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Creating Effective Newsletters 

A newsletter provides a great vehicle to share information, spark creativity and market services.  In a care facility, it can also be a way to connect seniors with the community at large. In these days of information overload, we need to create newsletters that will get noticed and read. The information provided in this course will give you the tools to do so. So, if you’ve been given the task of creating a newsletter, fear not, help is on the way!

Objective

After completing this course you will be able to:

· Complete a step-by-step plan for your newsletter with objectives and a mission statement.

· Tap into an array of information for ideas, information and copy for a newsletter.

· Create a newsletter that will appeal to a person’s basic needs and emotions including a sense of security, grief and loss and health and wellness.

· Write articles and fillers that will grab attention and be grammatically correct.

· Create newsletters for seniors in care facilities and independent living situations.

· Use a newsletter as part of a marketing tool to encourage caregivers to admit a parent or loved one into an assisted living facility or nursing home.

Step-by-step to a Great Newsletter 

“Failing to plan is planning to fail.” Allan Lakein 

Before you put anything on paper or a computer screen it is important to do some planning. Prior to opening a new business, most people write up a detailed business plan. Writing, and more importantly, following a plan as you launch your newsletter will help you avoid a lot of the trial and error of a new venture. It also gives you something to show to your supervisor for approval, if needed.  

The steps below will take you step-by-step through the planning phase of creating a newsletter. These steps will help you set objectives, identify potential costs and get everyone on board with the task of producing a fun, exciting and informative newsletter. 

1. Set Objectives 

Setting objectives is kind of like planning the route for a vacation. In this phase you need to identify where you’re going with the newsletter. What is it you wish to do? Be specific about what it is you want and need to do for the reader. Possibilities for this type of newsletter may include:

a. Keep seniors and people interested parties in the community informed and entertained.

b. Market your services to folks who may be placing their elder parent in an assisted living facility.

c. Inform caregivers of recent advances in medicine or dealing with specific problems such as Alzheimer’s disease.

d. Inspire seniors to get out of their chair and be active physically and mentally. 

Exercise: What is the main objective for your newsletter?

List secondary objectives for your newsletter.

2. Establish your audience. 

Who will you be addressing? In this profession it will most likely be seniors in and out of care facilities. It could also be caregivers, such as family, who are faced with the decision to place their loved ones in an assisted living facility or nursing home. 

To effectively address these people it is important to obtain a profile of them. For instance, you should know the average age, race and income for caregivers and other people in the community at large that you’re reaching out to. Know the same about the seniors that you will be addressing. This information can be gathered in a formal way, such as by sending out surveys or by casual observation. Check the agency’s policy on privacy before conducting any type of information gathering of residents. 

The main point here is to give some thought into the people you will be addressing before you begin work on a newsletter.

Exercise: Who are you addressing in your newsletter (be specific)?

3. Appeal to basic human needs.

Advertisers have long known that people often react (i.e. purchase) according to the emotional appeal of an object or situation. For instance, the latest toothpaste appeals to our need to impress the opposite sex, while an underarm deodorant will supposedly make us feel more confident. These ads appeal to our need to feel accepted and secure. By being in tune with your reader’s basic human needs, you’ll be right on target with your newsletter when it comes to gaining and holding their interest. 


The following issues and basic human needs will most likely touch a chord with seniors (perhaps you can add to the list):

· Health and wellness

· Relieving boredom

· Feeling useful

· Saving time

· The need to learn a new skill

· The need to feel connected with the community and each other

· Dealing with loss and grief. 

The issues below will likely appeal to the needs and senses of those who are providing care and making important decisions for seniors:

· Financial security

· Separation anxiety

· Stress over making the appropriate decision

· Dealing with loss and grief

Exercise: Identify the needs, issues and concerns of the people you will be addressing in your newsletter.

4. Identify the information and activities to include in the newsletter.

The content of your newsletter will depend on what you’ve learned about your readership. You could also ask people what they wish to see in a newsletter. One way I did this when I was in charge of a facility newsletter is I made a list of possible topics and had my potential readers rate them on a scale of 1-5, 5 being the topics they were most interested in. Here are some possibilities:

· Health news

· Profiles of people who have made the decision to use your services (if you’re a service provider).

· New technology to make the lives of seniors safer and more enjoyable.

· Reasons caregivers should choose your services.

· Informational articles pertaining to world, local or facility news.

· Success stories of past activities and special events.

· Upcoming events and activities.

· Volunteer news and features.

