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Why Develop a Communications Strategy?
In recent years, civil legal aid organizations in the United States have seen traditional sources of
financial support—largely from the federal government—grow smaller. At the same time, the
number and complexity of restrictions placed on the types of cases they can pursue has increased.
In response to the Federal Legal Services Corporation’s (LSC) reduction and restrictions on
funding for civil legal aid, organizations providing these services have sought to increase and
diversify other funding sources, including state legislative funding, city and county funds, private
bar campaigns and foundation grants.  

In the past 10 years, while LSC funding has remained static, other funding sources for civil legal
aid have doubled.  Advocates and supporters also are building political support for legal aid at the
state and local levels. 

Legal aid professionals credit this expanded financial and political support as the result of
building relationships with a broad group of supporters.  Building these relationships has
required “getting the message out” about the value to society of providing legal services to low-
income people.  

Despite the successes in fundraising and “friend-raising,” legal aid still suffers from low
visibility in the public eye, and the resources to support these services are still woefully
inadequate to meet client need.  For national, state and local advocates and supporters to
achieve “equal access under the law for all,” civil legal aid must become much more visible to
funders, the media, policy makers and the general public. 

According to a recent research study done by Belden, Russonello & Stewart (BRS), nearly half of
Americans (49%) are unaware that community-based programs exist to provide civil legal help to
low-income people. Only 13% of Americans say they know that a program of government-funded
civil legal aid exists and also can offer a name that comes reasonably close to describing civil legal aid.

The central communications challenge for legal aid organizations is:

To overcome the anonymity of civil legal aid among the American public in order to develop a base of
support that will, over time, provide adequate funding for civil legal aid and offer increased inde-
pendence to legal aid groups that wish to pursue a broader range of legal and policy advocacy.

Goals of a Communications Strategy
1. To raise the visibility of organizations that provide civil legal aid to poor people.

2. To generate positive feelings and support for civil legal aid among Americans.

3. To translate this visibility and support into increased public and private funding, as well as
political support.
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Target Audiences
Primary Target Groups

1. Opinion-leaders

• To influence both policy-makers and private individuals to support civil legal aid

2. Donors and potential donors

• To make financial contributions 

3. Policy-makers

• To support increased funding from state and local governments

Note that attorneys are likely to be heavily represented in all of the above target groups.

Key Messages
The research shows that, for all audiences, the most persuasive reasons to support civil legal aid
focus on how civil legal aid makes a difference in the lives of individuals, helps people gain access
to justice, and helps everyone obtain their rights, regardless of income.  Fairness and the responsi-
bility to help others are the bedrock values upon which the messages of this campaign are based.
The primary messages are:

1. Legal aid makes a difference in the lives of real people: 

• the single mother, who needs to receive child support in order to feed her children

• the veteran, who will lose his home if he doesn’t receive his disability check

• the abused child, who deserves a safe and loving home.

2. Every person in America deserves equal access to justice.

3. Every person in America should be treated fairly, and should be able to obtain his or her rights,
regardless of income.  

Message Elements
The BRS public opinion data provide a great deal of guidance on the elements that underlie the
messages outlined above and the most effective language to use in introducing and promoting civil
legal aid to the American public.  

Assets to Promote
• The most persuasive way to highlight the need for funding for legal aid is to illustrate your

messages with stories about low-income individuals who clearly have no place else to turn.
Focus on the results of legal aid’s efforts for clients rather than the process of how these results
are achieved.

• Explain that legal aid makes a difference in the lives of individuals; that it helps people gain
access to justice, and helps everyone obtain his or her rights.
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• Support for legal aid is highest when it is described as providing legal advice to help children,
victims of domestic violence, veterans, or the elderly.  Support is slightly less when legal aid’s
work is described as “going to court” or negotiating with government agencies.

• Speak about fairness and justice, rather than talking about access to the courts or to an attorney.
Fairness and justice are values that direct audiences’ attention to the outcomes of civil legal aid.  

