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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 drategic
communications plan will help your group focus those resources on the most
important tasks and st priorities. Without a plan, groups run the risk of reacting to
externa eventsin aknee-jerk manner, wasting vauable communication opportunities
and getting pulled “off-misson” in the process.

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

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

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.

A drategic communications plan will help you develop better media plans, too. And a
wedl-devel oped media plan is important because the mediais the primary education
force in our society, they set the public policy agendaand frame public perception on
many issues.

WHO SHOULD BE INVOLVED IN COMMUNICATIONS PLANNING?

Severd peoplée Infact, forming a communications planning committee isa critica first
step in developing your plan. A good plan requires broad participation from your
organization or codition of groups working on the same issue. Try to engage staff, board
and volunteers in the process. If possible, bring an experienced communications srategist
in to facilitate meetings and keep your planning work moving.
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OVERVIEW OF A CLASSIC COMMUNICATIONS PLAN

All communications work is more art than ascience. However, atypica plan outline will
often look something like this:

Situation Andlyss Organizationd Background
Stuation Andyss Externd or Public Environment
Campaign/Organizationd God and Key Objectives
Communication Objectives

Target Audiences

Key Messages

Strategies

Tactics

. Timing

10. Timdines

11. Spokespeople

WoNoUk~WwWNE

In the following paragraphs, we address these typical sections of a strategic
communications plan.

SITUATION ANALYSIS: ORGANIZATIONAL BACKGROUND
If your organization is developing an overdl communications plan (rather than aplan
for one specific campaign), it isimportant that you stand back and consider how your
organization is pogitioned within the community it serves. Although you don't
necessarily have to include dl the items on the following lig, it isimportant thet you
have consdered the vaue of each.

The higtory of your organization

The higtory/facts about the issue you are addressing
Why isit an important issue? (Include saidticsif possble)

The services your organization provides to the community

The people who benefit from your services
Think broadly—not just direct clients but whole communities. ..

The function your organization serves

Bascaly, your misson statement, answering what function you
perform, for whom, how and why you do dl this. In some casesthis
may be very smilar to the services you provide.

Y our organization'srole in your service area
Where do you fit compared to other servicesin your market?
Where does your market fit within the larger community?

Performance indicators
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How many dlients do you serve?

What palicies have you helped change?
Competition analyss

Who ddlivers smilar services?

How are you different?
How are you better?

SITUATION ANALYSIS: EXTERNAL OR PUBLIC ENVIRONMENT

(Thefollowing questions are partly adapted from Nigel Atkin's, A Guide for Communications
Planning, 1997)

It isimportant to be aware of the externa threats and opportunities to your
organization, to those who may be opposed to your messages, and to have a good
sense of the communications environment in which you will be ddlivering your
message. Consider these questions:

What is the current loca/nationd perception of your organization, program and/or
issues?
- Areyou widely seen asa“grassroots’ organization?
Asawdl-funded internationa advocacy group?
As adatesmanlike or “think-tank” organization?
As credible?
Asradica, or maingream?
How do you want to be positioned?

Has there been a history of media stories on you or your work?
- Lettersto the editor?
Tdk radio interviews?
Feature stories?
In other words, how exposed is your group?
How hasiit been positioned within the mediato date?

Have any specid studies or surveys been carried out affecting your issue area?

Is more research required to understand attitudes and public opinion towards your
issue?
Is there anything available now, for free (e.g. recent opinion polls by
groups like IMPACS, Environics or Viewpoints Research?)

Has the issue generated loca debate, questions from media or questions in the
Legidature?
In other words, isit on the public's “radar screen” or would most
people condder it to be “new”?
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Has there been any sgnificant lobbying of your office, in person or through
correspondence?
- Who areyour dlies?
- Who publicly supports your position?
Do you have opponents?
- What are thelr messages?
- What effect are these messages having on your organization or work?
- What aretheir strengths and weaknesses?

CAMPAIGN/ORGANIZATIONAL GOAL AND KEY OBJECTIVES
The answers to these questions should reflect your organization’s misson. It is
assumed that your organization has undertaken a strategic planning process at some
point in its recent higtory. It is worth emphasizing that media coverage, in and of
itsdf, isnot an organizationa or campaign goa or objective. Communications work
of any kind isthe means, not the end. 1t should spring from, and support, your
organization’s misson and overarching gods.
- What isyour organization's ultimate god ?
How will the world be a better place once you achieve your god?
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 isthe projected timeine for achieving your goas?