· Resident’s writings, including short stories, articles, poems, etc.

· Facility news such as staff of the month.

· Health and wellness tips.

· Cartoons and humor.

· Resident features such as new residents or resident of the month.

·  Puzzles, crosswords, word searches and trivia.

·  Birthdays of facility residents and people in the news

·  Recipes and how-to projects

·  Special features from department managers including dieticians, maintenance and nursing.

· Quotations to accompany articles and features

Exercise: Brainstorm to come up with all of the topics you want to include in your newsletter.

5. Determine where this information will come from.

Let’s not leave a stone unturned on this one. Ideas can come from many places including:

· Local libraries

· Subject searches on the internet

· Chase’s Calendar of events (this publication lists all holidays and observances, birthdays of famous people and a whole lot of good trivia that can become potential fodder for a newsletter)

· Newspapers and magazines

· Cookbooks and how-to books

· Stories and information from residents, staff and community members.

· Websites and magazines that cover issues that pertain to seniors and caregivers, such as living with Alzheimer’s and selecting a reputable care facility  (magazines: OutLook, By the Bay, AARP’s Modern Maturity and websites like www.seniorjournal.com, www.modernsenior.net.

Exercise: Make a list of where you can find information for your newsletter (this information can be shared with those delegated to help you with the newsletter).

6. Corel Some Help

No sense being the Lone Ranger here. Let’s get an idea where help will come from before putting pen to paper or fingers to the keyboard. Will it be staff, residents, people from the community, local agencies or all of the above? The things that need to be done include: research, writing, printing, copying and distribution.

  One suggestion is to recruit different people to contribute to different sections of the newsletter, such as facility news and events, current events, arts and crafts, etc.

Exercise: Who (by name or title) are you going to sweet talk to help you with your newsletter? 

Tap the Expertise of Department Managers

Examples:

· Food for Thought (dietary)

· Nuts and Bolts (maintenance)

· Household Tips (housekeeping)

· For Your Health (nursing)

· Special Happening (marketing)

· Manager’s Desk (administrator)

7. Decide how it will be printed.

There are several options these days for producing a newsletter. Microsoft Word and Adobe Writer are two popular software programs used to format newsletters. You can also use a preformatted newsletter such as the one offered at www.ActivityConnection.com. Whatever software you decide to use, make sure you can upload text and graphics into your newsletter from Microsoft Word. 

8. Typesetting and Layout Suggestions

Here are some things to consider before you go to the printers with your newsletter.

Font style: They say that typefaces, “like art, express feeling, mood and tone.” Notice how the following fonts portray different feelings: arial black, Times New Roman, Bookman Old Style, Comic Sans, Denmark and Longlaud.

Font size: Determine the size you want your fonts to be. A font size of 12 is common, but there are other options for font sizes depending on your potential readers and space in your newsletter. You may even consider putting out one newsletter in a standard font size of 10 or 12 and then one with larger lettering to accommodate seniors with vision problems. 

Caution! Take it easy when using different fonts, bold italics and 

underlining for emphasis. Using too many type faces, sizes and styles will make your newsletter look more like a ransom-note, than a friendly, 

informative newsletter. 

Background colors: Color printing will no doubt add costs to your newsletter, but is also makes for an attention-grabbing newsletter. A less expensive alternative to color printing is to shade the background in a light gray or simply print with colored paper. 

8. Include pictures/and or illustrations.  

Watch your newsletter come alive with pictures, clipart and illustrations!  More than likely you’ll want to include pictures of residents, staff, visitors etc. in your newsletter. Decide how you will obtain your images: digital, film or copy images from other sites. If you use images from web sites on the Internet, be sure to get permission from the site owner before including them in your newsletter. 

Digital cameras will provide the simplest method of importing pictures into your newsletter. When purchasing a digital camera look for brand names and mega pixels: the higher the mega pixel number of the camera, the stronger the image resolution. Cameras with at least 7 mp are a good a good choice and relatively inexpensive (between $129-$200).

Other ideas: scanning photos or even artwork on a computer is also an option. In addition, there are also many sites on the Internet that offer free or fairly inexpensive clipart. 

Tips for taking great pictures:

· Make sure the flash feature is on when needed.

· Try to shoot candid shots. Avoid the “police lineup” look of having everyone in a straight line for things like an awards presentation or dedication. 

· Move people away from walls to avoid shadows from a bright flash.

· Avoid shooting photos in front of a window in the daytime. A camera averages out the light in these situations and will actually underexpose them. 

