COMMUNICATIONS PLANNING

Why should your Non-profit Develop a Communications Plan?

For many reasons:

1. Most NGOs have limited resources — both time and money. A strategic

communications plan will help your group focus those resources on the most important tasks and set priorities. Without a plan, groups run the risk of reacting to external events in a knee-jerk manner, wasting valuable communication opportunities and getting pulled “off-mission” in the process.

2. A good plan imposes discipline and clear thinking that will help you clarify your objectives and target audiences, sharpen your message and help you better understand the environment in which you will be delivering that message.

3. Strategic communications planning will help your organization integrate all of its communications work on a particular issue, including not only media activities, but government relations, grassroots organizing, fundraising, and communications with members.

4. A good plan will help ensure that everyone in your organization is on the same page when they communicate with the rest of the world.

5. A strategic communications plan will help you develop better media plans, too. And a well-developed media plan is important because the media is the primary education force in our society, they set the public policy agenda and frame public perception on many issues.

Who Should be Involved in Communications Planning?

Several people! In fact, forming a communications planning committee is a critical first step in developing your plan.  A good plan requires broad participation from your organization or coalition of groups working on the same issue.  Try to engage staff, board and volunteers in the process. If possible, bring an experienced communications strategist in to facilitate meetings and keep your planning work moving.

Overview of a Classic Communications Plan

All communications work is more art than a science. However, a typical plan outline will often look something like this:

1. Situation Analysis: Organizational Background & External Environment

2. Campaign/Organizational Goal and Key Objectives

3. Communication Objectives

4. Target Audiences

5. Key Messages

6. Strategies

7. Tactics

8. Timing & Timelines

9. Spokespeople

Situation analysis:  Organizational Background

If your organization is developing an overall communications plan (rather than a plan for one specific campaign), it is important that you stand back and consider how your organization is positioned within the community it serves.  Although you don’t necessarily have to include all the items on the following list, it is important that you have considered the value of each.

· The history of your organization and/or about the issue you are addressing

· Why is it an important issue? (Include statistics if possible)

· The services your organization provides to the community

· The people who benefit from your services, primary and secondary audiences

· Your mission statement, answering what function you perform, for whom, how and why you do all this. 

· Your organization’s role in your service area and where you fit compared to other services in your market

· Performance indicators

· How many clients do you serve?

· Competition analysis

· Who delivers similar services, how are you different, how are you better?

Situation Analysis:  External or Public Environment

(The following questions are partly adapted from Nigel Atkin’s, A Guide for Communications planning , 1997)

It is important to be aware of the external threats and opportunities to your

· What is the current local/national perception of your organization, program  and/or issues?

· Are you widely seen as a “grassroots” organization?

· How do you want to be positioned?

· Has there been a history of media stories on you or your work, including letters to the editor, talk radio interviews, feature stories?

· Who are your allies, who publicly supports your position?

· Do you have opponents, and what are their messages?

Campaign/Organizational Goal and Key Objectives

The answers to these questions should reflect your organization’s mission. It is

assumed that your organization has undertaken a strategic planning process at some point in its recent history. It is worth emphasizing that media coverage, in and of itself, is not an organizational or campaign goal or objective.  Communications work of any kind is the means, not the end. It should spring from, and support, your organization’s mission and overarching goals.

· What is your organization’s ultimate goal?

· How will the world be a better place once you achieve your goal?

· How do you want your organization to be perceived?

· How do you want your issues and/or programs to be perceived?

· How do you want your community to be perceived?

· What is the projected timeline for achieving your goals?

· For each goal you have defined, you need to develop specific, measurable and achievable objectives.

· What are your interim objectives—the smaller wins or “mini-goals”.

Communications Objectives

In essence, why are you mounting a communications campaign? Again, objectives are ideally concrete, measurable and specific. Consider these questions:

· What is your ultimate objective?

· What do you want your target audience to do, exactly? What is your “call to action”? 

· How will you measure success? What will your benchmarks be?

· Do you want to provide your audience with new information?

· What do you want them to do with this information?

Target Audience (s)

Your ‘A’ List, Primary Audiences

· Who do you ultimately want to influence?

· Name names. “Business leaders” isn’t good enough. You want to

influence Jimmy James, CEO of BigBiz Corp. You don’t want to

influence “politicians”, but the Minister of the Environment.

