 
Social media can be used in a variety of ways to help you connect with your networks and 
increase your online presence among other defenders or advocacy organizations and your 
target audiences – plus provides huge opportunities to grow your base. Here are some tips for 
using social media tools most strategically to increase interactivity and conversation:  
 
Inform Your Audience. Above all else, defenders use social media to share information about 
themselves and their issues, most often posting news coverage, policy news and other issues 
or advocacy efforts most relevant for partners and networks. Since indigent defense is not a 
known problem among many voters and policymakers, social media should foremost seek to 
educate. Share compelling stories, statistics and messages with each audience about the 
constitutional right to counsel and the need for reform.  
 
Create Coalition Partner Campaigns. Social media can be used for coalition partner 
campaigns. Different organizations can convey the same message, creating an echo chamber 
to garner public support. For example, women’s groups did a Twitter campaign before the 2012 
Vice Presidential debate to get the moderator to raise a question about women’s rights, which 
she did.   
 
Encourage Conversation. Posting, commenting, liking and reposting information to your social 
media platform and to your partner networks’ channels will expand your reach beyond your 
current online relationships. One of the most powerful ways to do this is to empower your 
existing audiences to become advocates on your behalf and help share the information you are 
putting out. However, use judgement and recognize the type of followers you have. If many of 
your followers are critical, don’t ask them to share information they will probably mispresent or 
otherwise use against your cause. 

 
Example: Michigan Campaign for Justice regularly shares updates about its advocacy work 
and asks its online networks to post comments, retweet Twitter posts and submit comments 
on behalf of the Campaign. The Campaign for Justice’s Twitter feed (@Working4Justice) 
regularly posts updates about pending legislation that would affect indigent defense, asking 
its online networks to support the legislation and share the legislative updates with others. 
These efforts to encourage conversation can increase interactivity on your social media 
platforms and recruit new followers. 

 
Put a Human Face on Issues. Social media tools, such as YouTube, allow defenders and even 
the wrongly convicted the opportunity to tell the stories that are most important to them in a 
much more dynamic way than text on a website or news story. Sharing stories and videos of 
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those wrongfully convicted can pull at the heart strings of decision makers more effectively than 
a petition or written testimony.  

 
Example: A YouTube video about Sarah Kruzan, a Riverside County 16-year-old sentenced  
to life without parole for killing her longtime abuser, went viral generating over 600,000 
views and leading former Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger to grant Kruzan clemency. User-
generated videos and photos can create a more direct and personal connection between 
your issue and the audiences you are trying to activate.   
 

Demonstrate Leadership and Champion Great Work. Social media can be used to position 
you or your organization as a leader in the field as well as illustrate and publicize your stature 
and wins among your peers.  

 
Example: An individual public defender Facebook page could be a great place not only to 
host information about current work and issues, but also to act as an online message board 
to interact with other partners and networks.   
 

Involve Your Community and Demonstrate Support. Including direct asks in your social 
media posts will clearly and concisely prompt your followers to take action and support your 
work. Social media can also be used to raise money.  
 

Example: Asking your defender networks or partners to support a piece of legislation and 
tap their social media networks to support it too can broaden your reach and amplify your 
issue beyond tried and true followers.  

 
Reward and Encourage Action. Social media can be used to thank your supporters and 
networks. 

 
Example: Legal Aid Services regularly uses social media platforms to thank policymakers 
for sponsoring legislation that affects legal aid in Florida. If you are asking your partners and 
networks to take action and support issues that matter to you, thank those that helped you 
move the needle. 

 
Social Media Tools To Consider For Defenders and Advocates 
 
Facebook. With over 800 million followers, Facebook is the largest and most well-known social 
network. Facebook is a great place to start with social networking if you are looking to find 
activity relevant to your issues and engage in conversations with your key audiences, such as 
policymakers, faith communities or other partner organizations. As its name implies, Facebook’s 
main purpose is to be social, for you to interact with your friends and colleagues by posting, 
“liking” and becoming fans of pages that link to your network. Facebook allows you to connect 
with colleagues, provide information and interact with audiences that matter most to you and 
your work. Your organization should devote time and energy to hosting a Facebook page if you 
are looking to activate your partners, colleagues or decision makers to join a conversation or 
take action around an issue, such as juvenile life without parole, etc.  
 
Additionally, if you want to share recent news articles related to indigent defense or issues that 
matter most to your decision makers (such as public safety or ways to save the state money), 
Facebook can be a good place to host these stories online and share with your online partners.  
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Example: Campaign for Youth Justice, a nonprofit advocating for juvenile justice reform, 
regularly shares news stories and campaign successes with its 1,600 followers, in 
addition to making specific asks, such as “bring awareness to this important issue!” or 
“please donate to National Youth Justice Awareness Month events this October.” 

 
Twitter. Twitter is a “microblog,” which means you only have 140 characters to convey a 
message. Twitter is very easy to use, it has a low point of entry, and it can give you the 
opportunity to actively listen to conversations around an issue before jumping in and 
contributing. For example, you could listen to see what other advocates, reporters or 
policymakers are saying about immigration detention or wrongful convictions before you add 
your opinion. Twitter can also be a great way to establish a more personal voice for your 
organization.  
 

Example: Bronx Defenders regularly utilizes Twitter to activate its local residents to 
participate in advocacy and awareness campaigns, including New York City stop and 
frisk reform efforts.  

 
LinkedIn. LinkedIn is another social networking platform that caters to professional networks. If 
you are looking to make connections and “link” to your offline professional networks online, 
particularly national partner organizations such as the ACLU, NLADA or other public defenders, 
LinkedIn is a great way to network with your professional colleauges and peer organizations. 
 

Example: The National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers (NACDL) uses 
LinkedIn as a membership tool to interact with current as well as future members by 
posting upcoming membership events and additional opportunities to connect with 
relevant networks and partners.   

 
YouTube. YouTube is a video-sharing service that allows users to post any kind of personally-
developed videos online, from animations to personal recordings. Video content and pictures 
are always more compelling communication vehicles than text. If you have the opportunity to 
create videos for your organization that will be relevant to your partners and networks, these 
can be hosted for free on YouTube, and shared across your other social media channels. 
 

Example: The ACLU hosts several YouTube channel series including Project Liberty 
and Just Ask Donna, featuring New York ACLU Executive Director Donna Lieberman. 
These series explore civil rights and civil liberties issues that affect New Yorkers, 
providing real-life faces to these issues. If your defender’s office or coalition does not 
have the capacity to create videos, YouTube’s Video Volunteers program can help you 
find a skilled video-maker.  

 
Below are several additional resources for creating low-budget films: 
 

 FLIP or iPhone Videos: FLIP cameras are easy to use, inexpensive cameras with a 
built-in USB drive. FLIP cameras also have a partner program, Flip Spotlight, with helpful 
hints on how to use the camera to shoot and edit low-budget videos to host online. 
Another low-cost option is to buy a tripod for an iPhone and use the phone to record 
video. 
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 WITNESS:  WITNESS is an international nonprofit organization that uses the power of 
video and storytelling for human rights advocacy. WITNESS hosts video advocacy tools, 
how-to’s and training resources directly on their website. 

http://www.witness.org/how-to
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Worksheet: Strategic Choices for Social Media 

 
Consider the following questions when planning social media activities to support your work. 
 
 

1. In what networks does your organization (and its staff) participate or have 

leadership? (e.g., coalitions, affinity groups, advocacy groups, volunteers, staff, or 

partners) 

 

 
 
 

2. Which social media tools are you already using?  
 

 Social networks: Facebook, LinkedIn  

 Blogging: Twitter, Wordpress, Typepad, Blogger, Tumblr 

 Interactive multimedia: YouTube, Vimeo, Flickr, podcasts 

 
 
 

3. What are your top three organizational objectives that social media may support? 
 

 Advocacy/organizing for policy 

 Thought leadership 

 Increase membership/audience  

 Demonstrate accountability 

 Constituent services 

 Get feedback on your work 

 Share news or information 

 

4. Who are your most important segmented audience targets? Who influences 
them? 

 

Target       Influenced by? 

 
_____________________    _________________________  
 
_____________________    _________________________ 
 
_____________________    _________________________ 
 
_____________________    _________________________ 
 
_____________________    _________________________



 
39 

Spitfire Strategies Public Defense Toolkit  
1800 M Street, NW - Suite 300 N - Washington, DC 
(202) 293-6200 

5. How does social media line up with your target audiences and decision makers? 
 

 Are you part of their existing networks on social media? How? (i.e., do you follow your 
partners or network on Facebook or Twitter? Do you interact with them online?) 
 
