Guides for Mission-Minded Organizations

Writing and Placing Opinion Pieces

10 Step Guide to Writing and Placing Op-Eds
for Your Nonprofit
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Welcome

What exactly is an “op-ed” and how can you, a leader or communications professional for a
nonprofit, utilize one to drive your organization’s mission forward? Op-ed stands for “opposite
of the editorial page” and is published by a writer with no affiliation to a publication’s editorial
board. As a firm that specializes in nonprofit, mission-minded organizations, we’ve helped our
clients use op-eds to establish expertise in their respective fields and drive change that benefits
the constituents they serve.

Who Reads Them?
Decision makers, policymakers, bookers,
producers, reporters, editors, donors, program
beneficiaries, allies, peer organizations, board
members and the public.

Who Publishes Them?
Newspapers, magazines, blogs, think tanks, and
digital platforms of cable networks.

What can an op-ed really
accomplish?
The time invested in crafting and publishing an opinion
piece can be extensive, but the potential return is
worth it. We have seen our clients’ opinion pieces lead
to meetings with government officials, reporters and
producers asking for interviews, victims joining a class
action lawsuit, and boards praising an organization’s
leadership.

A Diversity of Opinions
It is common for the opinion pages to mirror the most privileged of society’s
voices, but it is critical for all perspectives to be shared. Think of ways you can
amplify voices of people of color, members of the LGBTQ+ community, women,
and any other marginalized groups.

Check out real world examples from Momentum clients throughout the guide.
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Strategies for
Writing an Opinion Piece

1. Make a decision and take a
strong stance.
We get it. When it comes to the nonprofit space, you have a host
of people to consider when voicing an opinion about a hot button
issue. Weigh the importance of the op-ed and the potential
downside carefully. If your conviction is strong, make the decision
to write your piece, be assertive, and back up your claims.

New York’s budget cuts create a
‘social time bomb’ for
underserved youth
This opinion piece calls out
New York City officials for
cutting a critical youth program.

2. Establish your expertise.
There are countless ways you can be qualified to write an op-ed.
Professionally, you may be the head of an organization, have years
of experience in a certain field, or lead an initiative pertinent to a
topic of discussion in the news. You have personal qualifications,
too. Some of the strongest opinion pieces are by people who have
been personally impacted by an issue.

Mental health coverage needs to
include eating disorders
The author of this opinion piece
uses personal experience to
establish expertise.
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3. Tell a story.
Structure op-eds the same way you would an argument: start
with an introduction or lede (the opening sentence or paragraph
of a news article), follow up with a thesis or assertion, then
provide multiple points to back up your argument. But keep in
mind an op-ed shouldn’t be written like an academic paper.
• Make it authentic: what are interesting points
you can make that others can’t?

• Carefully consider language: have you steered clear

of industry-specific jargon that can weigh down
your argument and slow down the reader?
• Your op-ed should have storytelling elements. Set the
stage with characters and elaborate on the conflict. Be
creative in your storytelling: can you paint a picture for
the reader that incorporates both logic and emotion?

Mail-in vote should be a question
of morality, not partisanship
This opinion piece starts out
using a critical storytelling
method - setting the scene
of a vivid experience.

4. Use strong evidence.
Keep an eye out for new data, studies or legislation to support
your argument. These can help convince the opinion editor
that your op-ed is timely and deserves to be reviewed now.
Stay up to date on emerging research pertinent to your
industry and new polls or surveys. Ipsos is a reliable data
supplier.

To stop coronavirus, we must
set aside partisanship. Here’s
how we can do it.
This opinion piece used newly
released poll results from
Reuters and Quinnipiac to
support the argument.

5. Connect your argument to a hot
button issue in the news.
Be timely. Your success is often directly correlated with how
newsworthy the article is, so you have to act quickly. Keep an
eye on the news, and the minute something relevant breaks,
begin brainstorming how your organization fits into the story.
However you connect your organization to the news, be
authentic, especially if it is connected to trauma or marginalized
communities.

After Pulse and Parkland,
let’s put our faith in ethics
This opinion piece uses the
anniversary of the Pulse
nightclub shootings as a call to
action for Americans to build
connections toward a more
ethical culture.
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Do

• Know where you want your piece published and

write with that media outlet in mind. Match their
style and stick to their word count. (Because
print space is limited in newspapers, the word
count is less than an article published online.)

•
• Be strategic when linking to other articles and studies.
Try to cite the media outlet you hope will publish your
piece, and avoid citing their competitors. If you hope
to get published in a local publication, make sure you
make a clear connection to the local community.

•
• Be fair: acknowledge the counter argument. It

can be a single sentence, but don’t skip it. Often
this is preceded by the phrase: “To be sure…”

•
• Consider getting a professional writer to help. They can

interview you and draft an outline based on what you’ve
told them for you to then edit and make your own.

• Be overly self promotional. This is not an

advertorial. Opinion editors will strike any
opinion piece that reads like an ad.

Don’t

•
• Go for a top-tier outlet just for the name recognition.
Think of the outcome you want before choosing
your target. Maybe reaching local politicians is
more important than a national audience.

