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Thirty years ago, communication was much simpler than it is today. 
Major television networks and large newspapers dominated the Ameri-
can media landscape, and cable television and the Internet did not exist. 
People did not demand, nor did they have, instant access to informa-
tion. Today, the communications industry is a very different business. 
In addition to receiving information through traditional media outlets, 
people can now get instant updates through computers, cell phones, and 
handheld devices. Never in history have county officials had so many 
opportunities to reach members of their communities as quickly as they 
can today. 

At the same time, people have far greater control over how, when, 
and where they find and receive information. County commissioners 
must diversify their approach to communications in order to success-
fully engage citizens in decision making and increase awareness of local 
government programs and services. In order to reach constituents, 
commissioners can use a mix of traditional media relations, Web sites 
and electronic communications, community forums, public relations 
campaigns, and other outreach strategies. The effectiveness of a particular 
method depends on several factors: who the intended audience is, what 
the message is, when recipients need to know the information, and why 
they need it. 

MEDIA RELATIONS

While the approaches and delivery strategies of newspapers, television 
networks, radio stations, and magazines continue to evolve as a result 
of electronic communications, these media outlets still serve as primary 
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sources of information. The more comfortable a commissioner is in 
working with reporters, editors, and broadcasters, the more likely he or 
she will benefit from news coverage that is accurate and balanced.   

Given the inevitability of news media attention, county commissioners 
should be aware of five factors affecting a commission’s relationship with 
the news media:

1. The media’s mandate to function as a watchdog of government 
is one of the oldest principles of journalism, and one that is taken 
very seriously.  The media look more closely at government 
processes than they do any other topic and have far greater access 
to information concerning the decisions made by government 
than any other entity they cover. 

2. The media shape public opinion about the commission and 
individual commissioners. Reporters are information conduits 
for their audiences—the people whose lives are affected by 
activities and decisions of local government. 

3. Reporters expect to have access to decision makers and 
government leaders. County commissioners should strive 
to be responsive and accessible to the news media. Public 
information officers and others in county government can assist 
a commissioner in preparing a response to a media inquiry, but 
they cannot substitute for the commissioner. 

4. Working with the media involves some risk. At some point, a 
commissioner is likely to be misquoted or misrepresented. On 
the other hand, refusing to work with the news media practically 
guarantees unsatisfactory news coverage. Direct interaction with 
the media will help ensure that a commissioner’s perspective is 
considered.

5. A proactive approach to media relations is far better than a 
reactive one. Commissioners should establish relationships with 
local reporters and reach out to them with accurate, firsthand 
information before issues become controversial. A reporter who 
is familiar with a commissioner’s positions is more likely to be 
comfortable contacting that commissioner as a source.  

INTERvIEw TIpS AND TEchNIquES

Responsiveness is the primary rule when working with the media. Report-
ers work under tight deadlines and can cover issues with varying degrees 
of depth, depending on the type of media. When a reporter requests an 
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interview, a commissioner should be sure to know the reporter’s deadline 
and understand the subject and angle of the article (see Table 27-1). The 
following are some other tips for handling media interviews:

 Be prepared. Once the topic of an interview has been determined, a 
commissioner should identify three to five key points that he or she wants 
to communicate. Remember that a reporter will use only a few seconds 
or a quote or two from the interview, so give simple, clear, and concise 
answers and try to repeat key points several times during the interview.

Anticipate questions. Consider the issue that the reporter is covering, 
anticipate difficult questions, and prepare answers for those questions. It 
may be helpful for a commissioner to speak with others in the govern-
ment who can provide additional information on the issue so that he or 
she is comfortable answering questions about that issue. A commissioner 
may also want to set up an interview with the reporter and have a county 
expert present in order to help answer the reporter’s questions.

Don’t use jargon or acronyms. Government officials tend to use their 
own set of jargon and acronyms for many programs and services, 
but using jargon can make it difficult for reporters and the public to 
understand government processes and decisions. Try to avoid using 
“government-speak” during an interview, and clearly define terms or 
acronyms that a reporter may find unfamiliar. In this way, the reporter—
and ultimately the public—will better understand county government 
and any specific issues discussed in the interview. 

Say what you can or explain why you can’t. In some situations, such as 
law enforcement investigations, pending lawsuits and items discussed 
in executive sessions, a commissioner may be limited in how much 
information he or she can provide to the media. Whenever confidential 
information or pending lawsuits are involved, the county attorney should 
be consulted before the interview to determine what can and what can-
not be discussed in order to better prepare the commissioner to answer 
the questions. Explain why the question can’t be answered, and provide 
a reasonable timeline for when additional information will be released. 
Never answer a question by saying “no comment”; this response only 
signals to a reporter that there is something to hide. 