• Speaking of access to the courts or access to an attorney directs audiences’ attention to
mechanisms and processes, which are much less effective in generating support for civil legal
aid.

• Use the term “civil legal aid” rather than “legal services.”  The former is more descriptive and
understandable.  Whenever possible, use the specific name of the local legal aid office.
Emphasizing the local program is most effective in building support.

• Since the program is unknown to most of the public, communications should always include a
brief description of the work of civil legal aid, either through an individual story or a simple
statement.  For example, you might say, “Civil legal aid offices provide advice and help with
legal matters for people with no place else to turn.”

Challenges to Deflect
• Challenges to legal aid are driven primarily by negative attitudes toward government assistance

programs, rather than by views of lawyers, the courts, or access to courtrooms for low-income
people.  

• Therefore, it is more important to deflect the label of “wasteful government program” than it is
to spend time countering attacks about “frivolous” lawsuits or explaining why poor people need
representation in court for civil matters.  

• The best way to deflect challenges is to keep your focus on the proactive messages discussed
above, highlighting the personal stories of individuals and positive outcomes for clients and
communities to illustrate the importance of civil legal aid.

Tactics
Following are some proven tactics for conveying key messages to target audiences.  Many of these
are specific to the media, but the media is not your only venue for communicating to your target
audiences.  In some localities, certain tactics will be more effective than others, depending upon
community norms and customs.  You are the expert on what is likely to work best in your area, so
let common sense and experience be your guide.  

Keep in mind that the messenger is an important part of the message.  In other words, who is
carrying your message (e.g. who makes a presentation to a particular group or signs an op-ed or
letter to the editor) has an impact on the audience and how the message is perceived.  Therefore,
you will want to carefully choose your messengers for maximum credibility and influence. In some
cases, the messenger may need to differ depending on the segment of your target audiences that
you are trying to reach.  
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• There is broad public support for the concept of legal aid.  Close to
nine in 10 Americans (89%) agree that legal help for civil matters
should be provided for low-income people. Over half (55%) of the
public strongly agrees with this sentiment. Eight in 10 (82%; 42%
strongly) even support the idea when it is described as a government -
funded program.  

• Such potential widespread support means that we can employ a broad
message to reach all Americans, rather than narrow-casting different
messages to different groups.  The public opinion data indicate that
liberals, divorced adults, residents of the south, as well as minorities,
low-income adults, women, and young people are the most supportive,
while conservatives and upper-income people are the least.  However,
the central point is that a clear majority of every group supports civil
legal aid.  Therefore, everyone is a target for a general public education
effort.

• Perceived lack of need is a major barrier to support. Only 13% of
Americans say they know that a program of government-funded civil
legal aid exists and also can offer a name that comes reasonably close to
describing civil legal aid. Only a third (33%) of Americans believe that
low-income people have a very difficult time getting legal help with
civil matters.  

• This lack of perceived need is a bigger problem than two other barriers
which surfaced in the research.  One is the government-program aspect
of legal aid, which is highly decisive to a small segment of the
population. Only 15% oppose spending tax dollars on government help
to the poor, and this 15% is not likely to support funds for civil legal
aid.  The other barrier is the worry over too many lawsuits and
lawyers—a feeling that is widespread but one which Americans can hold
and still support civil legal aid. 

The small percentage that opposes government help to the poor probably
cannot be won over, but the many Americans who worry about lawsuit
abuse can put those worries aside and support legal aid. 

•The implication of these findings is simple:  the most important
challenge to address in communications is the sheer invisibility of civil
legal aid.  The public would support civil legal aid if it knew the
program existed. Therefore, our central communications goal must be
to inform the public about the program.  
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The research behind the message

What is the best way to introduce civil legal aid?  The public opinion data
provide much guidance on what is most relevant.