•
• Maybe getting in front of a specific industry or

demographic matters most. Go for the readers
who can best drive the change you are seeking.

•
• Use acronyms or jargon specific to your field.

Unless you are pitching the opinion piece to a trade
publication, use language any reader would understand.

•
• Repeat yourself. Assert your opinion once in the lede
and expand using color and proof points. There is
no need to say the same thing in different ways.
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Stronger Together
Op-eds are not only useful to
establish thought leadership
or drive change for your own
organization. They can be used
to strengthen partnerships,
too. Consider teaming up with
an ally or partner to write an
opinion piece together. Two
writers with varying expertise
can pack double the punch.
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Steps to Placing an
Opinion Piece

1. Do your research.
Every outlet has its own guidelines when it comes to
submitting an opinion piece.
Some national outlets, like The Washington Post,
have a submission form. Once your opinion piece is
selected using a form, you can build a relationship
with the editor working with you to finesse your
piece. Depending on the relationship, you may be
able to reach out to them directly with subsequent
submissions.
Other national outlets, like The New York Times,
have an email specifically for submissions. For other
publications, you will email the opinion editor directly.
Some questions to think about when emailing an
op-ed: does the editor have a subject line preference?
The opinion editor for The New York Daily News
prefers you email him directly, with the author’s name
followed by the topic in the subject line. How should
you include the op-ed? Some editors prefer you paste
the piece directly into the body of the email. Others
want the piece attached as a Word doc.

New York needs a Rooney
Rule: Here’s how to make
hiring fairer to blacks
This opinion piece was emailed
directly to the opinion editor at
the New York Daily News following
the correct submission guidelines.
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2. Plan on submitting to
a few outlets.

4. Respect the outlet’s
guidelines.

There are countless reasons an opinion editor
will pass on publishing your piece. Maybe
they already have a submission they are
working on that is too similar to yours. The
news cycle moves quickly: maybe your piece
was submitted as your topic was cycling out.
Sometimes it just isn’t a good fit. If your piece is
rejected, ask the editor why. Their answer may
help you improve your chances the next time
around. Rank your target publications from
most desired to least, and submit in that order.
Don’t give up!

Almost all outlets have definitive guidelines you
should follow when submitting an op-ed. The
golden rule? Your piece should be exclusive to
the outlet you are pitching, and only submitted
to one outlet at a time. Wait for a “no” before
submitting to another outlet. If you are in a
crunch because your op-ed is timely and you
haven’t heard from an editor on their decision,
alert them that you are pulling the piece from
consideration. It saves their time if they have
not reviewed it yet and helps you maintain a
positive relationship with them that is valuable
in the long run.

3. Be succinct.
If your top target outlet requires you to email
the opinion editor directly, be succinct. In just
one paragraph give your name, detail your
expertise, and provide a brief synopsis of your
op-ed. If it is timely and connected to an issue
in the news, be sure to mention that, too.
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5. Follow through.
Opinion editors receive countless pieces a day
and have a lot to sift through when deciding
which articles they want to run. It is okay
to follow up with them if you haven’t heard
any news after a week, especially if it is time
sensitive. A follow-up email can bring the op-ed
to the top of the editor’s inbox and may pique
their interest or remind them to review the
piece.

Do

• Know the reputation of the outlet’s opinion

section. The Wall Street Journal leans right, The
New York Times left, and so on. Target outlets
likely to be more receptive to your position.

•
• Develop a relationship with the opinion editor. Let them
know if you are working on other opinion pieces.

•
• Use the published opinion piece to send to reporters

and booking producers to see if they want to interview
you. You can also share it with donors and newsletter
subscribers and post it on your social media.

•
• In your submission, let the editor know the
piece is exclusive and only for their outlet..

Don’t

• Get discouraged. Good opinion editors look for

fresh, credible voices with strong points of view. If
you write well about timely topics from a unique
perspective, you’ll get published eventually.

•
• Submit an opinion piece that was published
elsewhere, like your organization’s blog.
The content should be original.

•
• Post it on your own blog or website (once it does
get published) without crediting where.
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Checklist
Ready to get started?
Before you do, go through this checklist…
1. Do you have something important to say?
2. Does it connect to something current in the headlines?
3. Can you be bold in your stance?
4. Do you have data and anecdotes to back up your argument?
5. Are you able to quickly write and pitch the piece?

Yes to all of the above? Start writing!
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About Momentum
Momentum Communications Group specializes in empowering nonprofit, social
impact organizations through communications.
Founded in 2012, our core capabilities include media relations, thought leadership
and social media management. The agency is a home for exceptional communicators
dedicated to social good and a hub for innovation in purpose-driven communications.
Momentum was named one of the Most Powerful Nonprofit & Public Affairs PR
Firms on Observer’s PR Power List and a 2020 Nonprofit PR Team of the Year at the
Nonprofit PR Awards.
Headquartered in midtown Manhattan, our team of 15 professionals has strong
media relationships encompassing television, radio, digital and print. On average,
Momentum edits and places 30 opinion pieces each year for our nonprofit clients.
Our track record includes:
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info@momentum-cg.com | momentum-cg.com | 646.346.1754
55 W. 39th Street, 5th Floor, New York, NY 10018
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