
THE OP-ED 
OPTION

5 Simple Steps to 
Opinion Pieces That 
Change Minds and 
Inspire Action
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As individuals, we’re often quick to spout our 
personal thoughts and feelings on just about 
any topic. Weather. Politics. Religion. Sports. 
Where there’s an issue, there’s an opinion.

Nonprofits and businesses also have opinions 
— and the smart ones know how to leverage 
these opinions to drive their supporters, 
customers, elected officials, and others to take 
action. 

But in a world where opinions are everywhere 
— littering our Facebook feeds, lunch 
conversations, and cable TV airwaves — how 
do you get your opinion to stand out, get heard, 
and move people to action? 

Here’s one powerful way: an op-ed.

Op-eds are written opinion pieces that 
traditionally appear in newspapers opposite the 
editorial page (hence the name op-ed). You’ll 
also find them in magazines, trade publications, 
and online. Op-eds typically aren’t written 
by staff members of those publications, but 
instead give outside voices the 
opportunity to share ideas and 
unique perspectives in their own 
words.

A well-placed and well-timed 
op-ed can help your opinion get 
heard over the din. And, once 
it appears in print or online, 
your message can be amplified 

Opinions. 
Everyone’s got them. 

through your other communications channels 
to gain additional value.

What is the best path to getting an op-ed from 
idea to publication?  How do you pitch it so it 
sees the light of day? And what do you do with 
the op-ed to ensure it gets a long shelf life and 
attracts as many eyeballs and mouse clicks as 
possible? 

This e-book offers the answers. As former 
journalists, we’ve seen both sides of the op-ed 
equation. When we worked for newspapers, 
we played a role in determining which op-eds 
got published, and which died with the delete 
key. As consultants, we’ve guided many of our 
clients through the process of writing, pitching, 
and placing op-eds that have helped raise 
awareness, rally support, and drive action. 

Here is our 5-step path to getting it done. 
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“ ““

Let’s do

ANSWER THE KEY QUESTIONS

STEP #1

“Let’s do an op-ed!”
Those words often echo through hallways 
when an organization faces a challenge or 
crisis.

But should you? 

The first step to a successful op-ed is to do 
some hard thinking to determine whether 
it’s actually the right tool for what you aim to 
achieve. Op-eds are powerful, in part, because 
they are published far less frequently than 
regular editorial content. So if your idea isn’t 
both compelling and timely, you run the risk of 
wasting important time and energy. As a result, 
it is important to consider first if the issue you 
aim to address is op-ed worthy or whether 
another approach such as web content, a letter 
to supporters, or a press release is a better tool 
to achieve your goal.

There is no set rule on when you should 
choose to write an op-ed, but answering these 
three questions can help provide clarity:

1. Is there widespread misunderstanding 
or lack of awareness on an issue critical 
to your mission? 

2. Do you, or does someone in your 
organization, have a unique perspective 
or experience that can help make a 
compelling argument?

3. Is there an urgent need for your 
organization to change minds or move 
people to action by providing a fresh 
perspective? 

If the answer is yes to any or all of these, an 
op-ed is likely a smart option.

an op-ed!
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The op-ed section is typically one of the best-
read parts of any newspaper. But as many 
newspapers continue to shrink — from thick 
broadsheets to their current skinnier print 
version — op-ed space is at more of a premium 
now than ever before.

Competition is fierce.

Major newspapers in the United States receive 
more than 400 op-ed submissions daily, 
according to the Communications Consortium 
Center — and they print only two or three per 
day. Those are long odds, to say the least. So 
how do you get newspapers, or other media 
outlets, to run your op-ed? 

Here are some ways to get to the top of the 
heap:

• Identify your target. Knowing the 
audience you want to reach will help you 
determine the right media outlets to pitch. 
If you’re the CEO of a local nonprofit that 
wants to spread the word about a new 
initiative with the hope that it will inspire 
donations, pitch hometown newspapers 
and websites, not the Washington Post or 
the Wall Street Journal.

PERFECT YOUR PITCH

STEP #2

• Get to know the publication. Once 
you’ve identified the outlet you’re looking 
to target, spend time reading its opinion 
page. Do they run pieces with a preferred 
tone? Do they have specific editorial 
guidelines? Reach out to the opinion 
editor if possible, inquire, and avoid 
sending a blind pitch.

