
Taking the Lede:
How advocates can shape news coverage

of the criminal legal system



Some quick table-setting:

● Introductions
● This webinar will go until 1-1:30pm PST/4-4:30pm EST
● This session is being recorded and will be posted in the Prison Policy 

Initiative’s Advocacy Toolkit.
● We’ll include some time for Q&A, but feel free to drop your questions in the 

Q&A box now and we’ll get to them at the end.

So: Why are we here?

https://www.prisonpolicy.org/trainings/


The media doesn’t usually represent incarcerated people, their loved 
ones, or their advocates

● Instead, the media represents the system.
● Politicians and government agencies are regularly, and proactively, in touch 

with the media.
● That can influence news about:

○ Conditions in prisons and jails
○ Crime and community safety
○ How “the system” works

● When it comes to changing policy or preventing regressive laws from being 
passed, this can tip the odds against advocates.



How system actors can influence news coverage: IDOC paper mail bans



More: An attack on elder parole in California reframed as “closing a loophole”



Media-created moral panics/crime waves



What we’ll do in this webinar

● By building relationships and sending smart pitches to reporters, advocates 
can shift the balance of news coverage.

● We’ll go over:
○ Who we’re talking about when we talk about the media
○ Some basic media terminology
○ Different goals to keep in mind with media outreach
○ Two methods of influencing the news
○ Keeping system-impacted sources protected



Who do we mean when we say “the media”?



Who (else) do we mean when we say “the media”?



Common reporter jargon, part 1

“Talking on the record” A reporter talking to a source with 
permission to quote anything the source 
says in their reporting. If a journalist says 
they are looking for “comment,” this is what 
they want.

“Talking on background” or 

“Not for attribution”

A reporter talking to a source with 
permission to paraphrase what the source 
says, but not to quote them.

You can be quoted directly, but without 
your name attached.

“Talking off the record” A reporter talking to a source with the 
understanding that nothing the source says 
will be attributed to the source, either 
quoted or paraphrased.



Common reporter jargon, part 2

“On deadline” A journalist must get a story ready to 
publish or air by a certain time, usually 
before close of the business day.

“Turning in this story/filing this story on 
[day/time]”

A journalist must send a draft of the story 
to their editor by the specified day/time.

Why the difference matters:

● Reporters can often add stuff to a story after they turn in a draft.
● After a deadline, though, they aren’t usually able to make additions or 

changes.



Common reporter jargon, part 3

“Embargoed/under embargo” You are sharing a report or statement with 
a journalist in advance of when you will 
publish it. The reporter is expected not to 
share or publish anything about it until the 
embargo is lifted.

“Offering an exclusive” You are offering a report or statement to a 
journalist in advance of when you publish 
it, with the understanding that if the 
journalist accepts, you will not make the 
same offer to anyone else.



What’s your objective?

Four ways that connecting with a reporter can be fruitful:

● Shaping news coverage
● Getting “clippings”
● Investigating the system
● Putting direct pressure on system actors



Shaping news coverage

When the FCC announced in 
June that it would postpone its 
2024 regulations of prison 
phone calls, we pushed out a 
blog post and sent it to a bunch 
of reporters. This helped 
influence coverage of the FCC’s 
decision, including this article in 
Oklahoma Watch.



A couple years ago, the Nevada 
legislature decriminalized 
several traffic offenses. The 
Fines and Fees Justice Center, 
which pushed for the change, 
also helped shape how that 
change was covered in the 
media.



Getting “clippings”

A clipping is a news story you can share 
around to influence how people view certain 
issues in the system, or get them to pay 
attention.



Clippings: some examples



Clippings, continued

Questions to consider:

● Whose opinion do we want to influence 
about this issue?

● Where are they most likely to get their 
news?

● How is this story going to be distributed?



Investigating the system

Sometimes, journalists can 
augment research that you have 
already done about an aspect of the 
criminal legal system.

For instance, investigations of local 
prison and jail tablet contracts 
have helped us get a better 
understanding of the industry.