___________________________________________      
 
             
 

 Does your organization have a strong voice (or voices) to use the platform(s)? (i.e., are 
you already involved in conversations online about your issue area or advocacy work?)  
 
             

 
 _____________           
 

 If you want to grow your partnerships and/or networks, what are the incentives for your 
audiences to connect with you? (i.e., social media word-of-mouth, media coverage, 
rewards such as member of the week, etc.)  
_____________________________________________     
 
             

 
6. What has listening taught you? 

 

 Who else is “conversing” on your issues? 
________________________________________      
 
         __________________ 
 

 What is your unique voice in the conversation? 
_____________________________        
 
_____________________________        

 
7. Does your organization have a website that can serve as the hub for social media 

efforts? 
 

       Yes    No 
 
 

8. What capacity does your organization have to conduct social media? 
 

 Staffing (number and expertise)         

 Who will post?         ______ 

 How often will you post?         

 Who is responsible for finding content?        

 Who approves posts?          
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PRESS RELATIONS 
 

Prime the Pump: Build Relationships with Reporters 

 
When it comes time to pitch a story to a reporter, your task is more difficult if you do not have a 
relationship with the person you are pitching. The reporter is more likely to ignore your call or email 
or may not view you as a credible source because she/he doesn’t know you. But if you build a 
relationship with key reporters before you have to pitch a big story, your odds of success increase 
dramatically. The following tips offer ideas for initiating and fostering relationships with the media. 
 
Identify Prospects. Before you can make friends with reporters, you need to figure out the right 
reporters to befriend. Start by monitoring news coverage of criminal justice issues – what reporters 
are regularly filing stories for your local paper, radio, or television news stations? Don’t forget about 
online media, especially bloggers that cover community issues or state politics. It may be helpful to 
set up Google Alerts to keep track of stories by specific reporters, or track coverage of certain 
keywords such as “public defense” and your state. You want to find the journalists that are likely to 
be interested in public defense because it fits into their coverage area, or “beat”. Try to develop a 
short list of three to five reporters to contact. 
 
Introduce Yourself. Look for a good opportunity to introduce yourself to the reporters on your list. 
One effective way is to send an email or place a call after a reporter writes a story related to 
criminal justice or public defense. For instance, if a reporter recently filed a story on understaffing at 
the court house, you could call or email to introduce yourself, praise their recent story and talk 
about how the story is linked to public defense. Pick a time to call when the reporter is not likely to 
be busy, such as mid to late morning. Avoid calling in the afternoon when reporters are likely to be 
on deadline. Alternatively, you could introduce yourself to a reporter in person if you happen to both 
be attending a press event or legislative hearing.  
 
Set Up a Deskside Meeting. If the reporter seems very open and interested in talking with you 
further, you can set a time for a “deskside meeting.” A deskside is simply a conversation during 
which you brief the reporter on an issue – there is no expectation that the reporter will write a story 
based on the discussion (though you should consider everything you say to be on the record, just in 
case). Desksides offer you an important opportunity to educate a reporter about your issue before a 
story breaks. It will also position you as a credible source they are likely to turn to in the future. 
 
Desksides can happen in person – at a reporter’s desk as the name implies or over lunch or coffee at 
a local restaurant – or by phone. They can be as short as 15 minutes or as long as an hour, 
depending on the issue and the reporter’s time. While deskside discussions can touch on a number 
of topics, it’s a good idea to prepare by thinking about the two or three main points you want to make. 
After a deskside, be sure to send a follow-up note thanking the reporter for his or her time and follow 
through on any requests for additional information the reporter made during your conversation. 
 
Stay in Touch by Being a Resource. Once you’ve made initial contact with a reporter, you then 
need to stay in touch periodically to build the relationship. Try to have some sort of contact with 
your target reporters every month or two, either sending an e-mail to comment on a story they 
have written, forwarding a report they might find interesting, or giving them a heads up on things 
that may be coming down the pike related to their area of interest. Reporters especially like 
sources who share information without always expecting a story to be written in return. 
 
Now that you’ve primed the pump by building a relationship with key reporters, you’re ready to 
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deliver your pitch. See Make the News: Pitch a Story to a Reporter below for specific advice 
on making the pitch. 
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Make the News: Pitch a Story to a Reporter  

 
Proactive media outreach is critical to raising the profile of indigent defense issues among your 
target audiences, but it can be a challenge. The following tips will help you identify pitching 
opportunities, select your pitching target, develop and deliver your pitch, and follow up successfully. 
 
Make Sure it’s Newsworthy. Reporters are busy, and nothing annoys them more than having their 
time wasted. Reporters do not want to cover the same old story that everyone else is covering, or 
that they themselves have already covered. Track the work of the reporter you are targeting, gauge 
his or her interests and note the stories he or she has done recently. Your story should either be 
something entirely new, or introduce a fresh angle on an existing issue. For example, maybe the 
reporter has briefly mentioned the problems with eyewitness testimony as part of a news piece, but 
has he explored the issue as a larger trend? 
 
Know Your Audience. Your pitch will only be successful if you deliver it to the right person. This 
depends on the medium, as well as the kind of story you are pitching. 
 
Television. Television stations are interested in breaking news stories with a strong visual angle. 
Sometimes they will also do investigative features that expose an injustice. A breaking news story 
might be a town hall meeting or a courtroom development, while an investigative feature might 
share the stories of defendants that have been denied their right to counsel, or public defenders 
struggling with enormous caseloads. 
 
If your story is breaking news, pitch the assignment editor. If you know that news is going to break 
in the near future, pitch a relevant section editor, such as the local news or crime editor. 
Providing the media with advance notice almost always increases your chance of getting 
coverage. These two people at the television station assign the majority of news coverage to 
individual reporters. 
 
For a feature story that doesn’t concern breaking news, you need to identify the right reporter or 
producer who will be interested in your pitch. The easiest way to do this is to watch the news. Pay 
attention to the beats that reporters cover. Then you can pitch that reporter, or his or her 
producer, directly. 
 
Radio. News coverage at National Public Radio affiliates and local news/talk stations will likely be 
your first choice. For a public radio station, you may want to target a specific reporter who covers the 
legal beat. Some stations may have an assignment editor, and you can always go to the news 
editor. If there is a particular show that you want to target, direct your pitch to the show’s producer. 
Again, it’s useful to listen to the program that you are pitching so that you have a good sense of the 
kinds of stories they do and what they’ve already covered. 
 
Talk radio is also an option, but be sure to choose a show to pitch that provides the opportunity for a 
thoughtful discussion, not a screaming match. And consider whether the show reaches your target 
audience – many talk shows have deeply ideological listeners who are unlikely to be swayed by 
your most persuasive arguments. 
 
Newspaper. Small newspapers tend to have small staffs. If the paper you are contacting is very 
small, the best person to receive your pitch may be the news editor. At larger papers, you will want 
to find the reporter covering the appropriate beat for your story, or even consider a columnist. 
Again, the easiest way to do this is to read the paper and track the coverage – after a few days or 
weeks, it will be easy to know who covers what stories. Beyond a single pitch or story, it’s a good 



43 
Spitfire Strategies Public Defense Toolkit  
1800 M Street, NW - Suite 300 N - Washington, DC 
(202) 293-6200 
 

idea to know the reporters who are likely to cover your issues so that you can build a relationship 
with them. 
 
Craft a Creative Pitch. Reporters are constantly besieged by phone calls, emails and faxes from 
people trying to convince them to write stories. You need to stand out from the crowd. This means 
deciding on the best means of contact – almost always e-mail or phone – and developing a pitch 
that is attention-grabbing and brief. 
 
Phone. If you’re going to pitch by phone, plan what you will say in advance. Most reporters will give 
you 15 seconds – maybe 30 – to make your case. Make those seconds count. Avoid overwhelming 
them with jargon. Use a striking fact, or mention the name of a prominent person available for an 
interview. If they’re interested, they’ll keep listening. But if you can’t capture their interest quickly, 
you’ll lose them, and the story. 
 
Email. The same rules apply for an e-mail pitch – except that reporters can delete it without ever 
reading it. Create an interesting subject line and make sure the first few sentences of your e-mail 
are attention grabbing. And don’t write a novel – one to three brief paragraphs will do it. Let the 
reporter know that you will call to follow up – don’t leave it up to a reporter to contact you. 
 
DO NOT SEND DOCUMENTS AS ATTACHMENTS. Many e-mail addresses are set up to block 
emails with attachments. Even if they do get through, many journalists won’t open attachments from 
unknown e-mail addresses. Try to include anything that you need to communicate in the body of an 
e-mail. If you are trying to share a lengthy document with a reporter, post the document online and 
provide the reporter with a Web address to view the piece. This is a good way to invite reporters to 
visit the media section of your website. 
 