• Make it easy for the editor. Include with 
your op-ed submission a note saying 
the piece can be edited for content or 
trimmed for space. Don’t be married 
to your words — be married to your 
message. 



TIMING IS EVERYTHING

STEP #3
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Once you have determined an op-ed is the 
right tool for the job and identified the right 
outlet or outlets to approach, it’s important to 
consider the right timing. 

If, for instance, you’re looking to respond to 
something that is happening in the news, 
you’ll need to be able to move quickly in order 
to ensure your piece has relevance. Take too 
much time and you’ll lose the moment.

We recently worked with a nonprofit that 
is looking to sway public opinion in favor 
of creating a new community college in its 
community. In the days leading up to a key 
election that would help determine whether 
the college would have government support, 
we helped the organization place an op-ed 
written by a prominent businessman in the 
local newspaper on the Sunday before Election 
Day.

Had we placed the piece two weeks earlier, 
it would have likely been forgotten. Had we 
waited a few days later, it no longer would 
have been relevant.

A well-timed opinion strikes the appropriate 
nerve without seeming like it is coming out of 
left field.

Some key elements to remember about timing: 

• Is it relevant? Often, a publication will 
have an ongoing conversation going with 
readers on a particular topic of interest. If 
your op-ed can advance that discussion, 
all the better.

• Newspapers love milestones. If your op-
ed is about NASA and the space program, 
you might aim for it to appear on July 20 
and the anniversary of Neil Armstrong 
walking on the moon. 

• Don’t be afraid to newsjack. If a story 
appears in the news that connects with 
your opinion or point of view, don’t be 
afraid to use it to your advantage. This is 
a technique called ‘newsjacking’ — for 
hijacking the news.

When Amazon founder Jeff Bezos put out a call on 
Twitter for ideas for how to direct his philanthropy 
in 2017, a group of community foundation leaders 
used the billionaire’s appeal as the hook for an 
opinion piece advocating for him to consider 
investing in a community foundation. The piece 
appeared in the Stanford Social Innovation Review 
— a publication that helped showcase their work to 
an important audience.

FIND YOUR 
HOOK
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GET TO THE POINT

STEP #4
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An op-ed is not a venue for channeling your 
inner Tolstoy. Op-ed submissions should 
be concise and tightly-written. Remember, 
newspaper space is limited. Don’t go longer 
than 1,000 words and aim for a neighborhood 
of 750. For some outlets, you’ll even want to 
go shorter based on their guidelines. With 
that in mind, it’s essential to develop a strong, 
coherent argument. 

First, you need to grab the reader right away 
with a strong lead, be it through a provocative 
point, interesting anecdote, or maybe with 
some well-placed humor. 

Once you have your opening hook, you’re not 
done. You need to keep the reader’s attention. 
Here are 5 steps for earning that attention:

1. Make sure your author is an authority 
on the issue you’re writing about. A 
social worker spending every day in a 
city’s urban trenches and writing about 
the importance of anti-poverty programs 
carries a lot of clout. 
Same goes for the head of a local 
American Red Cross chapter raising 
awareness to the plight of natural 
disasters, and the need for community 

donations toward relief efforts. 

2. Don’t be afraid of ghostwriting. 
Newspapers typically won’t accept op-
eds that are written by a spokesperson. 
Your piece will need to come from an 
expert in the issue you’re discussing – 
most likely your top executive or another 
official within your organization. 

Often, these folks don’t have the hours to 
invest in writing an effective op-ed. You 
may need to draft the piece yourself under 
another person’s byline or hire an outside 
ghostwriter to work with the expert to 
create a strong draft.

3. Use stats, facts and anecdotes in the 
meat of your op-ed to build your case and 
bolster your cause. 

4. Finish strong. Conclude your op-ed by 
taking your argument a step further and 
telling readers what needs to happen 
next. You can bring your piece full circle 
by bookending the point or anecdote 
spelled out in the opening with a reminder 
or reference to it at the end.

5. Check yourself before you wreck 
yourself. Read over each 
word before submitting your 
op-ed, trim it to sharpen 
and strengthen your case, 
and then have someone you 
trust – preferably a solid 
wordsmith with a good 
eye — review to make sure 
facts, dates, grammar, and 
tone are exactly right. If you 
can’t defend every word of 
your op-ed, you need to take 
another crack at it.



