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FOCUS ON KEY MESSAGES

EXERCISE

COMPOSE KEY MESSAGES 

Objective: Write three key messages that are to the point and memorable.

Use this exercise to:
  • be clear in your intent and message.
  • craft language. 

You’ll find that the time spent polishing rough ideas into concise and memorable 
key messages is well worth it. The clearer your key messages are to you, the clearer 
they’ll be to your audience. 

The Exercise
Craft three key messages that meet the criteria. Think: “The one thing I want my 
audience to know, understand, or do after hearing my story is 
_______________________.”

 

Key Message #3

 

Is it a full sentence?
Is it a statement?
Is it concise and specific?
Is it memorable?

Key Message #1

 

Is it a full sentence?
Is it a statement?
Is it concise and specific?
Is it memorable?

Key Message #2

 

Is it a full sentence?
Is it a statement?
Is it concise and specific?
Is it memorable?
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CHAPTER FOUR: FOCUS YOUR STORIES

EXERCISE

CREATE CRYSTAL-CLEAR LINKS 

Objective: Let your story stand as living proof of your key messages.

Use this exercise to:
  • focus your story on your key messages.
  • find parts of your story that are the strongest for your advocacy goals.
  • see how different key messages can change what parts of your story
   you tell.

How you tell your story and what you emphasize may change depending
on your messages. Use this exercise to focus your story and illustrate your
key messages.

The Exercise

  1. In the left-hand column, write potential key messages of your advocacy (or  
   list those of your sponsoring organization).

  2. In the right-hand column, jot down moments from your experience that   
   you can link in some way to that key message. Use the prompt: “I know or   
   believe this because. . .” 
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FOCUS ON KEY MESSAGES

How does my story link to this key message?

Key Message: Link: “I know or believe this
because . . .”

Key Message: Link: “I know or believe this
because . . .”

Key Message: Link: “I know or believe this
because . . .”

Key Message: Link: “I know or believe this
because . . .”

Key Message: Link: “I know or believe this
because . . .”
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THE POSITIVE CHANGE YOU WANT TO SEE

EXERCISE

NAME THE POSITIVE CHANGE IN YOU

Objective: Name the change that occurred in you between then and now,
ending with your positive act of advocacy.

Use this exercise to:
  • decide what parts of your experience to emphasize.
  • stay focused on your goals.
  • keep media interviews on track.
  • double-check how ready you are to go public.

Earlier in this chapter, we summarized the positive personal changes expressed
in stories told by advocates Scott Harrison, Marc Ramirez, Brian Jones, Mary, 
Natasha Alexenko, and Mikael Wagner. Using the same format, how would you 
name the story of your change?

The Exercise

  1. Look at your Story Map and the words bracketing your experience: then   
   and now. Consider this: How are you different now from how you were at   
   the start? What do you know now that you didn’t know then? What was the   
   positive change that occurred in you?

  2. Look again at the examples on page 75-77, and then fill in the   
   blanks below. Step outside yourself and write it in the third person as   
   someone looking at your story from the outside in. Use your name or   
   preferred pronoun.

 



84

Write a sentence
or phrase that 
describes you
then.

Write a sentence
or phrase that 
describes you
now.

List words that
describe the
change.

From: To:

From: To:

From: To:

From: To:

From: To:

CHAPTER FIVE: POINT TO THE POSITIVE
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CHAPTER SIX: CRAFT YOUR STORIES

EXERCISE

HOOK YOUR AUDIENCE 

Objective: Create ear-catching phrases.

Use this exercise to:
  • find memorable phrases that summarize your experience.
  • discover other creative ways to express your key messages.

They’re called hooks and headlines for a reason. Next time you’re online, take note 
of the banner ads and the news summaries at the top of web pages. When you 
watch television, note the scrolling crawlers at the bottom of the screen. Look at 
the attention-grabbing blurbs on magazine covers, and listen to the teasers news 
programs run just before commercial breaks. Use these for inspiration in creating 
your own eye-catching, ear-pricking phrases.

The Exercise
Here are five ideas for creating captivating hooks. Feel free to base yours on the 
examples here.

“Two years ago, I died on the 
operating table.”

—Heart-health advocate

“A student involved in the arts is four 
times more likely to be recognized for 

academic achievement.”
—Arts-in-education advocate

“Damp hands are a thousand times 
more likely to spread bacteria than 

dry hands. And only about 20 percent 
of people dry their hands after 

washing them.”
—Health advocate

1. Use a fact or eye-opening (even shocking) statistic your audience may find
 intriguing or almost unbelievable.

Try it:
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HOOKS AND HEADLINES

Having cancer = “being a member in 
a club I’d rather not belong to.” 

