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Public Health Communications Toolkit
Toolkit Overview: How to Use This Toolkit 

 This communications toolkit was created by the National Association of County and City Health Officials (NACCHO) to help local health departments (LHDs) effectively communicate about local public health. As a critical component of the local infrastructure, an LHD must be an effective advocate for itself, which requires excellence in communication. This toolkit suggests practical ways to succeed in this important activity.  The centerpiece of the toolkit is a set of three different fact sheets describing the role local health departments play in the communities they serve. 

The first section of the toolkit provides the three fact sheets and offers suggestions about how to customize them for use in your own communities.

The second section describes the importance of building relationships with the media and includes specific tools and strategies that can be used to reach the media, with emphasis on using one of the fact sheets described above to supplement your efforts.

The third section provides tips for reaching policymakers and effectively delivering your message, with suggestions for incorporating a fact sheet in your efforts.

The final section describes the Operational Definition project. The three fact sheets in this toolkit were derived from the Operational Definition to provide concise and clear ways to define local public health to a variety of audiences. While the fact sheets generally describe what local public health does, the Operational Definition describes what each person can reasonably expect its LHD to provide. 

Fact Sheets
The following three fact sheets illustrate different approaches to describing the roles of a local health department. A description of each fact sheet and how it was developed is included.

The fact sheets are designed to help you communicate about the role of local public health with your peers, your community, the media and policymakers. They are written to communicate across diverse audiences. We suggest that LHDs choose among these fact sheets—or mix and match language from the different fact sheets—to communicate with different audiences as appropriate.

FACT SHEETS INCLUDE 

Fact Sheet 1
This fact sheet provides a general overview of the functions of an LHD and references both directly and indirectly most of the Ten Essential Services from the Operational Definition. It was tested with focus groups representing the “general public” and is intended to convey a sense of the vitality and versatility of LHDs and how powerfully LHDs relate to people’s lives. 

Additionally, we have provided a copy of this fact sheet with local examples included from Marquette County, Michigan illustrating how the health department serves that particular community. We suggest that you create your own examples to insert into the fact sheet. In developing examples remember that a good example will resonate with the specific, intended audience by showing “what’s in it for me;” will reflect events that have been in the news; and is likely to produce impressive outcomes. The example should be worded in a way that paints a picture, is brief and easy to understand, avoids jargon, and transfers well to situations where it is read at a public meeting or on a newscast.  

Fact Sheet 2

This fact sheet is the most technical and specific of the three fact sheets when defining the role of local public health and is most closely aligned with the Ten Essential Public Health Services from the Operational Definition. It was survey-tested with a group of individuals representing various facets of governmental public health, such as LHDs, state health agencies, Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). It is intended illustrate a fairly comprehensive picture of the diverse and numerous public health functions LHDs perform. 

Fact Sheet 3 

This fact sheet uses short phrases and specific examples to provide an overview of local public health focused mostly on results and outcomes. Every example in this fact sheet might not be applicable to your particular agency’s activities.  We encourage you to delete or substitute examples that are not relevant to your LHD and instead use examples appropriate to your community. The fact sheet was survey-tested among a group of policymakers. The intent of the fact sheet is to emphasize that LHDs are a terrific investment and that policymakers can rely confidently on their information, expertise and advice. 
How to Use the Fact Sheets in Communicating
When talking to the media, the community or policymakers about local public health, there are a few key things to remember:

Speak in plain English and avoid “public health speak” 

Imagine that you are at a social event with people that do not work in public health. How would you describe what you do and the services an LHD provides? You would probably use less technical terms and you would provide examples people can easily relate to. Across all your communications efforts, you should use understandable and jargon-free language and vivid, descriptive examples whenever possible.

Focus on outcomes, not process

The Operational Definition does an effective job at describing all the processes that public health agencies engage in to achieve results. However, in communicating with your audiences about public health, you should try to focus on outcomes as much as possible. Although significant work is accomplished during workshops, meetings, partnerships and planning sessions, let your audiences know what was achieved and how safety or quality of life was improved in their community.

Use stories and examples to illustrate your point

In addition to focusing on outcomes, make sure to provide specific and colorful stories and examples. Fact Sheet 1 describes how you can incorporate specific examples from your own community into the fact sheets.  
In other toolkit sections, we provide more detail on how you might work with the media and policymakers to educate them about the role of local public health. Below is a brief list of ideas, many of which were drawn from successful experiences of LHDs, on how you might use the fact sheets in your community and when working with colleagues.  