DEVELOP A POST-PUBLICATION PLAN

STEP #5
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As you can see, developing and writing an op-
ed takes a decent amount of thought and time, 
so it makes sense to get as much mileage out 
it as possible. Here are some ways you can 
make the most of your op-ed and assure the 
print version of your piece isn’t the end of the 
story: 

• Recycle and repurpose. Cross-post your 
op-ed to your website and/or blog. Same 
for your Facebook page, Twitter feed, and 
LinkedIn account. Sharing your column 
through your social-media channels, and 
e-mail alerts from your organization — 
even if it never gets published and you 
simply post the text — is crucial. 

FINDING THE RIGHT WORDS

• Keep the conversation going. An op-
ed can be the centerpiece of a broader 
messaging campaign. Think about other 
ways you can deliver your message, 
including the possibility of offering up the 
author to participate in broadcast and 
media opportunities. 

• Be ready for blowback. If your piece 
discusses a controversial topic, be 
prepared for the potential of a negative 
response from some readers in the form 
of nasty online comments or angry letters 
to the editor. Develop a plan for how you’ll 
respond to dissenting views, and how 
you’ll engage those who disagree.

Writing can be a difficult, challenging process. 
Even if you’re at ease articulating your opinion 
verbally, writing a persuasive opinion piece 
requires a different set of skills. 
If you can’t get the reader to care about what 
you have to say, and see you as credible, 
trustworthy source to speak on the issue at 
hand, you’re likely to be tuned out and turned 
off. 
Here are some tips to avoid that:

• Write with confidence. Be persuasive and 
compelling.

• Use an active voice and avoid clichés if 
you can. 

• Write from the reader’s view to truly 
resonate with him or her.

• Get to the point, from the first few 
paragraphs of your op-ed, and aim to 
make every sentence count. 

Can you reduce your point to a single 
sentence? Try it. Being simple, specific and 
clear in your text matters.
Teaching is the most underpaid and 
underappreciated profession in America. 
Protecting the environment remains a notion 
neglected by most of us. 
Keeping your mind and hands active increases 
your chances of living longer.

• Be authentic. Write muscular, well-
thought-out prose from the heart. Readers 
will see through you if your ideas are not 
real and relevant. 

• While being real, illustrate with real 
stories. While it might be tempting to load 
your opinions with data, keep in mind 
that people are more likely to gravitate to 
human stories than they are a bunch of 
numbers. As a result, try to find ways to 
incorporate anecdotes and stories into 
your piece to help give it added punch. 7
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A well-written and properly placed op-ed can 
be a real game changer. 

Consider, the op-ed about the community 
college that we mentioned earlier in this 
e-book. With a local countywide election 
nearing, the community college had become 
a divisive issue among voters, with the two 
candidates for county executive firmly planted 
on opposite sides of the issue. Sensing 
college opponents were gaining traction, we 
concluded that an op-ed offered the best 
opportunity to move voters on the fence to 
support the candidate backing the college. 

Fortunately, one of the most prominent and 
respected citizens in the community agreed 
to collaborate on penning the piece. He had 
largely supported the project behind the 
scenes, but understood the urgency to solidify 
support. The op-ed ran on a Sunday — two 
days before the election.

START CHANGING MINDS

It was widely circulated via social media 
and through several anecdotal reports was 
discussed throughout the community. 

On Election Day, the candidate supporting the 
community college squeaked out a victory – It 
was so close that it took two days to officially 
declare the winner. 

Did the op-ed make the difference? There is 
no way to know for sure. But based on many 
conversations since and political analysis 
by the local press, a compelling case could 
be made that if there hadn’t been an op-ed 
strategically placed, there may never be a 
community college. 

That’s the power and potential of an op-ed. 
Used properly, it can change minds — and 
maybe the course of history. 
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Community college is vital 
investment in Erie County’s Future

Posted Nov 5, 2017 at 2:00 AM

Citing support from 
others adds to credibility 
and helps support your 
position.

Add context to 
encourage greater 
understanding.

The time is now to put Erie County first.

For decades, Erie County taxpayers have helped support Pennsyl-
vania’s 14 community colleges through our state tax dollars. We’ve 
shared in the cost. Now, we have the opportunity to also share in the 
many benefits, by establishing a community college we can call our 
own.

I’ve joined many other business, civic and nonprofit leaders in strongly 
supporting the Erie County community college. And I was happy to 
see two of the top three employers in the county — UPMC Hamot and 
Erie Insurance — recently throw their support behind the community 
college plan at the state Board of Education’s public hearing.