• Americans broadly support all types of civil legal aid.  Broad majorities
support helping poor people with legal problems, from helping an
elderly woman solve a landlord-tenant dispute to assisting local
residents in their legal fight to keep an incinerator from locating in their
neighborhood.  However, support is highest when it is described as
providing legal advice to help children, victims of domestic violence,
veterans, or the elderly who are in desperate need.  Support is slightly
less when legal aid’s work is described as going to court or negotiating
with government agencies.  

• Fairness, equality, and responsibility to help others in need are the key
values that underlie public support for civil legal aid.  The most
persuasive reasons to support civil legal aid focus on how civil legal aid
makes a difference in the lives of individuals, helps people gain access to
justice, and helps everyone obtain their rights. 
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The research has informed us that the central challenge is to overcome
the anonymity of civil legal aid.  We must introduce the program to
America in a way that is consistent with Americans’ values.  In doing so,
we have developed universal message elements.  They should guide com-
munications on the importance of civil legal aid on both the national and
local levels and across all regions.  

We believe that the message advice outlined below can be just as effective
in Boston as in Birmingham or Bakersfield.  We encourage those commu-
nicating on civil legal aid across the country to use this message advice as
the basis for telling the story of legal aid through specific local examples.
At the same time, we recognize that every location has its own character-
istics, customs, symbols, images, and ways of speaking.  Therefore, those
working on the local level should, where appropriate, take the general
message we have developed and make it their own. 

The universal message elements are outlined below:

• For all audiences, a positive message on civil legal aid should place two
values front and center:  responsibility to care for others who are in
desperate need and the value of fairness.

• We can best communicate these values through stories of hope.  Focus
on people who were struggling against injustice and who had no place
else to turn, but who overcame their problems with the help of civil
legal aid.  

• Simple stories of a vulnerable individual are best when they make it
clear that:  a) the person truly needed legal advice, as opposed to some
other social service, b) the person tried other sources and could not get
help except from the Legal Aid office, and c) a serious injustice was
avoided because Legal Aid stepped in and helped an individual.

• Similarly, focusing on individuals in need is more easily understood and
acceptable than claims that civil legal aid will solve community
problems.
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Elements of a message and advice on Communicating about Civil legal aid

• Focus on the results of legal aid’s efforts for clients rather than the
process of how these results are achieved.  The public wants to know
the outcome:  who was helped, what injustice was corrected, what need
was filled?  Describing the work involved in achieving these outcomes
distracts from their power and can weaken support for civil legal aid. 

• Since the program is unknown to most of the public, communications
should always include a brief description of the work of civil legal aid,
either through an individual story or a simple statement.  For example,
it can be as simple as: “civil legal aid offices provide advice and help
with legal matters for people with no place else to turn.”

• Nationally, the term civil legal aid is more descriptive and understand-
able to people than “legal services,” which sounds generic.  However,
the best name to use is the name of the local legal aid office.
Emphasizing the local program is most effective in building support.

• “Access to justice” is a more effective phrase than “access to lawyers,”
and to a lesser extent, “access to the courts,” when describing civil legal
aid. Access to justice describes the desired result, the other phrases
describe the process.

Overall Message

• Civil legal aid offices in your community offer advice and help with
legal matters for people with no place else to turn.  From helping a
single mom collect the child support she deserves, or helping an elderly
person overturn an unlawful eviction notice, civil legal aid is working in
your community, to help people when their rights are denied. 

• Civil legal aid fights for fairness.
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Sticky Ideas

From “Crafting a Message that Sticks, an Interview with Chip Heath”
by Larry T. Mendonca and Matt Miller

The McKinsey Quarterly, November 2007

Chip Heath is a professor at the Stanford Graduate School of Business who has long
investigated why some communications succeed while others fail. In this article he
explains how executives can make their ideas “stick” with multifaceted audiences.

A sticky idea is one that people understand when they hear it, that they remember
later on, and that changes something about the way they think or act.