Maximize the opportunity. Reporters are often assigned to cover many 
different topics. As a representative of local government, a county 
commissioner has an opportunity to help educate them beyond the topic 
at hand. Help them make connections to other programs and services, 
and provide them with additional information and resources by e-mail 
or by pointing them to the county’s Web site.
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Newspaper •	 Deadlines are based on the publication, which may be daily 
or weekly.

•	 Interviews typically are conducted on site (at a speech or event 
location) or over the phone.

•	 Reporters usually have some time for limited research.
•	 Reporters prefer to have supporting information e-mailed or 

faxed.
•	 Reporters like photo opportunities that will support a story, but 

they will need lead time. 
•	 Several quotations may be used; an interviewee’s  

background is referenced for additional information.

Television •	 Deadline is usually the same day (reporters often get 
assignments that morning and work on short deadlines, 
especially for midday news).

•	 Reporters do not have much time for research and typically 
look for quick facts.

•	 Visual elements are needed as support for stories (the more 
visual, the more coverage).

•	 A station may send satellite crews or just a reporter with a 
camera to get the story.

•	 Reporters may pull stories on regional or national issues from 
satellite telecasts and then look for local angles.

•	 A reporter may spend 15 minutes interviewing a subject but 
use only 30 seconds of actual footage.

Table 27-1. What to Expect from Media Outlets

Ask a follow-up question. At the end of an interview, ask the reporter a 
question about the topic discussed in order to ensure that the key message 
has been identified. If not, take the opportunity to repeat the primary 
points, offer additional insight, or recommend other contacts who can 
provide similar perspectives that support a specific position.

Remember, a news interview is an opportunity to reach people in the 
community and provide them with information that they want and need 
to hear. Initiate contact with a reporter rather than wait to be contacted. 
Establishing a relationship with local reporters and understanding the 
environment in which they work can help a county commissioner be 
more comfortable in dealing with the media.
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County commissioners will face decisions that the media will scru-
tinize and will be asked questions that they would rather not answer. 
Prepare for those times, and answer the tough questions with honesty 
and sincerity.  

wEB SITES AND ELEcTRONIc cOMMuNIcATIONS

According to the Internet and American Life Project conducted by the 
Pew Research Center, more than 77 percent of American adults use the 
Internet.1 Furthermore, more than 59 percent say they use the Internet 
to visit local, state, or federal government Web sites. These findings 
underscore the importance of developing and maintaining a Web site for 
your county that provides information about your local government.

Table 27-1. What to Expect from Media Outlets (continued).

Radio •	 Stations vary greatly in size and format.
•	 Stations pick up much of their news coverage from print and 

television media.
•	 Interviews are almost always conducted by phone.
•	 Reporters usually working under short deadlines will not have 

much time for research.
•	 Stories can be recorded live or used later as an edited tape.
•	 Sound bites are critical since there is no visual support.

Magazine •	 Outlet provides best opportunity for in-depth coverage on an 
issue.

•	 Many agendas are set months in advance.
•	 Staff or freelance reporters may be used.  
•	 Reporters usually start with a telephone interview and follow 

up with field visit.
•	 Reporters have time to cover more than one angle and can use 

many sources.

Internet •	 Most media outlets also have Web sites where they provide 
additional information on an issue or links for more 
information.  

•	 News stories can be distributed immediately through Internet 
capabilities.



562 PUBLIC ACCESS AND MEDIA RELATIONS

A well-designed Web site can make it faster and easier for constituents 
to find information and thereby reduce the number of phone calls to 
county offices, saving personnel time and money. Newcomers can learn 
how to file for a homestead exemption, register a vehicle, identify the 
utilities that serve the jurisdiction, and find other county contact 
information for services of interest to them. Business owners can find 
out how to register their businesses for occupation tax purposes, determine 
permitting requirements, and in some cases even identify opportunities 
to bid on county business. From communicating information on county 
events and recreational programming to providing e-services such as 
paying property taxes and traffic citations online, local government Web 
sites are becoming primary sources of information for more and more 
people. Information made available on the county Web site should be 
considered an open record.2 

Web sites also promote transparency in government. Many county 
Web sites post county commission agendas and minutes from meetings 
as well as other official county information such as budget documents. 
Some counties even provide live feeds or recorded coverage of commis-
sion meetings. With the increased demand for information from the 
public, county officials should seek to provide as much information online 
as possible. 

In addition, a well-designed Web site can attract residential and 
business interest in a community by showcasing high-quality services, 
cultural and recreational opportunities, workforce preparedness, 
and other assets.  Business leaders who are considering investing in 
or relocating to a community or families who are deciding where to 
purchase a home require information for comparison purposes. The 
county that does not have a Web site that allows for quick comparisons 
to other counties is at a competitive disadvantage.

