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A Q&A with Roger Mazula, editor of “Capital Ideas”

Roger Mazula, CGFM, is one of AGA's most experienced chapter newsletter editors. He agreed to respond to a Q&A that contains a number of tips and tools to help AGA chapter communicators improve their newsletters. Roger is Vice President for Communications for the New York Capital Chapter, and produces "Capital Ideas," which received the top award for Group A chapters for the 2006-2007 program year.

Q: How long have you served as editor of the New York Capital Chapter’s newsletter?  What lessons have you learned along the way that you can share with editors who are just starting out AND experienced editors?

I was tapped on the shoulder in September 1990 to take over as newsletter editor for AGA’s New York Capital Chapter. Apparently, some people thought I was somewhat reliable, relatively good with technology, and had a modicum of creativity. However, the big selling point at that time was that I could become more involved in the AGA Chapter and that this job needed little direct involvement—just coordinate a few articles, give the information to a typist, and get the final product to an outside company who would print and mail the newsletters to members. I quickly learned that my task list would expand.

A newsletter is not only an extension of the chapter, it is also a reflection of the preparer.  Since my name is attached to the newsletter, I sort of have ownership of it and take pride in the product. However, true success is how members perceive the newsletter and whether they actually read each issue. Therefore, I try to include sufficient chapter news and include enough diversified information to reach out to all interests and have a degree of relevance to everyone.

My biggest piece of advice to chapter leaders is find someone willing and able to make a long-term commitment to being dubbed the chapter’s communicator.

Q: What was your biggest challenge in the beginning?  Now?

In the beginning, I tried to give chapter leaders the product they wanted. With more experience in the communicator role and having the authority to operate with a good degree of independence, I began to create a product that I thought to be most beneficial to our members. This developed into inclusion of some standard information such as upcoming chapter events, names and contact information, membership news, community service opportunities, early career development, CGFM marketing, as well as technical articles, helpful information, and, of course, a dash of humor in each issue.

My first challenge was to use technology to my greatest advantage and to develop a versatile and friendly desktop publishing template, including an appropriate nameplate for the newsletter that would reflect our area of the country and incorporate the AGA logo seamlessly. The newsletter evolved slowly at first from a simple 8-page issue to a robust 38- to 42-page newsletter with themes for each issue and standardized topics. (Read the latest issue at http://www.aganycap.org/newsletter/newsletter_mar_apr_2008.pdf) Currently, my biggest challenge is getting people to write articles and getting reports from chapter officers in a timely manner. Late articles delay the newsletter; but the tardiness is somewhat mitigated now because our newsletter is distributed electronically with an e-mail notice of its availability on the chapter’s website. No longer is the time at the outside printing company a factor in the equation, nor is the time and work in preparing the mailings manually, or the post office to get its job done.

Q: Do you have any tips you can share on how to streamline the news gathering process? 

I subscribe to a number of news services on topics such as accounting, auditing, human resources, technology, management and, let’s not forget, AGA National’s TOPICS and its weekly news bulletin AGA Today. I also receive a number of Google Aalerts on specific newsworthy topics. Don’t wait until the last minute to compile newsletter articles. Keep the newsgathering responsibility in the back of your head at all times so when you see something interesting and informative, save it immediately. Before you know it, you’ll have more than enough content for the newsletter.

Q: What are your best sources for information to include in your newsletter?

I generally get accounting, auditing, management, technology, human resources and government articles from web newsfeeds; National Office news items come from AGA Today and TOPICS; chapter operating units (for example, membership, community service, CGFM, finances, committee meeting minutes) come from the respective chapter officers. Because our chapter generally schedules major training events in odd-numbered months, I am able to prepare our electronic newsletter bi-monthly and still provide members with relevant, timely information. Also, our members are continually reminded of events and informed of program changes through regular e-mail notifications. Because of e-mail, the value of the newsletter in disseminating chapter news is somewhat diminished, but is important nonetheless.

I have a theme for each bi-monthly newsletter. For example, technology articles dominate the newsletter announcing the annual technology conference and fraud articles concentrate the annual fraud conference newsletter. I also try to get articles for the issue that publicizes our large spring conference that are written by presenters who will appear at the conference.

Q: Do you have any tips on how to use technology to your advantage? What tools have been the most helpful to you?

I suggest newsletter editors always use a desktop publishing program (not just a word processor) to prepare their newsletters. I use Adobe’s InDesign® (having recently graduated from Adobe’s PageMaker®). Also, use a good photo graphics editing software. My preference is Adobe’s PhotoShop® or PhotoShop Elements®. It shouldn’t be difficult to persuade chapter leaders to splurge for these software programs, especially since Adobe offers deep discounts for educational institutions, such as AGA chapters. Although the software is somewhat intuitive, they can have a steep learning curve to use efficiently. (Why do I always do things the long way?) I’d suggest editors take a training course to best use the computer software. It is money well spent in improving the efficiency of the process and making the editor happy. I’d also recommend training courses on graphics design and newsletter publications.

In my experience, it is best to develop a flexible and professional newsletter template layout. I choose a six-column layout, so I can place text on the page in one, two or three columns. Mixing column size between articles helps separate them. Furthermore, since I have been unofficially designated as class photographer, I usually have a digital camera ready at chapter educational and community service events—the pictures are posted as photo galleries on the chapter’s website and printed in the newsletter. Photo editing software helps enhance the pictures for optimum viewing either in the newsletter or on the Web.

Q: Do you accept advertising in your newsletter? How did you determine ad rates? What do you charge? Would you recommend accepting advertising?  What are the pros/cons?

Our chapter has a Vice President for Marketing and a marketing committee that seeks sponsors for educational conferences, the newsletter and outside assistance. The marketing committee has developed a rate schedule for each of the sponsorship opportunities and seeks out public and private sector sponsors.  We have been fortunate in obtaining limited sponsorship for the newsletter and website and anticipate more in the future. Sponsorship is very advantageous since it helps defray some chapter operating costs, such as for maintaining our website.  The sponsors’ public relations department generally prepares their advertisement for either one-quarter, one-half, or full page ads in a format that can easily be added to the newsletter or other chapter publications as appropriate. We also offer weblinks to their Internet home page. It has been a very positive experience having long-term friends willing to help sponsor Chapter programs and activities.

Q: The New York Capital Chapter’s newsletter, Capital Ideas, has continually won high praise and many newsletter editor awards over the years.  To what do you attribute your success?

I spend a lot of personal time on newsletter preparation and presentation. My chapter’s officers also call on me to prepare all other chapter publications, such as our annual program guide, strategic plan, member recruitment brochure, marketing materials and conference brochures. Each product is a reflection of me. To simplify the process a bit, I immediately save things that I come across that may be germane to my role as chapter communicator.

I think I have been successful because of the pride I take in my work. And it is always a good thing to consider the AGA National Office’s newsletter competition scoring points. This is generally indicative of a well-rounded communication medium. I believe it is important to have a professional and attractive presentation, but it is more important to present relevant content and news. Stay away from stock clip-art graphics, generally standardize the content in consistent locations, be relevant and timely, and keep the audience’s attention by making them look for entertaining surprises.

Roger is audit supervisor, State Government Accountability, Office of the State Comptroller. He can be reached at rmazula@osc.state.ny.us.