Sticky Ideas : Six Basic Traits

Simplicity. Messages are most memorable if they are short and deep. Glib sounds bites
are short, but they don’t last. Proverbs such as the golden rule are short but also deep
enough to guide the behavior of people over generations.

Unexpectedness. Something that sounds like common sense won’t stick. Look for the
parts of your message that are uncommon sense. Such messages generate interest and
curiosity.

Concreteness. Abstract language and ideas don’t leave sensory impressions; concrete
image do. Compare “get an American on the moon in this decade” with “seize leadership
in the space race through targeted technology initiatives and enhanced team-based
routines.”

Credibility. Will the audience buy the message? Can a case be made for the message
or is it a confabulation of spin? Very often, a person trying to convey a message cites
outside experts when the most credible source is the person listening to the message.
Questions – “have you experienced this?” – are often more credible than outside
experts.

Emotions. Case studies that involve people also move them. “We are wired,” Heath
writes, “to feel things for people, not abstractions.”

Stories. We all tell stories every day. Why? “Research shows that mentally rehearsing a
situation helps us perform better when we encounter that situation,” Heath writes.
“Stories act as a kind of mental flight simulator, preparing us to respond more quickly
and effectively.”
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The Seven Secrets of Inspiring Leaders
Carmine Gallo's research reveals techniques common to the
leaders who best know how to inspire their employees,
investors, and customers

by Carmine Gallo

October 10, 2007, Business Week Online

American business professionals are uninspired. Only 10% of employees look forward to going
to work and most point to a lack of leadership as the reason why, according to a recent Maritz
Research poll. But it doesn't have to be that way. All business leaders have the power to inspire,
motivate, and positively influence the people in their professional lives.

For the past year, I have been interviewing renowned leaders, entrepreneurs, and educators who
have an extraordinary ability to sell their vision, values, and themselves. I was researching their
communications secrets for my new book, Fire Them Up. What I found were seven techniques
that you can easily adopt in your own professional communications with your employees,
clients, and investors.

1. Demonstrate enthusiasm—constantly. Inspiring leaders have an abundance of passion for
what they do. You cannot inspire unless you're inspired yourself. Period. Passion is something I
can't teach. You either have passion for your message or you don't. Once you discover your
passion, make sure it's apparent to everyone within your professional circle. Richard Tait
sketched an idea on a napkin during a cross-country flight, an idea to bring joyful moments to
families and friends. His enthusiasm was so infectious that he convinced partners, employees,
and investors to join him. He created a toy and game company called Cranium. Walk into its
Seattle headquarters and you are hit with a wave of fun, excitement, and engagement the likes of
which is rarely seen in corporate life. It all started with one man's passion.

2. Articulate a compelling course of action. Inspiring leaders craft and deliver a specific,
consistent, and memorable vision. A goal such as "we intend to double our sales by this time
next year," is not inspiring. Neither is a long, convoluted mission statement destined to be tucked
away and forgotten in a desk somewhere. A vision is a short (usually 10 words or less), vivid
description of what the world will look like if your product or service succeeds. Microsoft's
Steve Ballmer once said that shortly after he joined the company, he was having second
thoughts. Bill Gates and Gates' father took Ballmer out to dinner and said he had it all wrong.
They said Ballmer saw his role as that of a bean counter for a startup. They had a vision of
putting a computer on every desk, in every home. That vision—a computer on every desk, in
every home—remains consistent to this day. The power of a vision set everything in motion.
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3. Sell the benefit. Always remember, it's not about you, it's about them. In my first class at
Northwestern's Medill School of Journalism, I was taught to answer the question, "Why should
my readers care?" That's the same thing you need to ask yourself constantly throughout a
presentation, meeting, pitch, or any situation where persuasion takes place. Your listeners are
asking themselves, what's in this for me? Answer it. Don't make them guess.