E-cOMMuNIcATIONS AND SOcIAL MEDIA

Many counties are turning to electronic communications in order to 
connect with citizens in their community, especially as the size 
and distribution of traditional media shrink. With e-communications, 
a county is able to control the distribution of information and the 
perspectives presented. People can sign up to receive county e-newslet-
ters, public safety notifications, emergency alerts, and other information 
directly from their county government. E-communications provide an 
opportunity to directly engage constituents and reach them quickly and 
easily with a variety of information. 
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Some local governments are exploring other social media opportuni-
ties such as Facebook and Twitter. More than 300 million Americans 
regularly use Facebook, and more than 65 million of them access this 
service through a mobile device.3 These social media sites are not just for 
the younger generation; the fastest-growing demographic of Facebook 
users are people aged 35 and older.4 

County governments may use these social media networks to 
communicate with citizens on a regular basis or only in emergency 
situations. Furthermore, these social media platforms provide good 
opportunities for local officials to keep constituents informed about 
their activities. Engaging in social media networking may not be right 
for every community. As with all forms of communication, counties and 
their elected officials should evaluate the distribution tools that work 
best for their constituents and develop policies for their use. 

GOvERNMENT-cOMMuNITY INTERAcTION

Many other methods of communication are available to local govern-
ments. Every county employee is a customer service representative for 
local government. Most customers are residents of the community and 
interact with people in both work and personal settings. County employ-
ees should be encouraged to be advocates for local government programs 
and services and should be provided with information when changes are 
implemented so that they can help to spread the word. 

Other ways to communicate with citizens include volunteering to 
speak to local civic associations, the local chamber of commerce, hom-
eowners associations, or other community groups. Members of these 
organizations are the activists in any community.  A county commissioner 
can use these speaking opportunities to further his or her message or 
encourage public input on an important issue. 

Public involvement is another important communications tool. 
When dealing with a major change or issue that is generating controversy, 
consider forming a stakeholders group representing multiple interests, 
and work with these constituents to develop a resolution. People are not 
always going to agree, but working together can take the heat out of a 
debate. Each side is able to listen to the other’s perspective, which may 
yield a surprising middle-ground position. Such efforts show that the 
commission is open to hearing multiple viewpoints. Failure to incorporate 
ideas from stakeholder groups into the decision-making process may 
result in negative public feedback. 
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puBLIc RELATIONS cAMpAIGNS

Public relations campaigns are designed to increase awareness about a 
specific issue, and they employ a variety of communications methods in 
order to distribute information. These campaigns seek to move people 
from awareness to action. Considerations involved in creating such 
campaigns include determining who the target audience is, what the key 
messages are, which distribution channels will be used in order to get 
information to the target audience, and what the desired result will be. 

For example, water supply is a major concern for many local gov-
ernments, especially in times of drought. An effective public relations 
campaign might be to inform homeowners about ways in which they 
can reduce their outdoor water use and thereby contribute to the larger 
effort of conserving water and extending the water supply.

In this example, homeowners are the target audience. Key messages 
might include recommending hours during which residents should 
water their lawns and gardens and providing information about drought 
friendly garden plans and other landscaping tips to reduce water use. In 
terms of distribution channels, a county might consider including this 
information in water bills, publishing informative articles in the local 
newspaper, sponsoring events or workshops with local gardening centers, 
installing drought friendly landscaping with signage in a local park, or 
other creative ways to encourage public support. The underlying goal 
of the campaign is to change water-use habits in order to conserve water 
in the community. 

Before developing a campaign, a local government should explore 
what is already available in order to save both time and financial re-
sources. Other counties, state and federal agencies, and organizations 
like the Association County Commissioners of Georgia may have public 
relations campaigns that can be modified or used in order to address 
issues in a particular community. Also, commissioners should be aware 
that public relations campaigns may not be used to promote or oppose 
candidates or issues to be voted on in a referendum.5 

Today’s county officials have more opportunity than ever before to in-
teract with constituents and involve community members in local govern-
ment. Incorporating a variety of communications strategies ensures that 
information has the greatest reach.  



Communicating with Constituents 565

Notes

 1.  www.pewinternet.org. Accessed April 22, 2010.
 2.  www.insidefacebook.com. Accessed April 22, 2010. 
 3.  mashable.com/2009/07/07/facebook-users-older. Accessed April 22, 2010.
 4.  Official Code of Georgia Annotated (O.C.G.A.) §50-18-70 et seq.
 5.  O.C.G.A. §21-5-30.2. 