Timing and Delivery Can Make or Break Your Pitch. Whether you’re pitching the reporter by 
phone, or following up on your email pitch, consider your timing. Do not call a reporter in the late 
afternoon when he or she is likely to be on deadline. If you reach a reporter who sounds harried, ask 
when would be a better time for you to call back. Plan and practice your pitch and deliver it with 
confidence – but don’t read it. Ask if the reporter is interested, and offer to share additional 
information. A reporter will rarely agree to do a story during your first call, so your goal should be to 
start the conversation. Be prepared to leave a brief, to-the-point voicemail (30 seconds or less) if you 
do not reach a live person. 

 
Follow Up...But Don’t Pester. You’ve spoken to the reporter, shared additional resources and 
haven’t heard anything. Give a call or send a follow-up e-mail. Ask if the reporter thinks he or she is 
going to do the story, or if he or she needs anything else to make a decision. If the reporter says no, 
ask if you can stay in touch as things develop. Your efforts now may pay dividends later. If the 
reporter says yes, offer to help in any way that you can (identifying spokespeople, providing 
background information, etc.). After the story runs, send an e-mail or note thanking the report for his 
or her efforts. 
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Get Quoted: Create Compelling Sound Bites 

 
When reporters interview sources, they are usually looking for someone credible to say something 
smart and compelling about the issue at hand. When sources are interviewed by reporters, they are 
usually hoping they will be quoted in the resulting story. Both the reporter and the source end up 
frustrated when the source doesn’t get quoted because he or she did not offer the reporter a strong 
and attention-grabbing sound bite. The following section offers tips on crafting sound bites that grab a 
reporter’s attention and get you quoted. 
 
What is a Sound Bite?  
 
The term “sound bite” originally referred to an eight to 10 second clip aired on the evening news. 
But as the news culture and landscape have changed, so has the meaning of sound bite. Now the 
term is used to refer to any pithy quote that a reporter includes in his or her story – even if it appears 
in the newspaper. A sound bite communicates the essence of one of your core messages in a way 
that is short, attention getting and memorable. 
 
Sound bites are also used to make complicated issues more relatable for your target audience. For 
example, the sound bite below compares public defenders to heart surgeons, illustrating the perils of 
not giving professionals the time and resources they require to do their jobs effectively.  
 

“How would you feel if you were half way through heart surgery and your surgeon said to you, 
‘Sorry, I can only spend four hours on your care, and your time is up.’? The reality is, that’s 
exactly what public defenders have to tell their clients in STATE on a regular basis.”  

 
Types of Sound Bites  
 
There isn’t a single formula for a sound bite, but there are a few different kinds that are often 
successful: 
 

• Analogy. Sound bites that make a concrete comparison are some of the most effective, 
because they provide context and often link the message to an image that people can 
easily remember. 

 
Example: The justice system is like a three-legged stool. One leg is the prosecution, 
one the defense and one the court. Each leg of the stool must be strong or the whole 
system falls down.  

Example:  “States that fail to recognize the importance of public defenders to a 
functioning justice system are ultimately playing Russian roulette with our safety.” – 
John Wesley Hall, president of the National Association of Criminal Defense 
Lawyers, The New York Times, Nov. 16, 2008 

 
• Alliteration. Sound bites with two or three words beginning with the same letter are catchy 

and memorable. A famous alliterative sound bite is “flip flopper.” 
 

Example: All residents deserve a functioning and fair justice system. 
 
• Cliché. Contrary to what your 10th grade English teacher said, clichés in sound bites are 

handy ways to make your point fit within your audience’s frame of reference. Clichés are 
easy to understand, so they make your messages clearer. 
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Example: When defenders don’t have the resources they need they start every case behind 

the 8-ball, and defendants lose their 6th Amendment rights. 

Example: Public defenders and court-appointed counsel are two sides of the same coin, 
and yet sometimes we behave as if we are in two entirely separate universes. 

 
• Simple. Some sound bites don’t fit into one of the categories above but are catchy and 

compelling on their own. 
 

Example: All Americans deserve a lawyer that makes the cut when their liberty is at stake.  

Example: “[Y]ou shouldn’t sacrifice quality of representation for a recession. At the end of 
the day, you get what you pay for.” – Dan Summer, criminal defense attorney, Gainesville 
(Georgia) Times, Feb. 14, 2009 

 
Creating a Sound Bite  
 
Just as there’s not one formula for a great sound bite, there isn’t a magic process to creating 
one. But many people find the following process helpful: 
 

 Start with your message. It’s dangerous to create a sound bite without knowing what point 
you are trying to communicate. The result may be an extremely compelling quote that does 
nothing to advance your core message. So begin by identifying the message you want your 
sound bite to communicate. 
 

 Boil it down. Sometimes our messages are long and complex. It will be easier to come up 
with a smart sound bite if you first boil down your message to its main idea. Try to simplify as 
much as possible and jot down what you come up with. 
 

 Jazz it up. Now brainstorm all of the interesting ways you can express that main idea. Try to 
come up with a couple of ideas for each of the categories above. The first one you come up 
with is unlikely to be the best one, so spend a few minutes letting your creativity flow. 
 

 Read it out loud. Pick a few that are your favorite and read them out loud. Do they sound 
compelling? Are they easy to say? Do they sound like something someone would actually 
say? 
 

 Make choices and refine. Select one to three that you like the best and refine them to make 
them as colorful, brief and attention getting as possible. 

 
Putting Your Sound Bites to Work 
 
Once you have sound bites, what do you do with them? When you are preparing for an interview, 
select one or two that you plan to incorporate in your responses. When drafting a press release, 
incorporate one into the written quote. 
 
Sound Bite Shelf Life 
 
While messages can and should be used consistently over a long period of time in order to get 
traction, sound bites have a relatively short shelf life and need to be refreshed every one to three 
months depending on how much play they have received in the media. 
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Preparation Is Key: Ace an Interview 

 
It happens time and again: intelligent, informed, qualified spokespeople speak to a member of the 
press and suddenly find themselves talking “off message.” Instead of discussing statewide public 
defense reform, the interviewer is guiding you to debate the competency of one rogue attorney or 
justify the expenses of the public defender’s office. The reporter is in control of the conversation, 
rather than the spokesperson. 
 
Media interviews are an important part of an overall communications outreach campaign. As a key 
spokesperson on this issue, you have the power to shape the public conversation that takes place 
in your state. Other documents in this kit highlight strategies for disseminating your messages, but 
there is really only one overall tip for acing an interview: PREPARE. 

 
Journalists Prepare and You Must, Too 
 

Journalists spend substantial time considering what type of story they are looking to write before 
ever speaking to anyone. When a journalist comes to you, be prepared. CEOs, politicians, 
celebrities – people with large communications staffs who constantly interact with the press – still 
end up going off message and saying things that are unclear, or worse, regrettable. Even as an 
expert, your preparation should include time to: 

 
• Familiarize yourself with the journalist/media outlet before your interview. Have they 

covered this story in the past? Do they tend to cover stories from a particular point of view?  
 

The check list at the end of this document will help you know the right questions to ask to 
make sure you are fully prepared for any interview. 

 
• Know what you want to say in advance. Your expertise might enable you to discuss 

endless aspects of the public defense problem but only one, maybe two, points will make it 
into a story and even then a consumer of the story may only remember bits and pieces. Don’t 
let an audience member or a journalist decide what the most important point is on this issue. 
Consider the audience you’re trying to reach via this interview. Select one or two key points 
that will resonate with that audience, and make them well. 
 

 Anticipate the questions you might be asked and prepare brief responses that deliver 
your key points. There is a difference between answering a question and responding to one. 
You can respond to nearly any question in a way that incorporates your key messages. To 
transition to your message, try one of these bridging phrases like “a more useful way to look at 
it is…” or “the most important issue is ….” 

 

Prepare for an Interview: Key Points 
 
Use this space to jot down the one or two key points that you will use in your interview. 
 
Point 1: ______________________________ 

_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 

 
Point 2: ______________________________ 

_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
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Prepare for an Interview: Anticipate Questions 
 
Use this space to brainstorm questions that you might be asked (especially difficult or 
inappropriate ones). Then practice responding by staying calm and on message. 

_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
 

_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 

During the Interview 
 
You may be nervous, but the most important thing is to be calm and confident. Feel free to keep 
notes in front of you during a phone or radio interview. The following tips will help you deliver your 
messages effectively: 

 
• Collect your thoughts. If a journalist calls and wants to conduct an on-the-spot interview, 

ask if you can call him/her back in five minutes. Use that time to gather your thoughts and 
review your key points. 

