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Objectives

Summary

In 1999, the American Heart Association worked to create a new law that would allow greater use of a new medical tool called automated external defibrillators (AEDs).  To help get the law passed, a comprehensive media-relations program was created to educate key audiences and build support for the proposed legislation.   

Goals

· Create and execute a media-relations plan to support the American Heart Association’s advocacy efforts to get the “Public Access to Defibrillation” legislation passed.  

· Include turn-key elements in the media-relations plan that would enable American Heart Association communications volunteers to generate media coverage in markets outside of Milwaukee.

· Use the media coverage generated on this issue to enhance the American Heart Association’s position as a leader in the field of emergency cardiovascular care technology.  

Target Audiences

· Legislators, key American Heart Association volunteers, community opinion leaders and the general public

Research/Planning

Research

· The first thing we did was obtained an AED so we could see how it worked.  We then consulted our emergency cardiovascular care department to learn more about the training involved to use an AED.  We also read case studies on the safety and effectiveness of AEDs.  In addition, we talked to health care professionals to learn some of the critical issues surrounding the use of AEDs.   

· We created a target list of the media outlets that would best reach our key audiences.   

· We located doctors who were familiar with cardiac arrest and the use of AEDs and were willing to act as a representative of the American Heart Association during media interviews.  

· We worked with local fire and EMS departments to find area residents who had been saved by an AED and who were willing to share their story with the media.  

Our Plan

We broke the project into three distinct phases.  Phase One took place before the issue became a bill.  At this point, AED use wasn’t even an issue, so we wanted to educate the public on basic elements: what an AED is, how it works and how the law prevents greater use of AEDs.

Phase Two took place as our advocacy team built legislative support for the law.  At this point, we wanted to influence opinions so we focused on the core elements of the legislative debate: successful case studies on AED use from other cities and the obstacles in current legislation that prevented greater AED use.  

Phase Three took place immediately after the bill became a law.  At this point we wanted to focus on the future: how the new law would impact the community.  

Because we have a small media-relations department, which focuses primarily on Milwaukee, we determined that we needed to utilize our statewide communications volunteers to generate media outside of Milwaukee.  To accomplish this, we decided that it would be necessary to create materials and strategies that the communications volunteers could use with their local media.   

Research/Planning (cont.)

Budget

A specific budget was not established for this project, so we couldn’t incur costs that were not already in our pre-set communications budget. Since we didn’t have the money for a full-blown media kit, we relied upon individual news releases, pitch letters and pitch calls to generate media coverage.  This strategy allowed us to achieve our objectives while avoiding expenditures that were above and beyond our normal administrative budget.  

Execution

As we began Phase One, educating the public, we created media pitch letters that were sent to key reporters and editors.  As we moved into Phase Two and Three, gathering support and trying to influence opinions, we drafted letters to the editor and contacted the editorial boards of key newspapers.  

Throughout the three phases of this project, we drafted and distributed news releases and fact sheets announcing key points in the process (i.e., “Senate Approves Public Access to Defibrillation Legislation”).  Whenever possible, we worked with key reporters and editors to turn news-briefs into feature stories.  We did this by localizing stories whenever possible (i.e., offering interviews with local physicians impacted by the legislation, and local residents who had been saved by an AED).  

To generate interest among print and radio outlets, we provided reporters with relevant facts and statistics (i.e., 20,000 lives a year could be saved by passing the new legislation).  To generate interest among TV outlets, we provided reporters with opportunities for strong visuals (i.e., a doctor demonstrating the use of an AED on a mannequin).  

Throughout the process, we sent e-mails to our statewide communications volunteers to keep them apprised of recent developments and media opportunities. The e-mails included suggested strategies and supporting materials (i.e., news releases, letters to the editor).  

Evaluation/Results

The program was extremely effective in Milwaukee, generating more than 14 confirmed feature stories and numerous news-briefs on network television stations, the daily newspaper and the top-rated news-radio station.  We were also able to secure two letters-to-the-editor and a supportive editorial in Milwaukee’s daily newspaper.*  

Because we included turn-key elements in the program (i.e., pre-written news releases, pitch letters and letters-to-the-editor), we were able to achieve our objective of enabling our communications volunteers to secure stories outside of Milwaukee.  In fact, they secured more than 15 confirmed feature stories and numerous news-briefs in markets outside of Milwaukee.  In addition, we were able to secure an editorial supporting the new legislation from the Wisconsin State Journal, which is our State Capitol’s largest daily newspaper.*

Of the media coverage received, approximately 90% included our key messages.  This helped achieve the program’s objective of supporting the advocacy team’s efforts to get the “Public Access to Defibrillation” legislation passed.  The “Public Access to Defibrillation” legislation became a law on July 28, 1999.  

Approximately 75% of the media coverage included a visual and/or verbal reference to the American Heart Association.  Being able to link the American Heart Association to a key issue such as the “Public Access to Defibrillation” legislation helped us achieve our objective of positioning the American Heart Association as a leader in the emerging field of emergency cardiovascular care technology.

*(It is likely that we received more coverage than what is listed here, but we don’t have the funds to employ a broadcast monitoring service.  Therefore, we only listed what we were able to confirm ourselves.)