· Incorporate a fact sheet into presentations to town councils, legislative committees, community forums, classes or seminars and other groups 

· Post a fact sheet on Web sites and at front desks or bulletin boards in schools, clinics, hospitals, etc. 

· Distribute a fact sheet at local fairs, conferences, community meetings, Board of Health meetings, etc. 

· Use a fact sheet to help educate and orient Board of Health members, employees, community partners and students 
· Provide a fact sheet to local policymakers and media as an accompaniment to an interview, a component of a media kit, an attachment to written testimony, or part of a response to a request for information.
 
Fact Sheet 1
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              What Does the Local Health Department Do in Your Community?

Your local health department (LHD) –you may know it as your local “health department” or “public health department”—is a leader in improving the health and well-being of your community. This fact sheet describes the roles performed by LHDs in communities throughout the United States.
· Protects you from health threats, the everyday and the exceptional. Your LHD guards multiple fronts to defend you from any health threat, regardless of the source, and works tirelessly to prevent disease outbreaks. Your LHD makes sure the tap water you drink, the restaurant food you eat and the air you breathe are all safe. It’s ready to respond to any health emergency—be it bioterrorism, SARS, West Nile Virus or an environmental hazard.  

“Not content with merely a “clipboard” role checking for compliance with regulations, Marquette County (MI) food service health inspectors organize and conduct classes to advise restaurant managers how best to meet current food safety standards. These inspectors are resources as well as enforcers.”

· Educates you and your neighbors about health issues. Your LHD gives you information that allows you to make healthy decisions every day, like exercising more, eating right, quitting smoking or simply washing your hands to keep from spreading illness. They provide this information through public forums in your community, public service announcements in the media, programs in schools, health education in homes and clinics, and detailed Web sites. During a public health emergency, your LHD provides important alerts and warnings to protect your health.
“Effective health education can be fun and can promote creativity and self-esteem.  Marquette County (MI)’s Health Education Division sponsors annual school-based tobacco control billboard contests. Kids’ winning designs are displayed on highway billboards throughout the county.” 

· Provides healthy solutions for everyone. Your LHD offers the preventive care you need to avoid chronic disease and to help maintain your health. It provides flu shots for the elderly and helps mothers obtain prenatal care that gives their babies a healthy start. Your LHD also helps provide children with regular check-ups, immunizations, and good nutrition to help them grow and learn.
“Health professionals and seniors know that foot problems are a major source of disability.  Every month, public health nurses hold foot care clinics at every senior center in Marquette County (MI). The nurses examine feet for problems, refer clients for assistance, and provide counseling on how to avoid disease complications and discomfort and “be a friend to your feet.”

· Advances community health.  Your LHD plays a vital role in developing new policies and standards that address existing and emerging challenges to your community’s health while enforcing a range of laws intended to keep you safe. Your LHD is constantly working—through research and rigorous staff training—to maintain its unique expertise and deliver up-to-date, cutting-edge health programs.
“Treatment for HIV/AIDS has evolved rapidly during the last several years. The staff of the Marquette County (MI) health department keeps up to date in preventing the spread of this awful epidemic through periodic, state-run training sessions.”
Fact Sheet 2
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                             The Role of Local Health Departments

This fact sheet briefly describes what every person, regardless of where they live, can reasonably expect from their local health department (LHD). LHDs protect and improve community well-being by preventing disease, illness and injury and impacting social, economic and environmental factors fundamental to excellent health. The LHD is the foundation of the local public health system that comprises public- and private-sector health care providers, academia, business, the media, and other local and state governmental entities.  Adapting to local circumstances, LHDs vary in the strategies and tactics used to protect and improve community well-being. 
· Track and investigate health problems and hazards in the community. LHDs gather and analyze data on the community’s health to determine risks and problems. This information drives specific programs and activities designed to control multiple threats: both communicable and chronic diseases; food, water, insect and other “vector-borne” outbreaks; biological, chemical and radiological hazards; and public health disasters. 