—Gilda Radner, former Saturday 
Night Live comedian

Hiding a mental illness in the 
workplace = “hiding a hippo at a 

Walmart.” 
—Sepeedeh Zabala, mental-health 

advocate

Domestic violence = “a thing that 
thrives on silence.” 

—Kristin Brumm, violence-
prevention advocate

3. Use analogies, metaphors, and other poetic language to make direct or
 indirect comparisons.

Try it:

“I was the same person, but the world 
around me had changed. . . . I hadn’t 

changed as a person, the world 
around me had changed.” 

—US Representative Tony Coelho, 
sponsor of the Americans with 

Disabilities Act

“Even those symptoms didn’t get my 
attention . . . the doctors weren’t 

paying attention . . . pay attention 
and listen to your body.” 

—Kathy Kastan, heart-health 
advocate

Try it:

2. Repeat a key phrase to unify your story.
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CHAPTER SIX: CRAFT YOUR STORIES

“Help me make green the new black. 
Help me make sustainability sexy.” 

—Majora Carter, advocate for 
environmental justice

“My father learned that blood is 
thicker than ice cream.” 

—Ocean Robbins, peace and 
environmental advocate; member of 
the Baskin-Robbins ice cream family

5. Use humor and wit—if it’s appropriate to the setting and topic, if you know
your audience, and if the humor comes naturally to you.

Try it:

“We were told how much college 
would cost. I didn’t realize it could 

cost me my son’s life.” 
—Advocate for the National 

Meningitis Association

“I had proudly served a country that 
was not proud of me.” 

—Eric Alva, advocate for LGBTQ 
persons in the military

“Getting locked up had set me free
to create a life of meaning

and purpose.” 
—Gayathri Ramprasad, 
mental-health advocate

Try it:

4. Juxtapose two contrasting ideas. 
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in this case, you—to provide “fair balance,” which is similar to 
the disclaimers you hear or read in consumer advertisements for 
medications and treatments. In other words, if your story is about 
how you benefitted from the drug, you may also need to remind the 
audience that “each person’s case is unique,” that “there are various 
side effects,” and that “it’s important to consult with your doctor.” 
Other agencies, such as the Federal Trade Commission, also have 
requirements for transparency of sponsorship and disclosure of 
information in an interview. 

Your sponsoring organization will inform you of these and other 
parameters so you can frame your story appropriately and, more 
importantly, share it with impact. It can be challenging at first to 
“mind the guardrails,” but doing so helps you frame your story for the 
task at hand.

Use the following exercise, Build Your Frames, to provide the right 
perspective on your story.

CHAPTER SEVEN: FRAME IT

EXERCISE

BUILD YOUR FRAMES 

Objective: Practice framing statements that help audiences view you and your
story appropriately.

Use this exercise to:
  • find useful framing statements.
  • develop ready-made responses to interview questions.
  • be clear about what your story is and what it is not.
  • be clear about how you want to be viewed as an advocate.

The Exercise
Read the examples and then try your hand at your own framing statements. 
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WORKING WITHIN EXISTING FRAMES AND GUIDELINES

Examples:
This is about helping each other by 
changing farming practices.

We want justice for Asian Americans 
and all people suffering these heinous 
acts of bigotry.  . . . That’s what this 
legislation is all about.

1. Frame your story with values. Name the core values that your story and
    your advocacy are built upon.

My frames:

Examples:
This is about protecting our 
community from gun violence.

This is an interfaith initiative.

2. Frame your story with the theme, issue, or general topic. Name the subject
    of your advocacy or the larger issue that your story speaks to.

My frames:

Examples:
My story is an all-too-familiar one in 
our community . . .

Nearly 30,000 people in this city will 
experience something similar this 
year . . . 

3. Frame your story by placing it among other stories. Help your audience
    connect your story to a larger context.

My frames:
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CHAPTER SEVEN: FRAME IT

Examples:
I am a WomenHeart Champion.

I’m here on behalf of our 
neighborhood association and
its 1,500 members.

6. Frame yourself with your organizational identity. If you are affiliated with
    or representing an organization or larger advocacy effort, claim this identity.

My frames:

Examples:
I tell you this as an example of why we 
must not cut arts programs any further.

I am living proof of the importance of 
early detection and accurate diagnosis.

4. Frame your story with your intent. Remind the audience why you are
    sharing your story in this particular instance.

