
Message 1: 
WHY IT MATTERS

Message 2: 
WHAT’S NOT WORKING

Message 3: 
WHAT WE CAN DO 

Civil justice helps people 
solve the problems that 

shape their lives.

The legal system is struggling 
to help people solve 

their problems.

There are solutions to 
improve the system, and 

everyone has a role to play.

Every day, people face 
problems that threaten their 
stability—an eviction notice, a 
custody dispute, unpaid wages, 
unsafe living conditions. The 
civil justice system exists to help 
people resolve these problems 
fairly.

When the civil justice system 
works, it stabilizes families, 
strengthens communities, and 
supports economic opportunity.

It is part of the civic 
infrastructure that holds our 
society together, as essential as 
schools, healthcare, and safe 
housing.

Many people who face civil 
legal problems do not get 
meaningful help. The system 
can be confusing, expensive, 
and filled with jargon that 
makes it feel like it was 
designed for insiders. 

People are often expected to 
navigate complex procedures 
alone, sometimes against 
opponents with professional 
representation.

The result is a growing gap 
between the promise of fairness 
and the reality that millions of 
people experience—a gap that 
costs families their homes, their 
safety, their income, and their 
futures.

Across the country, innovators, 
implementers, influencers, and 
others are proving that a better 
system is possible. Lawyers 
and trained community helpers 
are guiding people through 
complicated legal processes.

Technology is making 
information and services 
more accessible. Courts 
are simplifying procedures 
that make it easier for users 
and implementers. These 
approaches are working and 
ready to grow.

Building a civil justice system 
that truly works requires 
lawyers, legal services 
organizations, judges, 
community organizations, 
funders, business leaders, 
policymakers, and the public.

Part of IAALS' Justice Narrative Project. More information and resources at https://iaals.du.edu/projects/justice-narrative-project.

Media Preparation and Working with Media  
This resource offers guidance on preparing spokespeople, developing press materials, and building 
relationships with journalists who cover civil justice and related issues.

Working with Media

Know who they are. Build a list of journalists who matter to you and your issue. Identify 10–15 
reporters who cover civil justice or adjacent beats (e.g. economy, health care, state/municipal 
government, etc.). Create a list that contains their outlet, contact info, recent coverage, and any 
notes to make your outreach tailored and effective.

Invest in relationships before you need them. Reporters covering courts, legal affairs, or 
social justice are more likely to call on you as a source if they already know you and your work. 
Introduce yourself, share relevant reports or data, and make yourself available as a background 
resource—not just when you have something to announce. If you have other ideas for them, be it 
another source or resource, offer that up.

Do your homework. Reporters like to know that they are reaching people. Follow them on 
social media and track their coverage consistently. You’ll pick up on their angles, recurring 
themes, and what kinds of stories they gravitate toward. It will make your pitches sharper and 
more relevant to their work.

Reporters need a hook. They are looking for issues and topics that matter to people, are new 
and timely, and include a conflict and/or a human element.

Be mindful of deadlines. Reporters live by the news cycle and are constantly facing 
deadlines—some are non-negotiable and some may be flexible. If the window they provide is 
too short for you to respond, still engage and see if there is flexibility. If not, being upfront and 
letting them know you can’t meet it is better than ignoring it. 

Tips for a Successful Interview 

Have your three points and stick to them. Regardless of the interview format, identify your 
three most important messages in advance and return to them, often. Repeating simple and 
direct concepts is a winning recipe.

Lead with people, when possible. Journalists covering civil justice reform need stories, not 
policy arguments. Understanding that there is usually a process or policy undergirding your story, 
it is best when pitching or responding to media to anchor your message in a specific person’s 
experience before introducing systemic analysis.”Here’s what happened to Maria when she tried 
to fight an eviction without a lawyer” will land before “47% of civil litigants are unrepresented.”

Prepare your bridging phrases. Interviews rarely go exactly where you want them. Practice 
moving from a reporter’s question back to your core message.”That’s an important context and 
what it points to is...” or “The deeper issue here is....”



Always establish attribution terms before the conversation begins—not at the end, and 
not after you’ve said something. A reporter is under no obligation to honor attribution terms 
applied retroactively. When in doubt, assume everything is on the record. Every conversation 
with a reporter carries attribution implications, and assumptions on either side can damage trust. 
The three main modes are:

On the record: Your name and affiliation are attached to everything you say. This is the 
default unless you establish otherwise before speaking.

On background: Your information can be used, but you won’t be named directly. Reporters 		
may identify you as “a court reform expert” or “a source familiar with the process.” Agree on 
that description in advance.

Off the record: The information cannot be published at all and exists only to help the 			
reporter understand context. Note that not all reporters interpret this the same way, and 
some will not accept off-the-record conversations.

Anticipate hostile questions. Prepare for questions that challenge the premise of reform such 
as “Isn’t the system working fine for most people?” or that shift the discussion in a partisan way 
that undermines your own goals, and practice answers.

Don’t repeat the negative. If asked “Isn’t this a sign our courts are failing?”, don’t say “Our 
courts aren’t failing.” Shift to a more positive statement that you would want quoted, rather than 
repeating and reinforcing the negative. Say, “There are simple solutions to help courts face 
current challenges.”

Correct the record carefully. If a story gets something wrong, address it promptly and 
professionally. Offer the reporter a chance to correct it before escalating to an editor.

Know the format. A pre-recorded TV segment, a live radio segment, a print interview, and a 
recorded podcast require slightly different approaches. For some, what you wear matters, but for 
others, being prepared to respond in detail to follow-up questions will be a priority. Having notes 
in front of you for a radio interview over the phone is fine, but not for a live TV segment. Asking 
if you can provide written answers to a print reporter can be a way to participate on your own 
terms and timeline. Make sure you know the format, length, topic, and any other people being 
interviewed. 

Do your homework. Look up the reporter and outlet to understand their coverage, audience, 
and track record. It is also entirely reasonable to ask for more details before committing to 
participate in an interview. That can include what the piece is about, what questions they plan to 
explore, and who else they are speaking with. Most reporters will share this willingly. The answers 
will help you assess whether the opportunity is the right fit and give your spokesperson a head 
start on preparation. 
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