· Prepare for and respond to public health emergencies. As a result of extensive and ongoing preparation, LHDs respond quickly and effectively to disease outbreaks and other public health events—they are intensively trained to respond to increases in the incidence of diseases, natural disasters, and acts of terrorism.  They coordinate delivery of drugs, supplies, and provisions to victims and populations at risk.  They keep the public informed and serve as the network hub for community hospitals, physicians, and other health care providers.

· Develop, apply and enforce policies, laws and regulations that improve health and ensure safety. Acting on their knowledge about their community, LHDs create data-driven policies to meet health needs and address emerging issues. They help craft sound health policies by providing expertise to local, state and federal decision makers. LHDs also inform individuals and organizations about public health laws while monitoring and enforcing compliance. 

· Lead efforts to mobilize communities around important health issues. With local and state government agencies, businesses, schools, and the media, LHDs spearhead locally organized health promotion and disease prevention campaigns and projects. They galvanize the community to tackle disease prevention and personal health care needs. LHDs also educate and encourage people to lead healthy lives through community forums; public workshops and presentations; and public service announcements.
· Link people to health services. LHDs connect people with personal health services, including preventive and health promotion services, either in the community or as close to the community as possible. They also advocate for development of needed programs and services in underserved populations and continuously monitor the quality and accessibility of public health services.  

· Achieve excellence in public health practice through a trained workforce, evaluation, and evidence-based programs. LHDs recruit and develop skilled workers with expertise in core public health competencies. They ensure that public health workers update their knowledge and skills through continuing education, training and leadership development activities. They regularly evaluate the effectiveness of all programs and activities using evidence-based standards and strive to adapt successful interventions from other communities.
Fact Sheet 3
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  Local Health Officials: Using Science to Protect People

Applying proven, cost-effective methods, health professionals in local health departments prevent disease and avoid unnecessary medical expenditures.  This fact sheet provides illustrative examples of how local public health protects the community.  The examples are not exhaustive, nor does every local health department engage in each activity.

They guard and protect against threats:  Investigating disease outbreaks spread through the city’s water supply, hotels, homes and businesses.  Inspecting restaurants for safety and cleanliness.  Screening pregnant women and children for costly, treatable and preventable diseases.  Responding swiftly to health threats from natural disasters and terrorist attacks.  Managing protection against West Nile virus, SARS, pandemic flu and Lyme disease.
They provide leadership:  Defending against emerging infections. Assuring that scarce flu vaccines reach people most at risk.  Promoting health and disease prevention strategies.  Advocating for better health through public policy.  Empowering people and providing necessary preventive care.  

They improve health and safety:  Responding first when outbreaks occur.  Preventing substance abuse.  Examining wild animals for disease.  Exterminating mosquitoes, rats and other disease-carrying threats.  Checking seniors’ blood pressure.  Enforcing health and safety regulations.  Providing life-saving vaccines to children.


They share their knowledge:  Teaching people about nutrition and exercise.  Cooperating with physicians, emergency personnel and hospitals.  Training new professionals.  Evaluating programs.  Educating communities to help prevent diseases like HIV.

Our local health departments are as necessary as police, firefighters and medical personnel to respond to emergencies and protect community health and safety. They’re an essential and cost-effective public investment.
Building Relationships with Media

The media are an effective conduit for delivering your messages and your story to the people you want to reach, and can be vital to gaining wide public understanding of your LHD’s role. Understanding the media and building relationships are key components to communicating about local public health.  The fact sheets include information about the role of local public health that can be shared in your media outreach efforts and provide examples that you can use in your discussions with media. In addition to using the fact sheets to educate the media, we outline other effective strategies below to help build relationships with the media. 

Understanding the Media

Before you speak with a reporter, take the time to learn what she/he writes about and who their audience is. This is very easy to do using the Internet.  Many papers publicize their circulation. Try to gauge how steeped a reporter might be on your issue based on their coverage of similar issues. Many reporters are fairly well-versed in many of the issues you care about, and you will be able to have a different type of conversation with these reporters than you might with someone who is likely covering several different beats. Obviously, a local reporter will need more angles related to the community, whereas a national reporter will probably be looking for how these issues affect national policy.  

Different types of media will require slightly different messages. For example, on a TV or radio talk show, your responses will need to be much shorter “sound bites” than those you might give to a newspaper or magazine reporter. Each reporter looks for something slightly different. Familiarize yourself with the type of coverage various outlets give issues prior to talking to reporters. 