My frames:

5. Frame yourself with a shared identity. Identify yourself as a member of
    the same group or community as your audience, or in relationship to those
    you’re advocating for.

My frames:Examples:
Like many of you, I am the primary 
caregiver in my family . . .

I speak as a proud member of this 
city’s Latinx community.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: PUBLIC SPEAKING: TIPS AND TOOLS

Speaking Prep Sheets
Prepare for Your Audience

Demographic Information
 • What ages are represented in the 
audience? 

 • What gender identities? Religions? 
Racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds?  

 • Does the audience represent members 
of a particular group or organization? 

Consider language levels, appropriateness 
of content, culturally significant material, 
values and beliefs, issues of particular 
importance, and points of difference and 
similarity between you and the audience.

Situational Information
 • Why has the audience gathered to listen 
to you?

 • Will the audience be aware of any 
current news, good or bad, and have it 
in mind when they hear you speak? 

 • Are they under internal or external 
pressure to listen to you?

 • How large will the audience be?
 • Is the setting formal or informal?

Consider how your story relates to the 
audience’s reasons for attending, the moods 
and attitudes they bring, their openness to 
listening, and their physical comfort.

Demographic Information

Situational Information

Fill in the right column using the questions and directions in the left 
column as your guide. 
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SPEAKING PREP SHEETS: PREPARE FOR YOUR AUDIENCE

Attitudes Toward Your Topic
 • What do they know about your subject, 
cause, campaign, or organization? 

 • What do they need to know about it? 
 • What do they want to know about it? 
 • What do they expect to hear? 
 • What is their level of interest in 
your subject, cause, campaign, or 
organization? 

Consider how you frame your story, any 
background information you may need to cover, 
what may surprise them, how you “hook” them, 
and how you present new information.

Attitudes Toward You
 • What is the relationship between you and 
your audience? 

 • What preconceived notions might they 
have about you? 

 • How much do they know about you and 
your experience? 

 • What information have they been given 
about you and your life experience? 

Consider how you frame your story, what 
background information you need to cover, 
what preconceptions you need to address, 
where you start your story, and your physical 
relationship to the audience.

Attitudes Toward Your Topic

Attitudes Toward You
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: PUBLIC SPEAKING: TIPS AND TOOLS

Attitudes Toward Personal Stories
 • How open is your audience to hearing 
personal stories?

 • With what level of disclosure is the 
audience comfortable?

 • Does your story go counter to other 
stories that the audience is aware of, or 
is your story familiar?

 • Has this audience experienced something 
similar to what you will describe?

Consider the level of disclosure, how you frame 
your story as a story, what else you may need 
to include in addition to your story, and how 
this audience may respond to the content of 
your story.

Values, Beliefs, and Decision-Making
 • What is important to this audience? 
What do they value?

 • How do they think? Upon what do they 
base their decisions?

 • What may they be skeptical about?
 • What will seem familiar to them? 
Foreign? 

Consider what support you may need in 
addition to your story, what about your 
experience speaks to the audience’s values, 
what may challenge their values or beliefs, 
what analogies you may need to “bridge the 
gap,” and how you frame your story.

Attitudes Toward Personal Stories

Values, Beliefs, and Decision-Making
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SPEAKING PREP SHEETS: PREPARE FOR THE CONTEXT

Prepare for THE CONTEXT

What is the speaking situation?
 • What is the event or occasion? An 
informal meeting, outdoor rally, formal 
fundraiser? What is the ideal outcome 
of the occasion?

 • What is it about your story that you 
or the organizers hope will add to the 
event?

 • What will the general mood of the 
situation be? Solemn, energized, tense, 
supportive, celebratory?

Consider how you frame your story 
appropriately for the context, what you may 
need to acknowledge or address in addition to 
telling your story, and whether the stories you 
intend to share are the best for the situation. 

What is your role?
 • Are you the primary speaker or one of 
many?

 • What are you responsible for conveying? 
Your experience only and its connection 
to the topic, or additional background 
information about the cause, the 
organization, and so on?

 • How much control do you have over 
this situation? Is this entirely of your 
making, or is someone else determining 
the shape or agenda?

 • What is your position on the agenda, if 
there is one? What happens right before 
you? Right after?

 • Are you being asked to speak in support 
of particular messages, or is this 
presentation of your own design?

What is the speaking situation?

What is your role?
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: PUBLIC SPEAKING: TIPS AND TOOLS

What are the details of speaking in this 
physical environment?

 • Do you have two minutes or twenty? 
How much of your story will you be able 
to share?