· Take photos outdoors in the early morning or late afternoon when the sun is low in the sky.

· Follow the “rule of thirds”. That is, try to position your subject in one third of the viewfinder (vertically or horizontally), when possible. 

· Remove clutter from the immediate area around and behind the subject, which will detract from the focal point. Instead, look for a pleasant background (e.g., plants or a wall with murals) to shoot the photo. Also, crop the subject in the viewfinder so your focus is on the subject, not the surrounding wall, tables and other clutter.

· Use Adobe Photoshop or similar photo editing software (which often comes with your computer) to crop photos, touch up images, enhance color, etc.

· Take several photographs and pick the best ones for the newsletter. 

· Black and white photographs generally come out clearer and brighter in a newspaper or newsletter, so shoot in B & W where possible. 

9. Determine the frequency of publication (i.e., weekly, monthly or bi-monthly?).

The guiding principle here is to choose a publication frequency and stick to it so people can get in the groove of knowing when to expect it. Warning: don’t bite off more than you can chew! In most cases, newsletters shouldn’t come out any more frequently than monthly. If this seems too often, consider bi-monthly or quarterly. Be sure to communicate with all staff before making this important decision--it can eliminate some headaches down the road!

10. Determine how it will be distributed: by email, regular mail or a combination thereof?

In this case you need to establish a database of probable readers and how you will reach them. Email is certainly an expedient means of delivery (and cheap) but not all people have Internet capability or lack a high-speed connection to open up a full-fledged newsletter with graphics. Figure in the costs for mailing and delivering the newsletter. 

Also, as mentioned above, brainstorm to come up with potential readers. This, of course, will depend on the scope of your newsletter. In some cases, distribution will be limited to in-house only. For a newsletter with a broader scope consider residents in and out of senior care facilities, families and community social service agencies (VA hospital, Social Services Department, agencies for seniors, etc.).

11. Adding up the Costs.

Sit down with pen and paper or your laptop and list every possible expense you can think of: from the cost of a digital camera to the paper it is being printed on. 


Write a Mission Statement

Once you’ve answered many of the questions above you’re ready for a mission statement. Mission statements were made popular by management guru Stephen R. Covey, in his book “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.” A mission statement can be used for anything from managing a Fortune 500 company to running an animal shelter. The purpose of a mission statement is to give direction and purpose to all people involved in crafting the newsletter. 

Completed mission statements are usually sent to all the people involved in producing the newsletter and are posted in a prominent place in the office where most of the work is done. 


Exercise: practice writing a mission statement for your newsletter. This statement can be revised later when you have staff and volunteers on board.

Write Articles People Will Read

“So the writer who breeds more words than he needs, is making a chore for the reader who reads,” Dr. Seuss.

Activity directors don’t need to be English majors to produce a good newsletter, but they should have decent writing skills and be willing to improve as they go. If you’re in charge of your facility newsletter and need to improve your writing skills (don’t’ we all?) it is imperative that you pick up a writing reference book. One of the most painless (and inexpensive) tools to improve your writing is the timeless classic The Elements of Style by William Strunk Jr. and E.B. White (which can be read in an evening and hung onto for future reference). Another good choice to improve and learn all types of writing is Writer’s Inc., A Student Handbook for Writing and Learning.  Here are some tips I’ve garnered from years of experience writing articles, press releases, stories, and, yes newsletters!

Capture the reader with a catchy heading: The heading of a story is the first chance you have of drawing a reader into the story. It’s that first impression. Headings these days usually contain a verb, subject and adjective. For instance, the heading “Build a Spectacular Bird House,” is much more compelling than one that reads “How to Build a Bird House!” Just be careful with adjectives: don’t over use them. For example, “How to Build a Very Spectacular Birdhouse,” would be over doing it. In this case, “spectacular” says it all.   


Read the original headings below in the left hand column, and then compare them with the jazzed-up versions on the right. 

Original Heading

Revised

Concert on Friday Night 

Senior Swingers to Play Friday

A New Puzzle



Have Fun with Sudoka

Reverend Moore to Visit

Reverend Moore to Speak on Prayer

Town History



When Tom Brown Went Missing

Spanish History


Remember the Alamo!

Exercise: Revise these headings to make them more compelling to your readers.

Smith Gets Award 
 Mother’s Day

Concert Series

Snowstorm 

Cat Dies

New Activity Director

Apple Week

Fun Time

Stay Healthy

Ready, Set, Action!