· How can you reach your target audiences?

Your ‘B’ List, Secondary Audiences

· Who supports your work?

· And, who is critical of your work?

· These folks may be talking to your key audiences as well. Know what

they are saying and be prepared to respond.

· Are recipients of your service an audience?

· What message do they need?

· What is the message you need to communicate to them?

Key Messages

There are many ways of communicating about the same issue.  It is important to

know which words will resonate with your audiences; which words or ideas the

public will embrace.  Some research, such as informal focus group testing or direct mail questionnaires may be required to fully understand your audiences’

motivations.  The results of testing may be unexpected — even counter-intuitive.

Message testing is an important step to ensuring you develop a successful

communications campaign.

· What is your “hook”?

· What are the specific phrases and words that capture your message

most clearly and simply?

· Can you state your message in a bumper sticker? State your message in

one single sentence. Any longer, and the thought has not been adequately focused.

Strategies

Although it may be tempting, do not start developing your Communications Plan by identifying strategies. Go through the planning process to first develop or identify goals, objectives, clear messages and target audiences. You will ultimately develop much more effective strategies in this way. Media relations are only one kind of strategy, and may not be the most effective one for your particular issue. Your issue may be advanced more effectively, for example, through a single briefing with a key decision-maker, rather than through a strategy which generates 1000 faxes to his or her office. The strategy you select depends entirely on the situation, objectives, and a clear understanding of who constitutes your target audience, and what will move them to act.  Consider the following questions when developing your strategies:

· Is your strategy proactive or reactive?

· Low profile or high profile?

· Local jurisdiction or nation-wide?

· What are the major communications opportunities and impediments?

· What communications strengths are available in your organization?

· What alliances does your organization have?

· Does your approach warrant paid advertising through print, radio and/or TV (assuming you have the resources to do so!)?

· Can your story be made visual? Are there ways in which your story

could be staged, presented and/or supported by visual materials?

· When should your release be timed? How does it fit with other current

events? What are current editorial priorities?  a government official could be asked by the media to respond to your release, should you inform that official? How much time will you give them? 

Tactics

There are literally dozens of methods to reach an audience. In selecting and priorizing your tactics, consider these questions:

· How big is your budget?

· What personnel resources are available to you?

· How much time will they be required to spend on communications efforts?

this reasonable given their current work expectations?

· In brief, how do you plan to deliver your key message(s) to your target audiences?

Here’s an example: If your strategy is to inform the Minister of your issue portfolio in more detail, your tactics could include the preparation and delivery of a briefing

session, backed up by a briefing kit. Steps could include:

· Preparing a Question & Answer document;

· Doing background research on the political environment around your issue;

· Knowing when major decisions about your issue or policies related to your

issue will be made.

Timing & Timeline

Timing refers to the natural links onto which you can hook your communications. For example, if the government will be making budget decisions that will impact your issue area, be prepared to respond. Be proactive and contact media and assistants to the Minister before the decision and announcements are made. Does your issue have natural links to stories around specific holidays? Plan out your activities well in advance of the holiday you are hooking your campaign on.

Develop an internal timeline based on notes in your Timing section. Be as specific as possible. If you are going to produce a briefing kit to educate your target audience, put every element of its research and production in a timeline. If you skip this step, you may find yourself amazed at how quickly the meeting you needed your briefing kit for came up…or, you may realize that you don’t have time to prepare a full briefing kit, but could manage to pull together an informative question & answer sheet.

Spokespeople

Determine who within your group will project the most credible voice to your key

audiences. You may want to train one person to address the government and editorial boards, and another to share your message with stakeholders. If you are dealing with a variety of issues, you may also want more than one spokesperson. 

Now, Use the Plan!

Don’t shelve your work and return to fighting fires. Use it! Refer back to your

communications workplan on a regular basis. Build an evaluation process into the project timeline. The greatest benefit in having built your Strategic Communications Plan, other than the fact that you were able to pull off a fantastic campaign, is that the next time you decide to mount a communications campaign, a large chunk of the work will already be done. And, if you track your successes, challenges and failures, then you’ll be able to adapt subsequent campaigns to accommodate what you learned the first time around.
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