 • How formal is the situation?
 • What time of day and where will this 
occur?

Consider how you scale your story for the time 
constraints and how you dress for the degree 
of formality.

What are the details of speaking in this 
physical environment?

What is your role? (continued)
 • Are there any regulatory restrictions on 
what you can or cannot say?

Consider how your story or messages relate to 
other scheduled speakers, what information 
organizers may want you to include in your 
address, and what key messages already 
exist that you need to link to your story. 

What is your role?

Prepare for the Physical Environment
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SPEAKING PREP SHEETS: PREPARE FOR THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Mode of Presentation
 • Are there expectations about how you 
will speak or from where (at a lectern, 
through a bullhorn, on a panel, in a 
circle, from a sofa)?

 • Is the audience seated or standing? In 
the balcony above you? Surrounding you?

 • What kind of audiovisual equipment will 
you need or be expected to use?

 • Is a lectern available? Do you have to use 
it? Do you need a microphone? Can you 
get a wireless microphone?

 • Are you speaking during a meal?

Consider what the setting asks of your physical 
staging and use of your voice. 

Potential Distractions
 • Is the audience’s physical comfort 
(temperature, seating, etc.) adequate?

 • Is the lighting appropriate and efficient? 
Can the audience see both you and your 
visual aids (if using them)? Can you 
see the audience? Is the lighting too 
dramatic, creating distance between you 
and the audience?

 • What will be behind you as you speak? 
What distractions might prevent 
audience members from giving you their 
full attention?

 • How are the acoustics? Does your voice 
echo, or is the room “dead”? 

Consider how event organizers might help you 
address any improvements to the physical 
environment, or how you may need to alter your 
delivery to accommodate.

Mode of Presentation

Potential Distractions
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: PUBLIC SPEAKING: TIPS AND TOOLS

INTRODUCTION
 • Gain and focus attention
 • Establish purpose
 • Preview

CONCLUSION
 • Remind the audience of key messages
 • Present a call to action
 • Punctuate

BODY
Your story linked to ➞ Key message and support

Your story linked to ➞ Key message and support

Your story linked to ➞ Key message and support

Key message and support

Key message and support

Key message and support

Story as Backbone
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SPEAKING PREP SHEETS: STORY AS PROOF POINT

INTRODUCTION
 • Gain and focus attention
 • Establish purpose
 • Preview

CONCLUSION
 • Remind the audience of key messages
 • Present a call to action
 • Punctuate

BODY
Key message and support linked to ➞ Your story

Key message and support linked to ➞ Your story

Key message and support linked to ➞ Your story

Story as PROOF POINT
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: PUBLIC SPEAKING: TIPS AND TOOLS

INTRODUCTION
 • Gain and focus attention
 • Establish purpose
 • Preview

CONCLUSION
 • Remind the audience of key messages
 • Present a call to action
 • Punctuate

BODY
Your story . . .

Key messages and support

Key messages and support

Key messages and support

Your story continued

Story as  Envelope



269

SPEAKING PREP SHEETS: THE CHANGE JOURNEY

INTRODUCTION
 • Gain and focus attention
 • Establish purpose
 • Preview

CONCLUSION
 • Remind the audience of key messages
 • Present a call to action
 • Punctuate

BODY
Your story: Where I Started ➞ Insight

Key message and support

Your story: What Happened ➞ Insight
Key message and support

Your story: Where I Am Now ➞ Insight
Key message and support

The Change Journey
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN: PUBLIC SPEAKING: TIPS AND TOOLS

INTRODUCTION
 • Introduce yourself and frame

CONCLUSION
 • Make a clear ask
 • Thank

BODY
 • Summarize your story
 • Zero in on a powerful moment
 • Link your story to the policy objective

Brief, Brisk Blueprint
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SPEAKING PREP SHEETS: MONROE’S MOTIVATED SEQUENCE

ATTENTION
 • Gain and focus attention
 • Relate directly to audience

NEED
 • Make them feel the need
 • Tell your story and support it strongly 
and vividly

SATISFACTION
 • Provide a solution

VISUALIZATION
 • Help them see the solution working

ACTION
 • Tell them exactly what they can do

Monroe’s Motivated Sequence
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Interview Prep Sheets
Prepare for Your Audience

Demographic Information
 • What ages are represented in the target 
audience? 

 • What gender identities? Religions? 
Racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds?  

 • Does the target audience represent 
members of a particular group or 
organization? 