4. Tell more stories. Inspiring leaders tell memorable stories. Few business leaders appreciate
the power of stories to connect with their audiences. A few weeks ago I was working with one of
the largest producers of organic food in the country. I can't recall most, if any, of the data they
used to prove organic is better. But I remember a story a farmer told. He said when he worked
for a conventional grower, his kids could not hug him at the end of the day when he got home.
His clothes had to be removed and disinfected. Now, his kids can hug him as soon as he walks
off the field.

No amount of data can replace that story. And now guess what I think about when I see the
organic section in my local grocery store? You got it. The farmer's story. Stories connect with
people on an emotional level. Tell more of them.

5. Invite participation. Inspiring leaders bring employees, customers, and colleagues into the
process of building the company or service. This is especially important when trying to motivate
young people. The command and control way of managing is over. Instead, today's managers
solicit input, listen for feedback, and actively incorporate what they hear. Employees want more
than a paycheck. They want to know that their work is adding up to something meaningful.

6. Reinforce an optimistic outlook. Inspiring leaders speak of a better future. Robert Noyce, the
co-founder of Intel, said, "Optimism is an essential ingredient of innovation. How else can the
individual favor change over security?" Extraordinary leaders throughout history have been more
optimistic than the average person. Winston Churchill exuded hope and confidence in the darkest
days of World War II. Colin Powell said that optimism was the secret behind Ronald Reagan's
charisma. Powell also said that optimism is a force multiplier, meaning it has a ripple effect
throughout an organization. Speak in positive, optimistic language. Be a beacon of hope.

7. Encourage potential. Inspiring leaders praise people and invest in them emotionally. Richard
Branson has said that when you praise people they flourish; criticize them and they shrivel up.
Praise is the easiest way to connect with people. When people receive genuine praise, their doubt
diminishes and their spirits soar. Encourage people and they'll walk through walls for you.

By inspiring your listeners, you become the kind of person people want to be around. Customers
will want to do business with you, employees will want to work with you, and investors will
want to back you. It all starts with mastering the language of motivation.

Carmine Gallo is a Pleasanton, Calif. communications coach and author of the book, Fire Them
Up! (John Wiley & Sons; October, 2007).
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Mastering the Presentation Game
By Carmine Gallo

June 29, 2006, Business Week Online

Here are the key points to keep in mind to ensure your next presentation is as flawless as
a pro's golf game

I'm taking golf lessons. Again. I got tired of struggling on the golf course, knowing that some simple
corrections in my technique would make all the difference. My instructor is bringing me back to the
basics—grip, posture, take-away, etc. We're working on all aspects of the game—from "tee to green," as
they say. You win tournaments when all the elements of your game click. It's the same with presentation
coaching. When I work with a new client, I make sure he or she masters every aspect of an electrifying
presentation—from start to finish. Let's break down the elements of a magnificent presentation from "tee
to green."

Preparation (The Grip)
Just as many golfers don't prepare their hands and posture for a proper take-away, most presenters get in
trouble by not preparing to talk. They fail to get inside the heads of their listeners before they speak a
word. Before you begin to create a presentation, ask yourself three questions:

1. How much does my listener know about my product, service, etc.?
The answer to this question will help you decide what points to make and how much time to spend on
those elements.

2. What action do I want them to take?
Think "next steps." Every element of your presentation should have the aim of prepping your listener to
take the next step whether it's a follow-up meeting, an action, or a purchase!

3. Why should they care?
This last question is all important. I repeat: Why should they care? Those four words are on the minds of
every person in your audience—a boss, an employee, a potential customer—it doesn't matter. Through
every step of your presentation, they're asking themselves, "Why do I care?" Make sure you sell the
benefit of your product or service.

Content (The Full Swing)
Once you've prepared yourself to deliver a sensational presentation, you're ready to take a full swing by
crafting the content. Ask yourself the following questions:

1. Does my presentation grab listeners from the start?
Give your audience a reason to care about your message right out of the gate. In the first 90 seconds of
your presentation, tell your listeners what they can expect to get out of our talk. Will they learn valuable
information that will make them more productive? Will you save them money? Make them money? Tell
them so.
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2. Is my message as clear as possible?
Many presenters fill their presentations with mind-numbing jargon that few outsiders recognize. CNBC
host Suze Orman once told me that one of the keys behind her success as a financial planner was her
ability to talk about complicated financial topics in terms everyone could understand.