For each god you have defined, you need to devel op specific, measurable and
achievable objectives.

- Wha are your interim objectives—the amdler winsor “mini-gods’.
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COMMUNICATIONS OBJECTIVES

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

- What isyour ultimate objective?
For example, to get akey decisionmaker to introduce new Bill into
the Legidature, or to impose a moratorium on a specific industrid
activity
What do you want your target audience to do, exactly? What isyour “cal to
action”?
- Do you want your audience to write a letter to a decison-maker?
Do you want them to make a supportive cdl in to atalk show during a
critical debate with your organization’s Executive Director?
Do you want them to change a persond behaviour?

How will you measure success? What will your benchmarks be?
Isit that 100 people will cal you by a certain date?
Isit that you will generate $5,000 in new donétions?
Isit that your event will be sold-out?

Do you want to provide your audience with new information?
What do you want them to do with thisinformation?

TARGET AUDIENCE(S)
Your ‘A’ Ligt, Primary Audiences

- Who do you ultimately want to influence?
Name names. “Business leaders’ isn't good enough. Y ou want to
influence Jmmy James, CEO of BigBiz Corp. Y ou don't want to
influence “paliticians’, but the Minister of the Environment.

How can you reach your target audiences?
Does the Miniser have an Advisor?
Does the Advisor have |ssue Researchers?

Who are they? Know their names. Ligt them in order of priority to
reaching your god or key objectives.

Your ‘B’ List, Secondary Audiences

- Who supports your work?
And, who is critical of your work?
These folks may be taking to your key audiences aswell. Know what
they are saying and be prepared to respond.
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How has each media represented your issue?
- Know who the sympathetic reporters are by name. Know when their
articles/ columng/ shows run. Follow them.
Know who the oppositiona reporters are by name. Know when their
articles/ columng/ shows run. Follow them, too.

- Arerecipients of your service an audience?
- What message do they need?

- Areyour organization's staff, volunteers, donors and friends an audience?
- What is the message you need to communicate to them?

KEY MESSAGES

There are many ways of communicating about the same issue. It isimportant to
know which words will resonate with your audiences, which words or idess the
public will embrace. Some research, such asinformal focus group testing or direct
mail questionnaires may be required to fully understand your audiences
moativations. The results of testing may be unexpected — even counter-intuitive.
Message testing is an important step to ensuring you develop a successtul
communications campaign.

- What isyour “hook”?
- What are the specific phrases and words that capture your message
most clearly and Smply?
Can you state your message in a bumper sticker? State your message in
one sngle 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 processto first develop or identify
godls, objectives, clear messages and target audiences. Y ou will ultimately develop
much more effective drategiesin thisway. Mediardations are only onekind of
drategy, and may not be the most effective one for your particular issue. Y our issue
may be advanced more effectively, for example, through a single briefing with akey
decison-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 condtitutes your target audience, and what will move
them to act.

Consder the following questions when developing your Strategies.
Isyour strategy proactive or reactive?
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Low profile or high profile?

Locd jurisdiction or nation-wide?
- What are the mgjor communications opportunities?
- What are the mgor communications impediments?

- Wha communications strengths are available in your organization?
Clipping files, strong public speakers, and gaff who are well connected in
the community, etc.?

- What dliances does your organization have?

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

- Who are your opponents?
- What do you anticipate their key messages will be in response to your
rel ease?
How will you respond?

- What are the potential weak points in your argument or story?
How crestive can you be?

Does your strategy warrant the development of a pecific Media Strategy?
Which kind of media coverage will result in the greatest impact on
decison-makers?

Is the issue big enough, newsworthy enough to warrant a press
conference? An exclusve? With whom?
Should your story be ddlivered in a media briefing with specific
reporters invited? An editoria board meeting with one media outlet?
Can your story be made visua? Are there waysin which your story
could be staged, presented and/or supported by visua materials?