Consider language levels, appropriateness 
of content, culturally significant material, 
values or beliefs of a certain demographic, 
issues of particular importance to them, and 
points of difference and similarity between 
you and the audience.

Situational Information
 • Why has the audience tuned in or 
picked up the magazine?

 • Are they passionately attentive or 
multitasking?

 • If broadcast, will the audience be aware 
of any current news, good or bad, and 
have it in mind when they hear you speak? 

 • What are the specialties or concerns of 
the media publication or program? 

 • What is the focus or angle of the media 
interview or story? 

 • What led to this interview or 
appearance?

Consider how your story relates to the 
audience’s reasons for listening to you, the 
moods and attitudes they bring, and their 
openness to listening.

Demographic Information

Situational Information

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: MEDIA INTERVIEWS: TIPS AND TOOLS
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INTERVIEW PREP SHEETS: PREPARE FOR YOUR AUDIENCE

Attitudes Toward Your Topic
 • What do they know about your subject, 
cause, campaign, or organization? 

 • What do they need to know? 
 • What do they want to know? 
 • What do they expect to hear? 
 • What is their level of interest? 

Consider how you frame your story, any 
background information you may need to cover, 
what may surprise them, how you “hook” them, 
and how you bring them new information.

Attitudes Toward You
 • What preconceived notions might they 
have about you? 

 • How much do they know about you and 
your experience? 

 • What information have they been given 
about you and your life experience? 

Consider how you frame your story, what 
background information you need to cover, 
what preconceptions you need to address,  
and where you start your story.

Attitudes Toward Your Topic

Attitudes Toward You
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Attitudes Toward Personal Stories
 • How open are they to the idea of hearing 
personal stories?

 • With what level of disclosure is the 
audience comfortable?

 • Does your story go counter to other 
stories this audience is aware of, or is 
your story familiar?

 • Has this audience experienced something 
similar to what you will describe?

Consider the level of disclosure, how you frame 
your story as a story, what else you may need to 
include in addition to your story, and how they 
may respond to the content of your story.

Values, Beliefs, and Decision-Making
 • What is important to this audience? What 
do they value?

 • How do they think? Upon what do they 
base their decisions?

 • What may they be skeptical about?
 • What will seem familiar to them? 
Foreign?

Consider what support you may need in 
addition to your story, what about your 
experience speaks to the audience’s values, 
what may challenge their values or beliefs, 
what analogies you may need to “bridge the 
gap,” and how you frame your story.

Attitudes Toward Personal Stories

Values, Beliefs, and Decision-Making
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INTERVIEW PREP SHEETS: PREPARE FOR THE INTERVIEW DYNAMICS

What is the media situation?
 • What is the reason for the interview? 
Why are you being interviewed at this 
time? Is it in response to other news, 
the time of year, a controversy arising, 
an upcoming event, or general interest?

 • What is the focus or angle of this story? 
Are there other people the interviewer 
may have spoken to for the story?

 • What kind of deadline is the interviewer 
under?

Consider how your subject or story relates to 
the target audience’s interest in and reasons 
for listening to you, whether there may be 
questions regarding other news or events, 
and what the best version of your story is  
to tell.  

What is your role?
 • Are you the sole interviewee or one of 
many?

 • What do you want to convey? Your story 
only or background information about 
the cause or the organization?

Prepare the specific key messages you need 
to convey in the interview, and practice 
any additional information you may be 
responsible for; research other potential 
interviewees. 

What is the media situation?

What is your role?

Prepare for the Interview Dynamics
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN: MEDIA INTERVIEWS: TIPS AND TOOLS

What are the details of the interview?
 • How long will the interview be? 
 • Is it TV or radio broadcast, online, print, 
newspaper, or magazine? Is it live or 
taped, edited or unedited? 

 • In studio, on location, sitting, or 
standing? Telephone? By Internet?

 • Are there expectations about the degree 
of formality or what you are to wear?

Practice fitting your story and messages into 
the appropriate time frame; look to Types of 
Media Interviews (see Chapter 15) for help 
with particular media forms. 

The Interviewer
 • How familiar is the interviewer with your 
cause? Does he or she have preconceived 
ideas or biases?

 • Based on what you’ve seen, heard, or 
read of the interviewer’s other work, what 
type of questions does he or she ask? 
Does the interviewer seem prepared? New 
to the job or seasoned?

 • What tone can you expect from this 
interviewer regarding support for your 
cause?

Write and practice answering questions you 
might expect from this interviewer; know the 
first message or headline you want to stress, 
and what call to action you want to end with. 

What are the details of the interview?

The Interviewer
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