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What we’ll cover today

 Examples from fellow Challenge Sites
 Charleston County
 Pennington County

 Best Practices for Communications (M+R)



CHARLESTON 
COUNTY



We have a problem
 Black men booked into jail 

more than 4x as often as 
white men

 Black women booked 2x as 
often as white women

 Black individuals 
incarcerated 7x as often as 
white individuals



Approach to communications

 Transparency about progress & goals 
 Main tactic: Published data-guided reports and strategic 

dissemination strategies 
 Open dialogue with community, partners & media
 Main tactic: Community coalition, large and small community 

events, roundtables; capitalize on opportunities as they arise 
 Clear, deliberate (& consistent) messaging across all 

communications acknowledged complexity of reducing 
disparities

 Engaging authentic storytellers with lived experience in local 
justice system reform (in planning -> implementation -> 
communications)



Recent Win: Summer Event Series included an 
event on race
 Goal of the event: Meaningfully engage the community in 

an open dialogue about addressing disparities. 
 Connections to daily life, past progress/challenges, next 

steps

 Before: worked with community members and leadership 
to identify right speakers and format, reach people where 
they’re at so they turn out, and develop the content

 During : community member led, roundtable groups & 
limited talking “at” people

 After: positive survey results, positive press coverage, 
collected feedback and reported back to the community





What worked well 

Build a community led coalition, 
grow relationships with a wide 
range of people,  groups and 
organizations

 Tips: Genuinely support and partner 
with others working in this space

 Outcome: Several critical champions 
and messengers to speak in the 
community and media

Transparency about disparities in 
community engagement & with 
the media.

 Tips: Own and understand the 
challenges, consistent narrative, grow 
awareness and stay engaged 
through multiple platforms

 Outcome: Helps foster trust & 
support for local justice system 
reform, increases reach 
 4,000+ impressions last month
 0 to 745 newsletter subscribers (2 years)



Outcomes

 Community representatives and those who 
have been touched by the CJCC continue direct 
conversations with others locally, creating a 
domino effect of support

 Growing efforts to enhance the community’s 
ability to tackle the tough issues

 Positive press continues to generate increased 
support for local justice system reform



Looking ahead

 Incorporating feedback from recent 
community events into future events & 
communication strategies 

 Concurrent roundtable dialogues across the 
county, and a brief community-wide survey

 Community action forum to identify 
community priorities -> 2020 Strategic Plan



PENNINGTON COUNTY



We have a problem

 Native Americans overrepresented in the jail, 
at approximately 52 percent – yet make up 10 
percent of the county population
 Addressing racial & ethnic disparities is a priority 

strategy

 Many generations of distrust; success in 
reducing the jail population depends on 
rebuilding that trust



Approach to communications

 “Inside-out” approach: started with a 
grassroots campaign to build relationships 
before focusing on communications
 Forthright with the public about the issue of 

disparities in the local justice system  
 Cultivating public messengers who have 

influence and/or could help the County 
withstand criticism



What has worked well 

Starting with a 
grassroots effort 

first (and early on!)

 Outcome: 
Helped build trust at 
all levels of the tribe, 
resulting in 
champions for local 
justice reform

Developing 
tailored messages 

x

 Outcome: 
helped with 
connecting to/ 
resonating with 
different tribes

Being transparent 
with the press 

& public 

 Outcome: 
generated positive 
media, highlighting 
people in tribal 
communities 
benefiting from 
local reforms





Challenges

 Despite success of grassroots efforts and 
communications, slow progress in reducing 
disparities in the system 
 It takes time: it’s a marathon, not a sprint (but

being forthright about the issue has helped 
build and keep community support along the 
way)



Outcomes 

 Media interest generated as a result of the 
good work being done in community, leading 
to increased support of reforms 
 Forging and deepening relationships has 

resulted in growing number of advocates and 
champions 
 Oglala Sioux Tribe spoke on behalf of the County 

to the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe (historic!)



Looking ahead

 Continuing the “inside-out” approach: 
progress in the Pine Ridge communities 
being replicated in Cheyenne and 
Rosebud Sioux communities



A tip to leave you with:

“ Find a community ally. There are people who 
have overcome these challenges in the past who 
want to help others facing similar challenges 
now. Engaging someone with lived experience 
can help you build trust with others. These 
champions are your best messengers for 
communications and ultimately, growing support 
for local reforms. ” 



BEST PRACTICES FOR 
COMMUNICATIONS 

M+R



Setting yourself up for success

 Be prepared: don’t wait for a crisis to 
happen to get a plan in place
 Be transparent: recognize when/where 

there’s work to be done
 Be authentic: engage voices with lived 

experiences as credible messengers to 
create trust & build support for reform



Proactive communications is critical

 Shapes the media narrative around the 
need to reduce disparities and 
successes/challenges around reducing 
disparities
 Generates buy-in from stakeholders & the 

public on related strategies 
 Gets ahead of naysayers 



Internal communications

Get (& keep) buy-in 
among internal 

stakeholders 

 Reminder: Anyone 
new to the work? 
(E.g., a new judge) 
be sure to onboard 
them & address 
questions/concerns 
early on

Be transparent 
about what still 

needs to happen

 Tip: Talk about 
progress & wins to 
date, what’s still 
needed, & how the 
group is tackling or 
will keep tackling 
disparities 

Tailor & provide 
spokespeople with 

core messaging

 Tip: Walk through 
messaging together & 
have spokespeople 
practice (practicing in 
groups helps people 
learn from each 
other, too)

 Resources: SJC 
Messaging 
Architecture, M+R, 
Justice System 
Partners & fellow 
sites! 



External communications

Cultivate key 
messengers & outside 
“validators” early on

 Tip: Engage partners 
who can provide 
outside credibility (e.g., 
faith leaders) + those 
w/ lived experiences

 Resources: 
“Community advisory 
groups” & local 
meetings/events (for 
messengers already 
contributing to & 
bought into the work) + 
nat'l allies (e.g., NCVC, 
JLUSA)

Weave in data & 
research

 Tip: Illustrate the 
problem & progress 
to date with data.

 Tip: Highlight trends 
(both positive & 
negative).

 Resources: Tap 
expertise of nat’l
data partners like 
ISLG & PJI

Tailor messages to 
different audiences & 

communications 
platforms

 Tip: Be clear about 
why this work should 
matter to them/their 
community. 

 Tip: Package 
information according 
to the platform (i.e., 
rely heavily on visuals 
for TV & social media)



External communications

Educating & 
influencing the 
“influencers”

Controlling the 
narrative

Showcasing wins & 
new initiatives

 Editorial Board 
Outreach

 Reporter briefings 
& roundtables

 Op-Eds
 Letters-to-the-

Editor 
 Social Media

All of these (       )   + 
 Press events 
 Broadcast TV & 

Radio

Note: for all of these, use the opportunity to show the depth & diversity of those 
involved in reform





We’re here to help. 
 Strategic communications counsel
 Hands-on communications support, as needed 

(materials development, media outreach, etc.) 
 Crisis communications planning & support
 Resource: crisis communications planning webinar & 

template 

Get in touch! 
Via email: TeamSJC@mrss.com

In-person: Network Meeting in Houston



Q&A



THANK YOU!
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