Another way to improve your writing and strengthen your writer’s voice is to use the active, rather than passive voice in your writing. Here are some examples of both passive and active voice. 

Passive voice




Active Voice
John has been friendly lately.


John is smiling often.

I would like to learn to play piano.

Teach me piano.

It has been raining lately.
Four inches of rain fell last month or “Can you believe the rain lately?”

The movie was loved by everyone.

Everybody loved the movie.

Exercise: See what you can do to improve these sentences, using the active, rather than passive voice.

I have been feeling blue lately.

It would be better to walk then take the subway.

Our activity director was loved by us. 

I have been experiencing pain in my leg.

More Ways to Improve Your Writing

Just knowing things like how to avoid redundancies, write in the active voice, and ensuring subject-verb agreement can improve your writing immensely. 

Here are some more steps you can take to improve your writing immediately:

· Show, don’t tell. This is one of the top ten rules in writing, especially when describing a scene or situation. For instance, instead of saying “it was really hot that day.” Say, “my ice cream practically melted in my hand as my blouse clung to my back!”

· Avoid redundancies and wordiness: 

Example: John had a way of catching fish by getting up everyday and fishing throughout the week all the time.


More concise:  John catches fish by getting out there everyday of the week. 

· Avoid over used clichés:

Phrases like “fish out of the water,” “food for thought” and “cart before the horse” are over used phrases that, quite frankly, make our writing boring. Come up with original clichés that make your writing stronger. 

· Maintain subject-verb agreement: 

Example: Mary was proud of her semester grades. (The subject Mary and verb was is singular; they agree in number).

· Avoid wordiness. Example: “Most of the time, as I like to say, a point can be made with few words.”  How about, “most of the time, a point can be made with few words.”

· Be careful of technical jargon; use layman terms to explain complicated information or ideas, such as how to use a new high-tech device.

· Include positive trigger words, such as love, wellness, caregiver, friends, safe, fun, exciting, cozy, easy, discover, etc.

· Replace negative wording with positive language. Example: replace “don’t eat foods high in fat, such as that greasy hamburger” with  “choose low-fat foods, such as yogurt.”

Manage Your Sentences and Paragraphs


Have your eyes ever watered over a few paragraphs into a story?  This might be an exaggeration, but you know when you have to put on your waders to get through a story.  Chances are the sentences and paragraphs are simply too long. Again, you can make quick improvements to your writing by following some simple suggestions. 


Shorten your sentences. All sentences need a subject and predicate, for example:

 
Mary (subject) went to school (predicate). Compound sentences are okay too, for example: Mary went to school and studied math most of the day.”  However, too many thoughts in one sentence can be tiresome to the reader and hard to follow, for instance:  “Mary went to school but on the way home Mary and her friend Brittany saw a cat stuck in a tree and then ran home to have Mary’s parents call 911 but not one was home and the door was locked. 

A little too much? Simply pare this up into shorter, related sentences. 

Revised: Mary went to school today. She walked home with her friend, Brittany. On the way home they saw a cat stuck in a tree. They tried to call 911 from Mary’s but the door was locked. 

To put it simply, keep individual thoughts or related thoughts contained within a sentence.

Exercise: Revise this sentence: Tom works down at the lumber yard and when he gets home at night his back aches so much he takes an aspirin and gets on the couch and watches TV but the doctor said he should get up and stretch and exercise so he doesn’t stiffen up.

The same can be said of paragraphs. Paragraphs can go on and on if we let them. The remedy to the problem is easy: simply read through the paragraph you’ve read and look for a logical place to end a paragraph and start a new one. 

Exercise: find the logical places to start new paragraphs in these sentences.

Imagine sitting on your deck with your favorite beverage in your hand while your lawn and garden is being watered.  You can enjoy this luxury with an automatic irrigation system while saving money and conserving water. What’s more, you’ll have a lusher looking lawn and a more productive flower and vegetable garden with fewer weeds.  

