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Conducting an effective editorial board meeting

What is an editorial board?
Newspapers speak through their editorial page and editorial pages are ultimately  controlled by the editor and/or publisher. Larger papers may have an editorial page editor and  editorial writers to produce the editorial page. At smaller papers, the newspaper editor may also write the editorials. An editorial board is the collection of individuals the newspaper relies on to weigh issues of public interest and express the opinion of the newspaper. Participants may include the publisher, editor, editorial writers and even reporters.

Why meet with the editorial board?

Regular meetings with the editor or others who write editorials in your local newspaper can help maintain good relations and provide a cushion of support and understanding to help weather times of negative publicity. Ideally, a strong relationship with your local newspaper editor or publisher gives you a partner in influencing other community forces and setting the tone for your hospital’s reputation in the community.

The primary goal for scheduling an editorial board meeting may be to maintain regular contact with the local newspaper's power structure.  Obtaining the newspaper's editorial support for a specific course of action may be the secondary goal for the meeting.

Whatever result you are able to obtain is a building block for other advocacy efforts. Editorials in the hometown newspaper will ultimately help influence other local opinion leaders, including state legislators and members of Congress.

How often?

Don’t wait until your situation is desperate. Build the relationship over time with regular meetings – at least once a year – to keep the editor informed and to keep your hospital connected with the community.

Steps for an effective editorial board meeting

Step 1:
Identify the topic and goal.

Even if the goal is generally to develop and maintain a positive relationship with the local newspaper, have a topic in mind that you'd like to discuss when you request an editorial board meeting.  The topic can be as specific as a new service you plan to add or as broad as the hospital's financial outlook.  


TIP – Do your homework.
On a regular basis, someone at your hospital should be reading the local newspaper and developing a sense of how it views key community issues, both on the news pages and the editorial page. The newspaper's views can be gleaned from careful reading of its editorials over time.

TIP – Find common ground.
Once you know the newspaper's (i.e. the editor's or publisher's) key community concerns, you are better able to show how your hospital contributes to the overall good of the community. Personal relationships you develop with the editor or publisher will add to your ability to show how your hospital fits in with his or her overall vision for the community.

TIP – Editors are people, too.
Your ability to talk with your local newspaper editor or publisher about hospital issues will be enhanced if you can talk about other topics as well. A social relationship between the hospital's chief executive and the newspaper's chief executive will help open the door when you need to talk about serious concerns. If the editor is active in Rotary, maybe the hospital CEO should be, too.

TIP – Don't whine.


You will get more mileage from a positive approach than a negative one. 

Even if your situation is bleak, the newspaper already hears from too many whiners and will appreciate a more straightforward approach. For example, if you have to eliminate a popular service, talk about how it will enable the hospital to strengthen its ability to provide the most crucial services.   

Step 2:
Request the meeting.

Call the editor (or at larger papers, the editorial page editor) and ask to schedule an editorial board meeting. Be prepared to specify what you’d like to discuss and whom you would like to bring to the meeting. 

TIP – Don't wait until the last minute.

If there is a particular event you hope to influence or want to explain, call two or more weeks in advance to allow enough time to schedule the meeting. 

TIP – Some days are better than others.
Friday is generally a good day to avoid, when most newspapers are preparing for weekend editions as well as a Monday paper. First of the week is probably the best time to contact editorial page editors. Also, steer clear of the months shortly before elections, when newspaper editorial boards are flooded with candidates seeking editorial support for their campaigns and with advocates for or against ballot issues. 

TIP – Strength does not come in numbers. 

You want to have the right people available to discuss the issue at hand but not so many as to overwhelm the editor, editorial writers and reporters who may sit in on the meeting. Fewer are better.

TIP – Spell it out.

Once you are on the editorial board’s schedule, follow up with a letter or email to confirm the date and time, subject of the meeting and who will attend. 

Step 3:
Prepare the message and the messengers.
Preparation is the key to an effective editorial board meeting. If you aim to persuade the newspaper to take a particular position, communicate clearly what result you are seeking and make the strongest case you can to support your point of view.

TIP – Be a team player. 

Put yourself in the editor's position and try to view your hospital from the perspective of the overall community. Focus on showing how your hospital is a key community asset -- such as by being the largest local employer, a major contributor to the local economy, a key factor in attracting new business and relevant to the overall quality of life in the community.
TIP – Get to the bottom line quickly. 

Be prepared to state the outcome you are seeking from the meeting up front. Then back it up with data, historical perspective, the hospital's vision for the future, etc. Remember you are dealing with professional communicators who pride themselves on being able to see through the window dressing to get to the heart of the matter. Don't make them work too hard at it.

TIP – Don't mix messages. 

If you want to address more than one topic, ask to come back later for another meeting. Stay focused on one issue, rather than laying out all your woes and frustrations.

TIP – Assign tasks.

When several individuals will be participating in an editorial board meeting, determine in advance who will have responsibility for addressing each part of your message. 

TIP – Anticipate questions.

For every point you plan to try to make in the meeting, analyze the likely counterpoints and be prepared to explain your position. 

Step 4:
Hold the meeting.

Plan to assemble those you are bringing to the editorial board meeting in plenty of time to go over the game plan one last time and distribute background materials prepared for the meeting.  

TIP – Bring handouts for everyone.

Ask in advance who is likely to attend the meeting on behalf of the newspaper and bring enough handouts for everyone in the meeting. And it doesn't hurt to have an extra copy available.  

TIP – It's all on the record. 

Don't make the mistake of assuming what you say in an editorial board is only for purposes of writing an editorial. Many newspapers will invite reporters who are covering the issue at hand to sit in on editorial board meetings and use whatever they learn for subsequent news stories. Also, keep in mind what you say is likely to be repeated to others, even if it doesn't show up in print. Don't say anything in an editorial board meeting about your member of Congress, for example, that you wouldn't say directly to him or her.

TIP – Don't get defensive. 

Encounters with those who write editorials are a different animal than dealings with news reporters. While reporters are supposed to remain objective, it is the job of editorial writers to express opinion. They are more likely than reporters to play "devil's advocate" to flush out all sides of an issue, not just the perspective you are pushing. Since you requested the meeting, you are fair game for their challenges to your logic.

TIP – Sum it all up.

As the meeting draws to a close, make sure the last thing you say reiterates the message you are trying to convey in its most basic terms.

Step 5:
Follow up.


After an editorial board meeting, send a letter of thanks to the person in charge of the meeting (editor or editorial page editor). Besides helping to further your relationship, this is an opportunity to restate your key points. 

TIP – Do it now.

The sooner your thank-you letter is sent, the better your potential to influence an editorial. Don't wait to see if you like whatever the newspaper writes about your issue because the editorial may never materialize. 

TIP – Don't complain.
If a subsequent editorial on your issue is not what you hoped for, fight the urge to send the editor a piece of your mind. The old adage applies -- never pick a fight with someone who buys ink by the barrel. Instead, analyze the editorial to help identify weak points in your argument or to learn more about the newspaper's perspective so you will be better armed next time. 

TIP – Watch for future opportunities.

Take advantage of opportunities that may present themselves to continue keeping the editor/editorial page editor informed on your issues, such as by sharing copies of reports to your board or passing along clippings of news reports in other areas in similar situations.  Share reports from OHA or allied hospital associations to also support your case.

Step 6:
Do it all over again!
One editorial board meeting is not enough. The goal is to build a strong relationship of mutual understanding and respect by meeting with your local newspaper on a regular basis. The time invested will be worth the effort, not only in how your newspaper portrays health care issues on the editorial page but also on its news pages.
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