A community college for Erie County is about much more than simply 
leveling the playing field. It represents a vital and necessary investment 
in our shared future at a critical time in our region’s history. Every-
where one travels in this country, there are long-established community 
colleges, and these are the very communities that Erie County com-
petes with to attract companies and new jobs.

Erie County is at a crossroads. We are facing the fallout from the 
fast-changing global economy, persistent poverty, and a host of related 
challenges. Yet, at the same time, what the Erie Times-News recently 
described as a series of “transformational initiatives” hold the potential 
to revitalize our local economy in dramatic and lasting ways.

Erie Insurance is committed to playing its part. The company has 
invested millions of dollars in expanding its operations and improving 
its neighborhood — and continues to devote time, money and resourc-
es to support the broader Erie community. It’s heartening to see similar 
multimillion-dollar investments from the businesses and hospitals, 

Timing is everything. This 
op-ed published two days 
prior to an election in which 
the community college was 
a decisive issue.

Clearly state where you 
stand from the get-go and 
build your case from there.

9

ANATOMY OF AN OP-ED

When the proponents of establishing a new community 
college in Pennsylvania wanted to bolster support for 
the project, Turn Two worked with them to place an op-
ed in their local newspaper. Here is what was published 
— along with some of the key elements that helped it 
earn placement.



Look for opportunities 
to effectively 
counter opposing 
arguments with factual 
information.

When possible and 
authentic, emphasize 
the urgency of 
the issue you are 
addressing.

Often, echoing back to 
the beginning of the 
op-ed can help drive 
your point. End with a 
clear and declarative 
statement.

Make sure your op-ed 
author has credibility 
and the experience 
and insight to weigh 
in on the issue being 
addressed.

downtown and bayfront development, as well as energized focus on innova-
tion and entrepreneurship.

However, to best leverage these opportunities requires a strong economic 
foundation that will position Erie County to take full advantage of pri-
vate-sector investments. A stand-alone community college is an essential 
pillar in that foundation, filling a pressing need that benefits students of all 
ages and backgrounds, as well as employers across a range of industries.

While our existing colleges play a crucial role, a community college fills a 
different — and equally important — niche. Edinboro University of Pennsyl-
vania President H. Fred Walker acknowledged this point at the recent public 
hearing. Walker spoke in favor of establishing a community college, stating 
Edinboro University will no longer offer associate degree programs in a com-
munity college-style format, as those offerings don’t align with the universi-
ty’s core mission as a four-year institution.

Meanwhile, many manufacturers in our community are sounding the alarm 
about a growing shortage of skilled labor as many employees in the current 
workforce approach retirement. The manufacturers emphasize that only a 
stand-alone community college can scale to meet their anticipated needs. 
With projected yearly tuition for full-time students at $2,400, the Erie County 
community college would offer the right mix of affordability and accessibil-
ity for students — as well as the targeted curriculum and classroom training 
applications that align with the evolving needs of local employers.

Erie’s business and labor leaders understand the once-in-a-generation op-
portunity the community college represents, which is why they have joined 
forces in urging the state Board of Education to approve the college plan.

Besides Erie Insurance and UPMC Hamot, other outspoken supporters of the 
community college include the Erie Regional Chamber and Growth Partner-
ship, the Erie Regional Manufacturing Partnership and a host of prominent 
unions, such as the UE Local 506 union at GE Transportation.

It’s not often that all of these groups stand together — but they are united by 
a shared vision for a community college that can make our region more com-
petitive, battle brain drain, and provide an answer to chronic unemployment 
and poverty.

When the Erie School District found itself on the brink of insolvency last 
year, our community came together in unprecedented ways to reach viable 
solutions.

I can’t think of a better way to build on that progress than to create an Erie 
County community college that can offer an affordable and accessible step-
ping stone for many students, both in the city and throughout our county.

The time is now to put Erie on equal footing with the rest of the state and 
nation. The time is now for the Erie County community college.

<Author bio>
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Think an op-ed would be a smart option? 

Turn Two can partner with you for every phase 
of the op-ed process from brainstorming to key 
media placements. 

We’ve helped clients get positive press in the 
New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Chronicle of 
Philanthropy, Fast Company and more. 

Connect with us at Peter@turn-two.co or 
Scott@turn-two.co
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