 
• Keep it simple! Use clear language and avoid jargon. You don’t want to bore your 

audience or make them feel like they don’t understand. Also, remember that not every 
reader/listener/viewer has a law degree. 

 
• Use numbers, but sparingly. Memorize one or two precise statistics that will give weight 

to your messages and bring your information to life – "$3 million to settle a wrongful 
conviction lawsuit could have paid for XX more policemen on the street.” 

 
• Be honest! Don’t stretch the truth. If you don’t know the answer, say so and suggest an 

alternative source. Anything less than factual and honest answers can seriously damage 
your credibility, as well as the credibility of your cause. 

 
• Provide other sources that will back you up. Independent experts can help to provide 

support for your position. “Justice Smith says…” 
 
• Everything is on the record. Don’t give in to the temptation to tell the reporter something 

“off the record.” If you say it aloud, or put it in an e-mail, assume that it will appear in the 
reporter’s story. 

 
• Stay calm. Getting flustered can convey a host of things – none positive! Prepare in 

advance, stick to your messages and you’ll ace any interview. 
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Sample Q & A – Reinforcing Financial Efficiency Message 

 
Q.  The state provides lawyers for people who can’t afford them. What more do we need 

to do? 
 
A.  In STATE, we have too few lawyers, too few resources and too many cases. This means 

STATE is paying for trial delays, extended incarceration, appeals and possibly even 
expensive settlements of wrongful conviction lawsuits when we should be hiring enough 
lawyers to meet our constitutional obligation to provide adequate counsel. When STATE is 
struggling to fund essential programs, we cannot afford to waste any taxpayer dollars on 
these inefficiencies. 

 
Q.  Are things here really worse than anywhere else? 
 
A.  Nationwide, funding for the public defense system is woefully inadequate. But some states 

are learning that a strong public defense system saves taxpayers money by eliminating 
inefficiencies. For example, wrongful convictions have cost Maryland taxpayers over $7 
million that could be used for other priorities. Incorrect eyewitness identifications are the 
leading cause of these costly convictions. In STATE, we must provide quality public defense 
to ensure that we meet our constitutional obligation and do not waste taxpayers’ money. 

 
Q.  Isn’t this really about public defenders not doing their jobs? 
 
A.  No. Public defenders operate under conditions that make it humanly impossible to uphold 

STATE’s constitutional obligation. The public defense system receives a fraction of the 
funding received by the state prosecutor’s office, making it impossible for public defenders 
to properly research cases, hire investigators, interview experts, etc. In STATE, our public 
defenders handle X cases, more than X times the limit set by the American Bar 
Association, meaning the amount of time available for each case is wholly inadequate. As a 
result of high caseloads and low budgets for each case, STATE is forced to pay for 
inefficiencies like trial delays, appeals and wrongful conviction lawsuits at a time when we 
cannot afford to waste any taxpayer dollars. 

 
Q.  Most people accused of crimes are guilty so why should states spend more money 

on defense to free criminals or reduce their sentences? 
 
A.  Protecting the rights of all people accused of a crime is a constitutional guarantee. However, 

it’s not ONLY the rights of those accused at stake. When we fail to support a strong public 
defense system, innocent people are wrongly convicted, and this costs the taxpayers. When 
STATE is struggling to fund essential programs, we can’t afford to waste any taxpayer dollars. 
Funding a strong public defense system will allow us to stop wasting tax dollars and use them 
to meet STATE’s other pressing needs. 

 
Q.  There’s no money in the budgets. Where should funding for public defense come 

from? 
 
A.  When the economy is struggling, our constitutional obligations to [STATE’s] citizens remain 

the same. The right to qualified, timely representation is a constitutional right, not a 
debatable line item in a budget. Meeting this obligation eliminates inefficiencies like paying 
for the costs of trial delays and wrongful conviction lawsuits. We leave it to our trusted 
legislators to determine the best source for funding to fulfill STATE’s constitutional 
responsibility. 
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Q.  Everyone’s budget is getting cut – why can’t public defenders just take their fair 

share? 
 
A. When the economy is struggling, our constitutional obligations to STATE’s citizens remain 

the same. And our Constitution mandates that STATE must provide a lawyer for people 
who cannot afford one. This isn’t an optional line item in a budget. It’s a constitutional 
necessity. Ultimately, when we fund a strong public defense system, we eliminate 
inefficiencies and free up money for STATE’s other pressing needs. 

 
Q. We’re already facing a budget deficit and you’re saying we need to pay more to fix 

public defense? 
 
A. When STATE is struggling to fund essential programs, we can’t afford to waste any taxpayer 

dollars. Investing in a strong public defense system meets STATE’s constitutional obligation 
and saves STATE money by eliminating inefficiencies. We cannot afford the cost of lawsuits 
and appeals that will result from cuts to public defense services.  

 
Interview Check List 

 
Use this form to log interview requests and ensure that your spokesperson is well- 
prepared for the interview! 

 
Date of interview request    Deadline    
 
Name    Outlet    
 
Phone    E-mail    
 
Spokesperson requested    
 
What is the interview about?    
 
How long will it last?    
 
What’s your organization’s role in the piece?    
 
Are you the focus, or are you being interviewed to provide support?    
 
Who else are they interviewing?    
 
 

Information about the interview format: 
 
Phone or in person?    
 
Live or taped?    
 
If taped, will it be edited?    
 
One-on-one or are you part of a panel?    
 



50 
Spitfire Strategies Public Defense Toolkit  
1800 M Street, NW - Suite 300 N - Washington, DC 
(202) 293-6200 

Will listeners or viewers call in with questions?    

 
 

Information about the outlet: 
 
What kind of outlet – print, radio or television?    
 
Do they typically have an angle? (e.g., conservative talk radio show, political columnist for a 

daily newspaper, etc.)    
 
If print, do they need a photo?    
 
If broadcast, do they want to pre-interview the spokesperson?    
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Rapid Response: Decide When to Respond to Media Coverage 

 
A good media outreach strategy includes both proactive and reactive efforts. Presenting a reporter 
with a story idea or distributing a press statement are proactive opportunities for you to drive media 
coverage of a particular issue. There will also be times when it is appropriate to react to something 
that’s happening in the news. The following are some tips for identifying and responding to these 
reactive opportunities. 

 
News Stories. Scan the newspapers for stories about public defense issues. Does a supposedly 
objective news story seem to have a slant? Who is quoted? What is being said? What is being left 
out? What unique information or perspective can you add to the coverage? 

 
Also look for articles about broader criminal justice issues. An article about the use of drug 
courts or juvenile justice could open the door to a response that addresses public defense 
issues. You could argue, “While we applaud the recent introduction of drug courts to 
rehabilitate offenders and lower incarceration costs, a more concerning waste of taxpayer 
dollars is the deeply flawed public defense system in the state…” 

 
Editorials. Consistently look for editorials about public defense, or criminal justice more generally. 
If you agree with the position taken by the paper, your response can amplify that position or 
introduce an element of the issue that has yet to be discussed. In some cases you might identify 
the editorial’s main weak point or oversight and detail the critical importance of such an oversight. 

 
Op-eds or columns. Similar to editorials, you could respond to an op-ed or a particular column with 
which you agree/disagree. Keep in mind that a supportive response cannot just praise the 
commentary – you have to be ready to add something to the discussion, such as a personal story, 
powerful statistic, a unique viewpoint, etc. 

 
What’s the Best Avenue for Response? 
 
The two most common responsive media efforts are letters to the editor and op-eds. You may also 
request a meeting with a newspaper’s editorial board if you wish to try to influence their coverage of 
an issue. 

 
Letter to the Editor. Writing a letter is the simplest way to quickly respond to any kind of coverage 
in the newspaper – you can write a letter referencing an article, an editorial piece or an op-ed. 
Letters to the editor are generally shorter than op-eds and make one quick point. See Talk Back: 
Write and Submit a Letter to the Editor in this toolkit for tips on crafting a successful letter, and a 
sample letter. 

 
Op-ed. Rather than responding directly to an article or editorial with a letter, you should consider 
whether you can really present a unique perspective on an issue that is receiving coverage in the 
paper. For example, a series of articles on the problems with public defense and public defenders 
in Virginia opened the door to an op-ed piece from a commission working on reform measures. Op-
eds often present viewpoints that differ from the editorial page. See Opinions Count: Write and 
Submit an Effective Op-ed in this toolkit for more tips on how to approach drafting and placing 
and op-ed. 