Tools for Communicating 

The following are brief details about some effective tools to build relationships with the media: 

Desksides or One-on-Ones.  Good media relations is all about the relationship you build with journalists who cover your issue. Reporters have busy schedules but they are always receptive to learning something new about their beat. Take the time to arrange a brief meeting in their offices or at a nearby coffee shop to give them a new angle to a story or a heads up about an upcoming event or new program. The lead expert on the issue should attend the meeting armed with key messages, a fact sheet and other important background materials about the LHD. This is also an important way to establish yourself as a local resource over time to reporters. By nurturing your relationship with your local reporter, you become a reliable source they can turn to even when they are not writing about your issue but need guidance for another story.

Fact Sheets, Issue Briefs.  Reporters would rather have an issue brief versus a journal article; a fact sheet with statistics, examples and messages rather than a book or brochure. One suggestion is to leave a fact sheet from this toolkit behind after a meeting with the media or use the language and examples from them in your conversations. The bottom line is that whether the message is spoken or written, it needs to be concise and kept to one or two pages—much like the provided fact sheets.  

News Release. This is probably the most common way to get information out to the news media. 

Pitch Letter. Similar to a news release, but shorter and less formal. A pitch letter can be placed in the body of an email and state in a few brief paragraphs your main message and what you hope they might write about.

The Telephone. Call reporters and give them your pitch or story idea directly. Make sure you ask whether they are on deadline. Most journalists prefer to be called before 2 p.m. unless you have breaking news to report.

Op-Eds or Letters to the Editor. Submitting an opinion piece relating to something that appeared in your local newspaper is another way to raise the profile of your LHD and issues. But competition to be placed is fierce. Opinion page editors get hundreds of unsolicited op-eds a week.  And, they read them all. Another option: writing a letter to the editor. This is one of the more popular sections of the newspaper and is another way to get your views about something in the public eye. If an article in the newspaper taps into your work or presents an alternative view, send an op-ed or a letter to the editor. Editors are very receptive to pieces from experts and leaders in the community who have something valuable to add to a debate. 

Reaction Statements. Releasing a reaction statement in response to something in the news can be an effective mechanism for using another issue in the news to draw attention to your own issue. They can be disseminated to local media, as well as advocacy organizations. If the story appeared in your local newspaper, you also could try writing an op-ed or letter to the editor (see above).

Newsletters.  Sending out a quarterly newsletter can be an effective way to get details about your LHD’s work out to a wide audience, including reporters. As with all communication, stick to your messages, use stories to illustrate an issue whenever possible, and keep your article brief. These also are vehicles to spur story ideas for reporters. 

Reaching Policymakers

Meeting with any policymaker – be it a local, state, or federal legislator; county commissioner; mayor; local boards of health or state health administrators - can be a valuable opportunity for you to educate them about your local health department's (LHD) outstanding work, and to establish yourself and your LHD as valuable resources on public health issues.  As with the media, building relationships with both elected and non-elected policymakers is a key component to effectively communicating the role of local public health, and one that’s often undervalued or overlooked amidst competing demands on your time.  

Individuals and agencies that take the time to foster friendly relationships with policymakers will see the investment come back to them in the form of support for expansion or defense of funding streams; assistance in facilitating alliances and partnerships to strengthen your work; and public support of your efforts including serving as sources for positive media coverage regarding your role in improving the lives of the people in your town, city, or state. 

That said, if you’ve never focused on building relationships with policymakers, where do you begin?  Building relationships with policymakers can be done much more easily than you may imagine.  The key to initiating and cultivating these relationships lies in a few basic steps that are described below. 

Have messages and examples ready to share. 

One of the first things you will need is a brief, easy to understand message regarding the role of local public health agencies and their contribution to the well-being of our communities. Elected officials are constantly meeting with constituents (someone who lives in and/or has a direct impact on the lives of the people in the community they serve). This means two things: 1) as a constituent they have a real interest in hearing what you have to say; and 2) given the competing demands on their time, to make a lasting impression you must be prepared to get your message across in a brief and compelling way. Luckily, that step has been taken care of for you. The attached fact sheets provide well-developed core messages about local public health to share with policymakers during your outreach and education efforts.

