Background Sheet Two

Writing letters that get published

Introduction — why bother?
Letters published in papers are central to our work with RESULTS.
e They raise public awareness — in many papers the Letters page is the most frequently read page
e They’re cheap — an advert would cost thousands. A 3 cm column advert in a local paper costs £20; in the
Telegraph £300; in the Sun £500. Full page in the Sun £39,000. Full page in Telegraph £58,000!
e They stimulate interest among journalists.

Choosing your paper

Plenty of publications have letters pages — specialist magazines, “lifestyle” magazines, newsletters, student rags,
parish mags, and websites.
Get to know your paper.
e What sort of letters get published in it? What issues are they interested in?
e What are the instructions about length and format? You’re usually required to supply full name and
address.
e Which day does it come out? For the dailies you don’t stand much chance of publication if you’re
writing in response to an article that appeared two weeks previously.

Finding and creating hooks
A “hook” will help to get your letter published but it’s not the end of the world if you don’t find one.

Play with the idea. Look through your chosen paper/magazine and see how many news stoties or letters you can
make into a hook. The trick is to think laterally and be creative. Think about basic issues the readers have in
common with people in the developing world — children, health, education ...

Any education topic
“While I am, of course, delighted at the $3 million extra awarded for Poole schools and their facilities
(Daily Echo, 10 April), I can’t help but contrast it with another report I read today about the 125 million
children in the wotld who have no access to education at all.” ...

Any health topic
“I sympathize with your reader who waited 2 days to see his GP. For many people with TB in India there
is no GP and no drugs ...”

Water
“I was interested in the letter from KEG Peters (Echo June 14) and in the pre-war rainwater storage
system described.”

A hook is not essential. If you can’t find one, don’t despair - use another excuse:

A personal anecdote.
“Over the last few months my baby daughter has been vaccinated against virtually all the childhood
illnesses that plagued my own childhood.”
“I have just come across an astounding fact that I would like to share with your readers.”

A calendar date

“Tomorrow, World AIDS day, gives us the opportunity to reflect on the impact this disease is having
around the world.”



“It’s an ideal time to make good resolutions. There is one resolution we could all make. We could resolve
to save 100 million children from needless young deaths in the 1990s.”

Successful lettets - content

Keep it short and simple (KISS). About 200 words max. Don’t rant - they won’t publish it and if they did no
one would read it! Opinionated - don’t be afraid to be contentious - let your feelings be heard. Newspapers like
that.

“I'm sorry, I just can’t let Mr Prince’s letter (Sept 1) go without comment. His opinion that tribal hatred
and natural climatic catastrophes are and always will be the cause of disaster in Africa is not only callous it
is patently untrue.”

You can be creepy if you like. It often works!
“I loved your recent edition all about volunteering and recycling.”

Aim for a start, a middle and an end.

* Start - tell the reader what you’re talking about. Put the hook in if you have one.
“Well done, Kevin Nash! How delighted I was to read his very personal article about Africa.”

* Middle - some facts about the issue.
“People in this country may not realise that there are still more than a billion people living in poor
countries who do not enjoy access to drinkable water.”

“The World Health Organization’s new “3 by 5 initiative aims to reach three million AIDS patients with
anti-HIV drugs by the years 2005.”

Avoid jargon and keep the language simple.

* End - what can the reader do? A call to action - or just to think about the issue:
“I ask readers to write to their MP, and ask for their support in calling for more money for the Global
Fund.”

“How fortunate we are to be able to use clean drinking water just by turning a tap.”

Completing and sending

Having written your letter don’t get stuck in thinking “this isn’t good enough”. Send it anyway. Any letter is
better than no letter at all - and it may just encourage the Letter’s Editor to publish someone else’s on the
same subject.

Use your group to support you in getting it posted or emailed. Tell someone in the group when you plan to send
it and arrange to phone or email them when you’ve done it.

Monitoring

Follow up to see if your letter’s been published. If you don’t normally buy the paper yourself, ask a friend,
neighbour or colleague who takes it to look out for your letter.

When it is published, send a copy, with the paper’s masthead, to the RESULTS office.

[Taken From Workshop Presentation 13 November 2004 at RESULTS National Conference by Harriet Stewart-Jones and
Helen Davis]