An automatic irrigation system is far superior to conventional sprinkler and soaker hoses because it can deliver the precise amount of water to the desired area. Sprinklers waste water because so much actually evaporates as it shoots up into the air and also because if you’re like me you often leave them running too long. And even soaker hoses seem to have gone the way of vinyl records because they can’t distribute water evenly along the length of the hose like an automatic system can. Once cumbersome steel pipes have given way to plastic tubes and a series of connectors, making it easier and cheaper to install a system. It is certainly within the realm of a do-it-yourselfer, thanks in part to the guidance offered by the companies that sell the equipment. However, if you do get into a tight spot, say underneath your house hooking up the plumbing, you could hire a plumber to take care of the initial hookups to your water system and then run the lines, emitters, bubblers etc yourself. Or, of course you can hire the whole thing out. “Sometimes it is better to get an estimate from a contractor, see what’s involved,” advises Bob Neumaier, branch manager of John Deere Landscapes in Madison Heights. Neumaier said that while installing a system isn’t “rocket science,” there is still a lot involved, including things like knowing the capability of your water delivery system; back flow prevention and head-to-head coverage. He said that if you spend $800 dollars on the materials for your system you could bet to double that to have it installed by a professional.   

Vary the length: Having gone on about the importance of paring back on your sentences and paragraphs, it also makes for good reading to vary the length of their sentences and paragraphs. 


 Proofread Effectively


There is nothing worse than reading something you or others have written and discover it contains misspelled words, crummy sentence structure and, Lord help us, misinformation! Proofreading is a process in which you and/or others examine your writing to the point it is acceptable to go to the printers. Here are some pointers for good proof reading:

· Be careful of spellcheckers. Spell checkers are fine, except they don’t know when you mean to, too or two.

· Use grammar checkers on word processors, such as Microsoft Word. Sure, there are always exceptions to the rules when it comes to grammar usage. However, pay attention to the suggestions given by a grammar checker (underlined in green in the text), more times than not they’re right on the money. 

· Print out your manuscript and then proofread it. For some folks, like me it is easier to spot errors when they can see the words on a sheet of paper instead of a computer screen.

· Put it down for a day. Sometimes when we go over and over a piece we’ve just written our minds don’t pick up the errors in word usage, length etc. After you’ve proofed the article two or three times, put it on the shelf for a day or two and then go back and proof it again.

· Let someone else proof your work. You may have to swallow your pride here. Having someone else proof or edit your work (especially if it is a spouse or girlfriend) is risky business. But then again, it is the reader you’ve got to impress. Let someone else read it and listen to his or her suggestions. 

· Read it out loud to yourself (or your dog!). Reading aloud what you’ve written will often help you catch sentences that are two long or wordy or perhaps content that is confusing. It is an excellent way to proof what you’ve written. 

· Know your sources. Sources should be sited somewhere in your document. However, you don’t need to reference information that is pretty common knowledge, or considered “in the public domain.” For instance, you don’t need to site where you found out that Alzheimer’s is most common in older folks. However, you would site where you read,  “Vitamin E can prevent Alzheimer’s.” You can usually do this by stating in the paragraph “according to a study by…” or, if you’re listing, say the top ten vegetables to eat to avoid Alzheimer’s, simply insert the source at the bottom of the list.  

More Tips for Creating a Great Newsletter

“Write stories and activities appropriate for the age group and mental and physical handicap. Avoid writing down to seniors or stereotyping them as childlike.”
· Adopt a design and stick to it from issue to issue.

· Set your heading of your newsletter, such as “The Manor Gazette” in large bold type across the center of the first page.

· Professional newsletters are normally printed on white or off white paper with black ink. Save the color for your graphics.

· Include the name of your city on the front page.

· For newsletters being distributed within the community you’ll want to avoid things like the laundry schedule, reminders to sign up for transportation, etc.

· Placement of articles should be in the order of importance. For example, the upcoming Christmas concert should get top billing on the front page, save the back page for the crossword puzzles and lesser news.

· Leave some white or blank space. This will not only avoid things looking cluttered, but will help your other features stand out.

All speech, written or spoken, is a dead language, until it finds a willing and prepared hearer. Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894)

Sources for printers:

www.slipdownmountain.com
www.printforless.com









Potential costs of creating and distributing a newsletter: 


Computer and software ($1000-$1500)


 Ink cartridges ($25-35$)


 Batteries for a laptop and digital camera ($10-$20)


 Office supplies, including (pens, notebooks, and folders ($50-$75)


Paper for printing ($4-$6 per ream of 500)


 











Writing Tip: the important point in any writing is to keep your writing tight; meaning that you include only the information in a sentence or paragraph that effectively communicates your thoughts and ideas.











A Sample Mission Statement


“The mission for the newsletter for Sunrise Manor is to inform, educate and entertain the residents of our assisted living home by writing articles that are timely, factual and engaging. We will effectively communicate with staff, residents and the community at large to ensure that we present information that will be useful to all parties involved.”
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