One of, and often the most, important issue to elected officials is how your work directly impacts the people who put them in office—the people who live and work in the communities they represent.  Provide examples and let them know, clearly and specifically, how their constituents are being helped by your LHD (the fact sheets offer examples). 
Know your policymaker. 

Invest some time prior to the meeting to discover if there is an intersection between their interests and your LHD's activities. If so, you might thank the member for his or her policy interests and mention how their concerns correlate with what you’re doing. A good place to start is his/her own Web site.  If the policymaker does not have a Web site (most local elected officials and non-elected policymakers, such as members of your state board of health often do not), talk to colleagues and fellow community members to get a feel for what he or she cares about. For example, what specific issues do the board of health chair care about most?  This will help you develop messages and select a story that links their priorities to your work.  

Determine what you want the outcome of your meeting to be. 

Often times constituents meet with their local policymakers with a specific request in mind.  If you do not have a specific “ask” for the policymaker, let them know that the purpose of your visit is to cultivate a relationship in hopes of future collaboration and support around an important public health issue or program and ask them to consider you as a resource when they need additional expertise or feedback on public health-related issues. 

Describe who you are and why you are there.  

Describe your LHD and its purpose concisely. Summarize the purpose of your visit early in the conversation and succinctly. Make sure to describe the population your program serves both demographically and geographically. 

Tell a relevant story. 

The most compelling and memorable way to educate a policymaker on the true value of your work is to tell a brief story about an individual or program that demonstrates the unique impact of your LHD. Keep the story simple, positive, and on point. Provide a few details about the individual or who the program serves (neighborhood, age, etc.). Whenever possible, tie the story to the policymaker’s interests.  If the state health commissioner cares deeply about decreasing the spread of AIDS in underserved communities, for example, share a vivid example of how you contribute to that effort. For instance, tell a story about African American women who were empowered through your work to defend themselves and their communities against the spread of the disease.  If you don’t personally know of a specific story, doing brief research on the policymaker’s interests will allow you to ask colleagues who work more directly on the issue to provide you with specifics.  The abovementioned fact sheets can also assist in stimulating your thinking about compelling examples from your community.

Leave materials behind. 

Bring a limited amount of material to leave behind for the policymaker to refer to later. The material should include a short (1 or 2 page) description of your LHD and any local news clips about your work. You should also leave a copy of a fact sheet that includes your agency’s contact information.  When meeting with policymakers and their staff, less is more.  Whether they are local, state or federal decisionmakers, they are constantly barraged with information; the ability to look at less than to get a solid feel for your work will significantly improve the chances that they will actually read the materials.  The key is to give them an effective taste so they know where to go when they need to delve deeper into the issues.

Be patient and follow up.

A good relationship with a policymaker can take a considerable investment of your time—but it can be well worth it. Remember to always send a thank you letter following your meetings and keep in touch. Keep the policymaker's staff updated on your LHD's activities and impact within the community and on your mailing list.  Sometimes policymakers and their staff seem less responsive than you would like them to be.  Do not take this as a lack of interest in you or your work, but rather understand that you may have to make more than one call and send more than one E-mail to move your issues up on their radar screen.  Often this is a result of their hectic schedules rather than a personal snub.  Be respectively persistent and you will find it well worth investing your time.

Operational Definition of a Functional LHD
NACCHO’s Operational Definition of a Functional Local Health Department defines what people in any community can reasonably expect from their local health department (LHD). It is composed of standards based on the 10 Essential Public Health Services, and has been cited as the framework for LHD national accreditation standards. LHDs will improve performance and build capacity as they demonstrate achievement of the standards.
NACCHO offers a host of resources to assist LHDs in positioning themselves to become accredited, including:

· A Peer-based Assistance Network 

· Prototype Metrics for the Operational Definition 

· Operational Definition Self-Assessment Tool 

· Info on state-specific standards and programs 

· Quality improvement resources and tools 

· Examples of newly-established partnerships and regionalization efforts to meet standards 

Please refer to the NACCHO Operational Definition Web page for more information and to access additional resources at: http://www.naccho.org/topics/infrastructure/accreditation.cfm .
Toolkit also available at: Operational Definition of a Functional LHD. 

http://www.naccho.org/advocacy/MarketingPublicHealth_toolkit_overview.cfm
Please contact Penney Davis at NACCHO for any questions: 

(202) 783-5550 Ext.265 

pdavis@naccho.org
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