3. Is my presentation concise?
Don't speak longer than you have to in order to make your point. Listeners retain much of what they hear
in a 20-minute time frame. After 20 minutes, however, retention rates drop dramatically. Edit yourself for
clarity and conciseness.

Packaging (The Short Game)
Golf instructors will tell you that most amateurs spend nearly all of their practice time attempting to hit
the heck out of their drivers while ignoring the "short game (chipping, pitching, putting, etc.)." Phil
Mickelson's coach, Dave Pelz, says 80% of your score is determined by your short game. Most speakers
spend little if any time thinking about their short game—body language and visual impression. But body
language and visual impression account for 90% of the impact speakers have on listeners. Here are some
simple keys to improving your image:

1. Don't speak in a monotone.
Add inflections to your voice. Raise your volume; lower it. Speed up during some parts; slow down at
others. In other words, add animation to your voice (see BusinessWeek.com, (see BusinessWeek.com,
6/6/06, "To Be a Leader, Talk Like One").

2. Exude confident body language. Don't stand in front of an audience looking at the floor with your
hands in your pocket. Stand tall, maintain eye contact and use hand gestures to make your point.

3. Dress like a leader.
Listeners will form an impression about you before you speak a word. What does your wardrobe say
about you? Does it say you're professional, attentive to detail, stylish and put together? I once heard a
great piece of advice—don't dress for the position you have, dress for the role you want to have! (see
BusinessWeek.com, 6/3/06, "Dress the Part of a Leader").

See yourself as others see you
Finally, videotaping a golf lesson is a valuable tool to help a player see their faults and to make some
quick corrections. It's the same with a presentation. When was the last time you saw yourself on video?
Most of my clients have never seen themselves giving a full presentation. When they do, my job becomes
easy because they usually pick up on their own "faults" and make quick corrections.

Some people notice that that they stare at their notes instead of making eye contact with their listeners.
Once they see it for themselves, they don't make the same mistake twice. Some people catch themselves
shuffling or fidgeting and correct it immediately. If you have access to a video camera, do yourself a
favor and tape yourself once in a while. It's amazing at how much you'll improve in no time.

Just as great golfers work on every aspect of their game, you too should work on all elements of your
presentation. A great idea or topic for your presentation will do little good if everything doesn't click from
start to finish, from "tee to green."



Carmine Gallo © 2003

ELEVATOR PITCH

An elevator pitch is a concise, carefully planned, well-rehearsed and inspirational
description of your organization or cause that your grandmother would understand in 30
seconds or less. It’s a “hook” that grabs the attention of your audience. An ideal pitch
answers the following four questions:

What is your service, organization or cause?
What problem do you solve?
How are you different?
Why should I care? (can vary based on audience)

Example:
Language Line Services is the world’s largest provider of phone interpretation services for
companies who want to connect with their non-English speaking customers. Every twenty-three
seconds, someone who doesn’t speak English enters the country. When they call a hospital, a bank,
an insurance company, or 911, it’s likely that a Language Line interpreter is on the other end. We
help you talk to your customers, patients, or sales prospects in one hundred fifty languages!

What is your service, organization, or cause?
“Language Line is the world’s largest provider of phone interpretation services.”

What problem do you solve?
“Every twenty-three seconds, someone who doesn’t speak English enters the country. When you call
a hospital, a bank, an insurance company, or 911, it’s likely that a Language Line interpreter is on
the other end.”

Why should I care?
“We help you talk to your customers, patients, or sales prospects in one hundred fifty languages.”

Let’s Try It:

What is your service, organization, or cause?

What problem do you solve?

How are you different?

Why should I care?