 
Editorial board. A meeting with an editorial board is conducted to try to convince the newspaper 
staff to opine on a timely issue. See Influence Editorials: Conduct an Editorial Board Meeting in 
this toolkit for additional information. 
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Opinions Count: Write and Submit an Effective Op-ed 

 
Op-ed is an abbreviation for “opposite the editorial page” and can denote both the page itself 
and the opinion pieces that a newspaper publishes on the page facing the editorial page. 
Newspapers generally have a stable of op-ed columnists and regular contributors, but most 
will also print op-eds written by outside authors. Editors may choose to publish op-eds that 
express a different opinion than expressed in its editorials to balance their coverage of an 
issue. Sometimes op-eds are selected for their unique response or fresh perspective on a 
recent event or news story. 

 
Simply put, op-eds express the opinion of the author on a particular issue and can offer an 
excellent opportunity for you to advance your messages. The following are some tips for 
writing and submitting an op-ed that will increase your chances of getting published. 

 
Follow the Rules. All newspapers have guidelines for op-ed submissions that generally 
include a maximum word count, exclusivity rules, and instructions for how to submit the 
piece. Exclusivity rules (i.e., whether a submission must be exclusive to the outlet or can also 
be submitted elsewhere) are particularly important to follow. If it is not clear on the website, 
contact the editor directly to determine the rules established by the particular outlet that you 
are targeting. 

 
It’s important to adhere to an outlet’s guidelines because failing to do so will likely cause your 
submission to be rejected, no matter how well written it is. We recommend finding out the 
guidelines before you even begin to write. Many newspapers will have this information on 
their websites. If not, call the op-ed editor and ask about the guidelines. While you have him 
or her on the phone, introduce yourself, share your idea for an op-ed and ask if it would be a 
good fit for the paper. 

 
The Write Stuff. Op-ed editors look for timeliness, ingenuity, strength of argument, freshness 
of opinion, clear writing and newsworthiness when selecting an op-ed. When writing your op-
ed, keep the following in mind: 

 
 Focus. Don’t try to do too much. It’s better to develop and support one argument 

thoroughly, with plenty of detail than to try to cover several more generally. By trying to 
say everything, you may end up saying nothing. 
 

 Support. Your opinion needs to be supported by hard facts and, if possible, powerful 
statistics. This will give your op-ed weight and enable it to stand up to criticism. Be 
careful, though, that you do not overload your op-ed with numbers. Three to four key 
facts or statistics is ideal; more would be overkill. 
 

 Illustrate. A well-chosen personal story or real-life example will give life to your 
argument and demonstrate the human consequences of a failing public defense 
system. 
 

 Speak plainly. Public defense is a legal issue and you may be tempted to write your 
op-ed in “legalese.” Resist the temptation! Write as if you were talking to your neighbor 
or your mom. For a clear argument, use everyday language. Instead of discussing the 
need for “indigent defense reform,” write about how every person, regardless of how 
much money they earn, should have access to a competent attorney. 
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Star Power. Sometimes it may be worthwhile to ask someone influential to sign or co-sign an op-ed. 
State legislators, judges, sheriffs, prosecutors and defenders are all examples of potential signers. 
But an “average person” can be effective as well – for example, an op-ed signed by the mother of a 
defendant whose appeal was botched by an attorney who, overwhelmed by 700 cases, missed a 
filing deadline. Consider the audience you are trying to reach with the op-ed. Which messenger will 
be most influential to them? 
 
Edit, Edit, Edit. Make sure that your final op-ed does not contain grammar or spelling errors. Also 
ask someone else to read it for clarity. 
 
Submit and Follow-up. Submit your op-ed, following the newspaper’s instructions for doing so. If it 
is accepted, congratulate yourself and work with the newspaper to edit the piece if needed. 
 
Save a copy once it is printed. You should distribute copies of the op-ed to any interested individuals 
– allied organizations working with you, those organizations with which you would like to work, 
colleagues in other states, funders, policymakers, etc. The life of an op-ed is not over once it 
appears in a newspaper. 
 
If you haven’t heard anything after several days, follow up with the op-ed editor to see if the piece 
that you submitted is still under consideration. Ask if there are any revisions that you could make to 
increase its chance of being published. 
 
If the piece is rejected, ask the op-ed editor how you could improve a future op-ed. Newspapers 
sometimes commission op-eds, so even if it wasn’t published, developing a relationship with the 
editor can increase your future chances of being published. Also, consider submitting the piece to 
another local newspaper. 
 
Sample Op-ed  
 
Below is an op-ed that Former Chief Justice Gerald Kogan placed in the Orlando Sentinel in 2011. 
Justice Kogan served in the Florida Supreme Court from 1987 to 1998. 
 
Can't serve justice in 3 minutes, alternative programs can help 
 
Every day Floridians in our misdemeanor courts are put through a system that tries to see justice 
served in less time than a fast-food meal. The cases heard in these courts of law include charges like 
driving on a suspended license, littering, disorderly conduct, and traffic violations. 
 
Some misdemeanors carry fine-only punishments, but others may result in up to one year in jail, and 
according to the laws of our state constitution, those defendants should receive legal counsel as part 
of their court proceeding. Unfortunately, this often does not happen; it is as if our criminal and traffic 
courts operate as "constitution-free zones," outside the law. 
 
Nearly a half-million of these misdemeanor cases are filed in Florida's county courts every year, and 
the majority of those cases are resolved by a plea of guilty, often in a matter of minutes. Eight out of 
10 arraignments conclude in less than three minutes — less time than it takes to get takeout at the 
drive-through window — and nearly two out of three defendants plead guilty or no-contest at that first 
appearance. 
 
The right to a lawyer is guaranteed to every person charged with a crime in Article I of our state 
constitution. In our misdemeanor courts, two out of three defendants do not have a lawyer to stand 
between them and the prosecutor. 

http://articles.orlandosentinel.com/2011-10-23/news/os-ed-misdemeanor-courts-102311-20111021_1_misdemeanor-cases-state-constitution-traffic-courts
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In some counties, judges ask defendants less than half the time if they want to hire a lawyer or if they 
want a lawyer appointed. And only about one-third of the time do judges discuss the importance and 
benefits of having a lawyer by your side and the disadvantages of proceeding without one. 
 
Many, if not most, defendants cannot even know how they should plead without the advice of a 
lawyer. Take trespassing, for example. 
 
A person who is arrested and summoned to court for trespassing might naturally conclude, after the 
fact, he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and think he should probably plead guilty. But a 
lawyer would ask: Was the property obviously private? Was there a warning, either posted or verbal? 
Was an event occurring that was open or seemed open to the public? The answers to those 
questions can mean the difference between guilt and innocence. 
 
The consequences of a misdemeanor conviction can be grave; the person can be deported, 
terminated from her job or denied employment, and denied access to a wide variety of professional 
licenses. Other consequences can include loss of public housing and access to food assistance, 
which can be dire, not only for the defendant, but also his or her family. 
 
Details on the constitutional nightmare taking place in our state's courtrooms can be found in a recent 
report, "Three-Minute Justice: Haste and Waste in Florida's Misdemeanor Courts," by the National 
Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers. While it emphasizes the right to counsel (and lack thereof 
in misdemeanor courts), one of its key recommendations is to institute "alternative enforcement" — 
reclassifying minor misdemeanors to civil infractions. 
 
This is a legislative solution that would downgrade less-serious, nonviolent offenses in order to free 
up more resources to address crimes that impact public safety. Besides saving money, this statewide 
solution would mean fewer honest and decent citizens being branded as criminals. 
 
At the local level, some courts and state attorneys are already diverting minor offenders from 
misdemeanor courts. In one innovative example of alternative enforcement, Broward County has 
instituted a program for first-offenders of some misdemeanor crimes. Defendants who plead not 
guilty, with or without counsel, may apply for the program within 30 days. 
 
The program is a three- to six-month supervision period depending on the type of charge. Upon 
successful completion of the program, the offender's case is dismissed. Programs such as these 
save state budget dollars, relieve our overburdened court system, and allow first-time offenders a 
chance to avoid unduly heavy consequences that could haunt them for the rest of their lives. 
 
With solutions like alternative enforcement, we can begin to correct the haste and waste in Florida's 
misdemeanor courts. Justice can't be served in the same time it takes to grab a cup of coffee. 
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Talk Back: Write and Submit a Letter to the Editor 

 
Writing a letter to the editor is one of the best ways to respond to articles, editorials or op-eds 
published in your local paper. You can submit a letter to amplify a positive editorial, mitigate the 
damage caused by a harmful op-ed or highlight key information left out of an article. 
 
The letters section is popular, and policymakers in particular pay close attention to letters that 
express the views of their constituents. The following are some tips for writing a successful letter to 
the editor. 