Putting pressure on the system

● Going through the media can be a way to get 
prisons, jails, and other agencies to pay 
attention to problems

● Reporters asking questions can get agencies 
to shed light on a problem and, sometimes, to 
commit to solve it





Influencing journalists, formally and informally

Two ways, broadly speaking, of influencing the press:

● Informally, by forging friendly and trusting relationships.
● Formally, by sending pitches.



Forging relationships with “media people”

● Step 1: Say hi!
○ Most reporters have their emails 

posted publicly.
● You don’t need to have a reason to 

reach out
● But, if you’re reaching out with 

some form of correction or 
feedback, come prepared with 
different sources/more 
information



Informal Relationship Building

The biggest shifts in coverage come from relationships, not one-off pitches. Treat media 
work like organizing: build shared analysis over time and move reporters along a spectrum. This work 
can help beats evolve.

Trust invites earlier calls that shape coverage beyond a perfunctory quote at the end of 
a story. When reporters really get to know you, they ask for reality checks before headlines are set, 
which makes space for nuance that challenges official narratives. 

Your expertise is indispensable! You understand so much about this complex, opaque system. You 
know things they don’t know. Offer that knowledge proactively. 







The formal way: pitching journalists

● A pitch is a proposal that a reporter write about a specific topic.
● It’s normal and acceptable to send pitches to reporters you’ve never talked to 

before.
● A great pitch:

○ Gives the reporter a story that is newsworthy
○ Offers resources to help them write it





Pitching is about convincing 
reporters that a topic you care 
about is newsworthy. But what 
does that mean?

As the Purdue Writing Lab explains, 
it is largely about relevance, 
timeliness, and simplification.

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/subject_specific_writing/journalism_and_journalistic_writing/components_of_newsworthiness.html


A highly relevant issue might be 
one that clearly impacts a lot of the 
reporter’s readers or viewers.



A highly timely issue might relate 
closely to another topic already in 
the news.



A simple issue is one that can boil 
down into a skimmable, accessible 
headline.



Two final tips

1. If you can find a reporter who has written about the issue you’re concerned 
about before, even if it was years ago and you have no prior contact with that 
reporter, reach out and make a connection.

2. Pitches that go out early in the day and on Mondays are more successful!



“Is there someone directly impacted I can talk to?”

● Almost every news story is about 
people. That means journalists are 
often looking for an individual to 
interview about their experience 
with the system.

● Making these connections for 
reporters will help you get pitches 
accepted, but it comes with risks 
for the source, especially if they are 
under state supervision.



You control the conversation!

● Get clear on what kind of attention 
this will bring you. Is your interview 
a big part of the story?

● You can ask for questions in advance. 
“This is a big topic and I’d like to 
know what to prepare for.”

● Prepare the journalist for what you 
(or whoever is doing the interview) 
can and can’t talk about.

● Practice talking points to avoid 
leading questions.



You control the conversation, part 2:

Sources who are incarcerated or on supervision face unique risks. Some tips:

● Ask the reporter what they need for their story and why. A background chat 
might be enough.

● You can offer to talk off the record, with an option for the reporter to ask for 
an on-record interview on specific questions later.

● If you don’t already have a trusting relationship with the reporter, do a little 
background research.

● Ask if they will commit to not writing about personal details you don’t want 
mentioned, and to not using dehumanizing language, before the interview.

● And/or, ask the reporter to use a pseudonym for you to protect your safety.
● Make sure the reporter knows how to minimize your risk. This Freedom of the 

Press Foundation guide for interviewing incarcerated people is handy.

https://freedom.press/issues/covering-the-mass-incarceration-system-part-1/
https://freedom.press/issues/covering-the-mass-incarceration-system-part-1/


Q&A

If you have more questions for Wanda and Hannah, don’t hesitate to reach out:

● Wanda: wbertram@prisonpolicy.org
● Hannah: hannah@justjournalism.org

Subscribe to the Prison Policy Initiative newsletter: 
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/

Find us on social media:

● Twitter: @centerforjj, @prisonpolicy
● Instagram: @centerforjustjournalism, @prisonpolicy

mailto:wbertram@prisonpolicy.org
mailto:hannah@justjournalism.org
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/subscribe/