 
 Swift response. Timeliness is key. After you identify a story or editorial that needs a 

response, draft and submit your letter as soon as possible. 
 

 Read the letters section. Read letters to the editor published recently by the 
newspaper, and mirror their format. 
 

 Follow the rules. Look for guidelines about format, length and other requirements on 
the paper’s website or printed in the paper near the letters section. If you can’t find 
them, call the newspaper and ask. You don’t want your letter to be rejected because 
you didn’t follow the rules. 
 

 Brief is best. Keep your letter brief and to the point – focus on making one main point 
that will resonate with your target audience in two or three paragraphs, and use just a 
couple of key facts or statistics, or a very brief story, to support your argument. 
 

 Edit. Proofread carefully to eliminate typos and grammatical errors. 

 
It’s difficult to create a template letter to the editor that will work in all situations – letters that are 
most likely to be published respond directly to a specific piece that appeared in the newspaper and 
adhere to the paper’s guidelines for submission. But a basic outline for a letter to the editor that will 
work in many situations is as follows: 

 
Paragraph 1: One to two sentences that reference the article, editorial, or op-ed you are 

responding to, making your main point very clear to the reader. This 
paragraph should be provocative and attention getting. 

 
Paragraphs 2-3: Two to three sentences each; these paragraphs provide additional details 

supporting your main point. This might include a compelling fact or statistic, a 
brief anecdote, or other supporting information. Keep it brief and focused. If 
the paper you are writing for allows for longer letters, you can add additional 
paragraphs to this section of the letter. However, stay focused on your single 
main point and be sure every sentence you add builds the case for that 
point. It’s always okay to submit a letter that’s shorter than the maximum 
word count. 

 
Final Paragraph: Recap your main point and include a call to action – what can the state 
 (or other decision maker) do to reform the system? 
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Letter to the Editor Check List 
 
Before you submit a letter to the editor, check to make sure: 

 

 You’re under the newspaper’s word limit (usually 150-250 words). 
 

 Your letter responds to and directly mentions an article, editorial or op-ed that recently ran in 
the paper. 

 

 You make one key point, rather than packing multiple points into your letter. 
 

 You have included one or two carefully chosen facts, statistics or stories. 
 

 You have not used any jargon or acronyms. 
 

 Your letter contains no spelling or grammatical errors. 
 

 You have included the author’s name, title, organization and contact information 
(telephone and e-mail). 

 

 You’re comfortable with the tone of your letter. (Many people fire off an angry letter to 
the editor only to regret it after it is published.) 

 
 

Sample Article and Letter to the Editor – Reinforcing Financial Efficiency Message 

 
The following article was published in The Houston Chronicle on May 5, 2012. The sample letter to 
the editor that follows the article is an example of a response that meets the opposition head on. 

 
Public defender’s office under attack on costs  

The Houston Chronicle  
By Brian Rogers  
May 5, 2012 

For years, supporters and critics argued about creating a public defender's office in Harris County to 
deal with hundreds of indigent defendants who go through the criminal courthouse every year. 
 
The status quo, in which judges individually pick the attorneys who defend indigent juveniles, worked 
fine, opponents said. 
 
Advocates obtained a state grant for a four-year pilot program, and the Harris County's Public 
Defender's office opened for business in February 2011. 
 
Little more than a year later, a Houston judge wants to see the office ended after the grant that 
initially funded it runs out, at least for juveniles. 
 
"In short, there is no evidence that a public defender's office can be of any benefit to the Harris 
County Juvenile Justice system," state District Judge John Phillips said last month in an open letter. 
Chief among Phillips' complaints is that the public defender system in the juvenile courts costs 21/2 
times more than the system of appointments he uses, a number denied by those connected to the 
office. 
 
Phillips said the average cost per case is $649, compared to $264 for assigned lawyers. 
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Alex Bunin, who oversees the public defender's office, said Phillips' numbers are wrong. He said the 
judge cited a preliminary feasibility study with estimates that were not accurate. 
 
"Those numbers are not meaningful," he said. 
 
Bunin said the costs are closer to actual public defender averages across the state. Established 
public defender offices in Texas average $406 per case against $540 for appointed attorneys. 
 
"The point is that the numbers are fairly comparable," Bunin said. "There's no support for 'two and 
half times the cost.' " 
 
Bunin said a comprehensive review has been commissioned and is expected in about six months. 
 
"We'll know things about the quality of our work, as well as the cost effectiveness of it," Bunin said. 
"When we get ready for midyear budget, we'll have something on paper." 
 
The new office began by working on appeals and misdemeanor cases involving mentally ill 
defendants. It has expanded to include juvenile and felony cases, as part of a four-year pilot program, 
partially funded by a state grant. 
 
Systemic changes 
 
That expansion into the juvenile courts has apparently chafed Phillips. He said early projections for 
the office overestimated the number of cases that would be handled and now the office is trying to 
drum up business. 
 
The public defender office is attempting to "intimidate Harris County judges into using or expanding 
their use of the (office)," the judge wrote. 
 
Phillips said reforms other than the public defender's office have lowered case loads. Those include 
systemic changes, such as a juvenile mental health care docket, an after-school resource center in 
southwest Houston and a diversion program for nonviolent juveniles convicted of misdemeanors. 
 
Those changes were recommendations by the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative, a project of 
the Annie E. Casey Foundation, a private charitable organization that serves disadvantaged children. 
 
In May 2010, county officials said the detention reforms were saving the county $700,000 a month, 
an estimate Phillips seized on. 
 
"The millions of dollars we have saved Harris County should continue to sustain and improve our 
reforms and should not be wasted on another bureaucracy," Phillips wrote. 
 
To start the public defender's office, the first year of the pilot program was funded by a $4.1 million 
grant. The second year, the grant paid 80 percent. For the next two years, the grant is expected to 
pay 20 percent, and the county will pay 80 percent. After four years, the county alone will be paying 
for the agency. 
 
Office defended 
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In response to Phillips' letter, two public defender board members wrote an open letter defending the 
office, saying Harris County has clung for too long on "an outdated system of crony appointments" by 
sitting judges. 
 
"Harris County has upgraded its criminal justice system by establishing a public defender's office," 
wrote Lawrence Finder and George "Mac" Secrest. "Now it's time for the bench and the bar to 
support that organization." 
 
Harris County has to pick up the tab for indigent defendants, whether it is a public defender's office or 
an appointment system. Both camps argue their side is more cost effective and provides better 
representation. 
 
Mike Schneider, another juvenile court judge, is on the board overseeing the public defender's office. 
He declined to comment on Phillips' letter but estimated the office handles about 20 percent of the 
cases in his court. 
 
"This is a pilot program and we're giving them a chance," Schneider said. 

 
Sample Letter to the Editor in Response 
 
As elected officials, members of our government have a responsibility to ensure taxpayer dollars are 
used in the most efficient way possible. As several public defenders contended in a recent article 
(Public defender’s office under attack on costs,” May 5), public defender’s offices are the most 
financially responsible way to ensure we fulfill our constitutional obligation to provide legal 
representation for people who cannot afford it. 
 

A strong public defense system meets Texas’ constitutional obligation and saves the state money by 
eliminating inefficiencies such as the high cost of paying private attorneys, convicting the wrong 
people or having mistrials. That is exactly why Harris County recently established the Harris County 
Public Defender’s office, and exactly why we should support it – because the old system where 
judges simply picked private lawyers to represent people who can’t afford legal counsel is just too 
costly and inefficient.  
 

Just a little over a year after opening, the Harris County Public Defender’s office is already saving the 
county $700,000 a month. Harris County judges should remember these savings to taxpayers when 
the grant that established the Harris County Public Defender’s office runs out in a few years and 
government must prioritize maintaining these cost savings.  

 
NAME POSITION 
ORGANIZATION 
CITY 
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Influence Editorials: Conduct an Editorial Board Meeting 

 
Community members, policymakers, donors, and many other audiences that we work to 
communicate with often read and are influenced by editorials. A favorable editorial on the need for 
public defense reform can help you make progress toward your goals, while one that supports your 
opposition’s viewpoint can impede your efforts. 

 
It’s important to note that an editorial is different from an op-ed. Editorials are written by staff at the 
newspaper and express the paper’s opinion on an issue. Op-eds may be written by staff or outside 
contributors and express solely the author’s opinion. For more information on writing and 
submitting an op-ed, see Opinions Count: Write and Submit an Effective Op-ed in this toolkit. 

 
The following offers tips on requesting, preparing for and conducting an editorial board meeting, as 
well as basic information about how a newspaper’s editorial page generally operates. 

 
What is an editorial board? 
An editorial board is a group of individuals at a newspaper that determine what the paper’s position 
will be on an issue and pen editorials expressing those views. In a nutshell, the editorial board is 
comprised of the writers and editors of the editorial page. 

 
From one newspaper to another, editorial pages vary greatly in their number of staff. A large paper 
such as the Los Angeles Times has several editorial writers with beats, similar to news beat 
reporters, along with an editorial page editor, that make up the board. Smaller papers may have 
only one editorial writer and an editorial page editor that comprise the board. 

 
What is an editorial board meeting? 
Meeting with the editorial board of a local or regional newspaper provides you with the opportunity 
to get across your point of view to the people that determine what the newspaper’s opinion will be 
about a particular issue. During the meeting, you sit with the editorial board members, provide 
information on public defense and ask the paper to consider writing an editorial in support of your 
position. 

 
Who you meet with will depend both on the size of the newspaper and the scope and priority of your 
issue. At a larger newspaper, you might meet with just the writer that covers legal issues. That writer 
could also be joined by one or more interested colleagues. At a smaller paper, you’re more likely to 
simply meet with the entire board, because the board itself is smaller and its members are less likely 
to have assigned issue areas. 

 
When should we request an editorial board meeting? 
There are several times when it may be useful to request an editorial board meeting, including: 
 

 When you are launching a campaign or new program and wish to ask the newspaper to 
editorialize in support of your efforts. 
 

 When you release a report or otherwise have new information that you wish to share with 
the editorial board. (In this case, simply sending a letter and a copy of the report may 
suffice.) However, if the new information is extremely newsworthy and leads to a 
necessary call to action for policymakers or community members, you can meet with the 
board to ask them to call for relevant decision makers to act. 
 

 After a newspaper prints one or more editorials opposing your position, in order to share 



60 
Spitfire Strategies Public Defense Toolkit  
1800 M Street, NW - Suite 300 N - Washington, DC 
(202) 293-6200 

your side of the story with the board. 
 

In general, an editorial board meeting gives you a chance to influence the board’s opinions 
in your favor or, if the paper seems likely to oppose your viewpoint, gives you the 
opportunity to try to move the coverage of your issue in a more favorable direction. 

 
What’s the best way to request an editorial board meeting? 
In preparation for scheduling the meeting, research editorial coverage to see if they have 
editorialized on public defense or other legal issues in the past. (If they have editorialized recently, 
and are on your side, you might not need to schedule a meeting right now, unless you have 
something new to add to the story. In this situation, it would be more appropriate to send a letter to 
the editor expressing your support for the coverage.) 

 
Based upon your research, decide the one to four people (depending on the issue) who should 
serve as the spokespeople at the meeting. These may be staff from your organization, members of 
a coalition, etc. It’s a good idea to assemble a team that will all convey the same message but can 
offer slightly different perspectives. For example, you might include a public defender, a prosecutor 
and a victim’s family member in a meeting to discuss public defense reform. 

 
Contact the editorial page with a letter sent via e-mail, fax or mail. (A sample letter follows in the 
toolkit.) If you can find out the name of the person that writes on your issue, address the letter 
directly to him or her. If you’re unable to do this, address the letter to the editorial page editor. In 
general, the person that writes on your issue will take the lead in scheduling the meeting and will 
help to shepherd you through the process. 

 
When asking for a meeting, briefly outline your position, the people who will attend, and suggest a 
time frame for the meeting, such as a few days of a particular week. Be sure to include any 
information about why the meeting is timely, such as an upcoming event, anniversary, vote on a 
piece of legislation, etc. 

 
How should we prepare for the meeting? 
Once the meeting is secured, ask if you should send materials in advance of the meeting or bring 
them with you. A background packet should include appropriate press releases, fact sheets, and 
op-eds that relate to public defense. You may also include past editorials on the issue by the paper 
that you are meeting with. 

 
It’s a wise idea for the meeting participants to talk in advance of the meeting about how it will go, 
who will speak, and what will be said. Each participant will want to plan to speak for three to five 
minutes. It’s best if everyone is in agreement on what key messages to use and what they are 
asking for. 

 
What happens during the meeting? 
When you go to meet with the editorial board, one participant should act as the moderator. The 
moderator will outline the reason for the meeting, introduce himself/herself and ask other 
participants to briefly introduce themselves. Each participant will speak for three to five minutes on 
his or her perspective on the issue at hand. The moderator will then ask for questions and direct 
them to the appropriate member of the team. Make sure to conclude by asking if there is any more 
information that you can provide. Finally, close the meeting by asking the editorial board to do 
something. The ask will depend on the situation. If the newspaper has not editorialized on public 
defense, you may ask them to editorialize in support of your position. If they’ve written editorials in 
the past that oppose your position, you might ask them to consider the new information that you 
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have provided when writing future editorials. 
 
What should we do after the meeting? 
Follow up after the meeting with a letter thanking the editorial board members that you met with for 
their time and restating your position. Include any materials that you promised to send. 
 
Sample Meeting Request Letter – Reinforcing Safety Message 

 
Dear [Name of Editorial Writer or Editor]: 

 
The first paragraph should identify who you are and the issue you are concerned with. Name the 
problem and the desired solution. 

 
The State Justice Coalition is working to ensure that our justice system keeps everyone in [STATE] 
safe. Without a strong public defense system, mistakes are made that send innocent people to jail 
while the real criminals remain at large. It’s time for our legislators to provide the resources 
necessary for a functioning public defense system that protects our communities. 

 
In the second paragraph, make the case for your solution in two to three sentences. First, describe 
the harm to the community that the problem is causing. Then explain what benefits the solution will 
bring. 

 
When public defenders lack the resources necessary to do their jobs, the results are dangerous: 
excessive caseloads, inadequate preparation for trials, and wrongful convictions of innocent people, 
while the guilty remain at large in our communities. After being represented by a public defender with 
400 other active cases in [COUNTY], John Doe spent eight years in prison for a rape he didn’t 
commit, while the real rapist remained on the loose to assault at least two more women before he 
was finally arrested. If the legislature is serious about keeping our communities safe, it’s time to 
commit the resources needed for a functioning public defense system that makes sure the right 
people are charged with the right crimes. 

 
In the third paragraph, explain why a meeting is necessary now, who would participate in the 
meeting, and the time frame within which you would like it to occur. 

 
The legislature will begin budget hearings next month and has the opportunity to provide the 
resources necessary for a safe and effective public defense system. Judge Fred Roberts; Mary 
Francis, the sister of John Doe; and Chief Public Defender Jane Smith would like to meet with you 
in the next two weeks to discuss how the broken system is impacting every resident in [STATE]. 
I will follow up with you via phone to schedule a meeting. Thank you for your attention.  
 
Sincerely, 
[Name] 
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USEFUL RESOURCES 
 
The following section contains recent quantitative reports and studies that may be relevant to 
your work. These reports cover a range of topics including the misdemeanor court system, the 
cost of under-resourcing public defenders and mass-incarceration of the elderly. 
 
Reports and Studies 
 
National Indigent Defense Reform: The Solution is Multifaceted  
American Bar Association Standing Committee on Legal Air & Indigent Defense and the 
National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers, January 2013 
 
This report provides a blueprint for those who share a passion for improving America’s indigent 
defense systems. It is intended for all those who see the 50th anniversary of Gideon as an 
occasion to renew the commitment to the principle that every accused person in the United 
States must have access to effective counsel.  
 

 
Community-Oriented Defense: Start Now  
Thomas Giovanni, Brennan Center for Justice, July 2012 
 
This report examines the different ways public defender offices across the country are using the 
limited resources they are given to transform the indigent defense system. Offices attain more 
successful outcomes for individual people and entire communities when they can address the 
unique needs of their clients. This report highlights projects that public defender offices have 
implemented over the past year. The projects demonstrate that even by starting small, offices 
can lay the foundation for broader reforms of the indigent defense system.  
 

 
Faces of Failing Public Defense Systems: Portraits of Michigan’s Constitutional Crisis 
American Civil Liberties Union, American Civil Liberties Union of Michigan and Michigan 
Campaign for Justice, April 2011 
 
This report documents nearly $13 million in wasted taxpayer dollars and decades in wasted time 
as it tells the stories of 13 people who were failed by Michigan’s network of county-based public 
defense systems. In each of these cases, flawed public defense systems prevented these 
individuals from obtaining the legal assistance they needed to refute the charges against them 
and prove their innocence. These are not stories about people being exonerated. Instead, these 
are stories about the importance of “getting it right.” 
 

 
System Overload: The Costs of Under-Resourcing Public Defense 
Justice Policy Institute, July 2011 
 
This report argues that by not fully investing in public defense systems, states and counties are 
frequently choosing incarceration over justice, leading to increased costs now and in the future. 
With many states struggling with overwhelming criminal justice populations and incarceration 
costs, the need to address the chronic crisis of public defense is pressing. The report outlines 
holistic and community-based approaches to providing people with more effective public 
defense.  

http://www.abanow.org/wordpress/wp-content/files_flutter/1357574231NIDR_Solution.pdf
http://www.brennancenter.org/content/resource/community-oriented_defense_start_now/
http://www.michigancampaignforjustice.org/docs/MI_failedjustice_bookletFINAL.pdf
http://www.nacdl.org/criminaldefense.aspx?id=20188&libID=20158
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Engaging Unlikely Allies to Achieve Criminal Justice Reform  
The Constitution Project, July 2011 
 
For several decades, the criminal justice reform effort has been dominated by a divisive debate 
between those labeled “tough on crime” and those labeled “soft on crime.” Fortunately, those 
labels have recently begun to dissipate, as some individuals who were previously viewed as 
“tough on crime” have begun to recognize the problems that plague the justice system and the 
urgent need for reforms in a wide variety of areas. The time is ripe for the criminal justice 
community to reach out to these unlikely allies, but traditional language, strategies and tactics 
may need to be modified to successfully engage these individuals.  
 

 
Smart Reform Is Possible: States Reducing Incarceration Rates and Costs While Protecting 
Communities 
American Civil Liberties Union, August 2011 
 
This report documents bipartisan justice reform in six states – Texas, Kansas, Mississippi, 
South Carolina, Ohio and Kentucky – and ongoing efforts in four more – California, Louisiana, 
Maryland and Indiana. Each state profile describes how and why lawmakers in states 
historically seen as “tough on crime” moved from escalating prison growth and costs to 
significant reforms that either have already or are projected to reduce the incarcerated 
population and save public funds. These profiles are intended to provide lawmakers and 
advocates with a practical “how to” guide to reform state prison systems.  
 

 
Community Oriented Defense: Stronger Public Defenders 
Melanca Clark and Emily Savner, Brennan Center for Justice, July 2010 
 
In this report, the Brennan Center presents each of the Community Oriented Defender (COD) 
Ten Principles in the context of profiles of defender programs that are putting the various 
Principles into action. Those cited are but a few of the many defender programs incorporating 
the COD Ten Principles today and represent just some of the many creative ways we hope 
defender programs will begin to integrate these Principles into their own work. 
 

 
Slamming the Courthouse Doors: Denial of Access to Justice and Remedy in America 
American Civil Liberties Union, December 2010 
 
Actions of the executive, federal legislative and judicial branches of the United States have 
seriously restricted access to justice for victims of civil liberties and human rights violations, and 
have limited the availability of effective (or, in some cases, any) remedies for these violations. 
Weakened judicial oversight and recent attempts to limit access to justice by attacking plaintiffs’ 
and defendants’ standing, discovery rights and the courts’ jurisdiction, are denying victims of 
human rights violations their day in court and protecting responsible officials and corporations 
from litigation. This report provides an overview of this problem and recommendations for 
resolving it.  
 

 

http://www.constitutionproject.org/pdf/engagingunlikelyallies.pdf
http://www.aclu.org/files/assets/smartreformispossible_web.pdf
http://www.aclu.org/files/assets/smartreformispossible_web.pdf
http://www.brennancenter.org/content/resource/CODreport/
http://www.aclu.org/files/assets/HRP_UPRsubmission_annex.pdf
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Justice Denied: America’s Continuing Neglect of Our Constitutional Right to Counsel  
National Right to Counsel Committee, April 2009 
 
The dual purposes of this report were to (1) examine, across the country, whether criminal 
defendants and juveniles charged with delinquency who are unable to retain their own lawyers 
receive adequate legal representation that is consistent with decisions of the Supreme Court 
and rules of the legal profession and (2) develop consensus recommendations for achieving 
lasting reforms of the indigent defense system.  
 

 
Minor Crimes, Massive Waste: The Terrible Toll of American’s Broken Misdemeanor Courts 
National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers, April 2009 
 
The explosive growth of misdemeanor cases is placing a staggering burden on American 
courts. Defenders across the country are forced to carry unethical caseloads that leave too little 
time for clients to be properly represented and, as a result, constitutional obligations are left 
unmet and taxpayers’ money is wasted. This report explains, in depth, these and other 
problems observed in misdemeanor courts and offers recommendations for reform. 
 

 
Eight Guidelines of Public Defense Work Related To Excessive Workloads 
American Bar Association, August 2009 
 
These Guidelines are intended for the use of public defense programs and for lawyers who 
provide the representation, when they are confronted with too many persons to represent and 
are thus prevented from discharging their responsibilities under professional conduct rules. In 
addition, because these Guidelines contain important considerations for those responsible for 
indigent defense services, they should be valuable to a number of other audiences, including 
members of boards and commissions that oversee public defense representation, policymakers 
responsible for funding indigent defense, and judges who are called upon to address the 
caseload concerns of those who provide public defense services. Since these Guidelines relate 
directly to the fair, impartial, and effective administration of justice in our courts, they also should 
be of special interest to bar leaders, as well as to the legal profession and to the public. 
 

 
ABA Ten Principles of a Public Defense Delivery System 
American Bar Association, February 2002 
 
The Principles were created as a practical guide for governmental officials, policymakers, and 
other parties who are charged with creating and funding new, or improving existing, public 
defense delivery systems.  The Principles constitute the fundamental criteria necessary to 
design a system that provides effective, efficient, high quality, ethical, conflict-free legal 
representation for criminal defendants who are unable to afford an attorney. 
 

 
Websites, Newsletters and Blogs 
 
The section below includes online newsletters and blogs you may be interested in following. 
Some of these resources cover a variety of human rights issues, while others focus exclusively 
on our nation’s public defense system.  

http://www.nlada.org/DMS/Documents/1239831988.5/Justice%20Denied_%20Right%20to%20Counsel%20Report.pdf
http://www.nacdl.org/criminaldefense.aspx?id=20188&libID=20158
http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/legal_aid_indigent_defendants/ls_sclaid_def_eight_guidelines_of_public_defense.authcheckdam.pdf
http://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/legal_aid_indigent_defendants/ls_sclaid_def_tenprinciplesbooklet.authcheckdam.pdf
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The Sixth Amendment Center has a variety of online resources, including a blog that charts 
the success and failures in our nation’s efforts to provide a meaningful right to counsel. 
 
The National Association of Criminal Defense Lawyers (NACDL) publishes a monthly 
electronic newsletter that covers everything from federal policy to new state advocacy 
opportunities. The NACDL also produces the journal Champion and the Criminal Docket 
podcast. 
 
The Constitution Project’s monthly newsletter has covered issues ranging from the privacy 
implications of cybersecurity to clemency being granted to death row inmates.   
 
The Brennan Center for Justice’s blog is updated several times a week and has covered 
issues ranging from Louisiana’s public defender fees to Supreme Court decisions that have right 
to council implications. The Brennan Center also offers e-alerts that send out news and opinion 
pieces that praise, attack or simply discuss free and low-cost civil legal aid.  
 
The National Legal Aid and Defender Association (NLADA) runs an email list for people 
interested in discussing and receiving updates on indigent defense issues. To subscribe, send a 
request with your name, e-mail address and program or organization to indigentdefense-
sub@nladalistserv.org.  
 
In addition, the NLADA American Council of Chief Defenders (ACCD) runs an email list that is 
open to chiefs and deputies of defender program members, chief defender members and 
individual members who belong to the ACCD section. To subscribe, send a request with your 
name, e-mail address and program or organization to accd-sub@nladalistserv.org. 
 
The American Civil Liberties Union’s Blog of Rights is updated several times a day and has 
covered issues ranging from California’s practice of putting incarcerated pregnant women in 
shackles to comprehensive criminal justice reform.  
 

http://sixthamendment.org/category/pleadingthesixth/
http://www.nacdl.org/News.aspx?id=20756
http://www.nacdl.org/Champion.aspx
http://www.nacdl.org/thecriminaldocket/
http://archive.constantcontact.com/fs092/1101561619973/archive/1110879547351.html
http://www.brennancenter.org/blog/category/civil_right_to_counsel/
http://www.brennancenter.org/content/elerts/
mailto:indigentdefense-sub@nladalistserv.org
mailto:indigentdefense-sub@nladalistserv.org
mailto:accd-sub@nladalistserv.org
http://www.aclu.org/blog