- When should your release be timed? How doesiit fit with other current
events? What are current editorid priorities?
If agovernment officia could be asked by the media to respond to your
release, should you inform that officia? How much time will you give
them? Remember that government has communications saff and they
may find it in their interest to undermine your message.

TACTICS

There areliterally dozens of methods to reach an audience. In selecting and priorizing
your tactics, consder these questions:

How big is your budget?

- What personnel resources are available to you?
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How much time will they be required to spend on communicetions efforts?
Isthis reasonable given their current work expectations?

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

Here san example: If your drategy isto inform the Minister of your issue portfolio in
more detail (and you don’t trust that his or her advisors are fully informed
themsealves) your tactics could include the preparation and ddivery of abriefing
session, backed up by abriefing kit. Steps could include:
preparing a Question & Answer document;
doing background research on the politica environment around your issue;
knowing when mgor decisions about your issue or policies related to your
issue will be made.

TIMING

Timing refersto the naturd links onto which you can hook your communications. For
example, if the government will be making budget decisons 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
naturd links to stories around specific holidays? Plan out your activitieswell in
advance of the holiday you are hooking your campaign on.

TIMELINE

Deveop an internd 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 dement of its research and production in atimeline. If you skip this step,
you may find yoursdf amazed at how quickly the meeting you needed your briefing
kit for came up...or, you may redize that you don't have timeto prepare afull
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. Y ou may want to train one person to address the government and editorial
boards, and another to share your message with stakeholders. If you are dedling with
avariety of issues, you may aso want more than one spokesperson. See The Media
Interview [link] and Developing Relationships with Reporters [link] for more
information about this important area of your strategic plan.
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NOW, USE THE PLAN!

Don't shelve your work and return to fighting fires. Use it! Refer back to your
communications workplan on aregular basis. Build an evaluation process into the
project timeine. The grestest benefit in having built your Strategic Communications
Fan, other than the fact that you were able to pull off afantastic campaign, is that the
next time you decide to mount a communications campaign, alarge chunk of the
work will dready be done. And, if you track your successes, challenges and failures,
thenyou'll be able to adapt subsequent campaigns to accommodate what you learned
the first time around.
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SUMMARY OF SAMPLE COMMUNICATIONS PLAN

SAMPLE MEDIA PLAN #1- SMITHERSHOSPITAL

Background:

Public Environment:

Goal/Key Objectives:

Communications
Objectives:

Audience(s):

Smithers General Hospitd is dated to be shut down in
December 2001. Over 300 jobs will be lost, and the closing
will force loca residents to travel over 200 km to receive
hospital care.

The provincid government has refused to meet with
community leaders to discuss the impact the closure will have
on locd community residents.

In response, the Smithers General Hospital and the Smithers
Community Hedlth Centre are launching a communications
campaign to educate the government on how, in this resource-
basad town, accidents are common and traveling 200 km for
emergency care can mean the difference between life and
desth.

A one-year sudy will be conducted. It will rely on interviews
with resdents to document what effect the closing will have on
the community. It will focus on emergency access, but will dso
gather other demographic, attitudina and behaviora
informetion.

Hospitas are being closed in rurd communitiesin most
provinces. Mgor, city-centred media outlets are generaly
supportive of the closuresin their editorid pages.

Locd mediahas dl but ignored thisissue. There are acouple
of sympathetic reporters who are willing to write on the issue,
but they have stated a need for ‘news .

To sop the closing of Smithers Generd Hospitdl.
To raise the profile of the issue so that Smithers residents
take ownership of the problem and participate in the survey.
To change the provincid government’s pogtion that Smithers
General Hospital is expendable.
Primary: Minister of Hedlth

Premier of BC

Secondary: Smithers business and community leaders,
particularly: the mayor, First Nations' leaders,
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Messages:

Strategies:

Media Strategies:

Tactics:

Timing:

Timeline:

Spokespeople:
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Chamber of Commerce president, mining
company president, timber company president

Smithers generd public

Closng Smithers Generd Hospita will put hundreds of lives at risk.

Closng Smithers Generd Hospita will push 300 familiesinto
poverty.

Closng Smithers Generd Hospitd will negatively impact
tourism and other businesses in the community.

Create a survey tool to gather stories and information—identify
tesimonids that illustrate how lack of access to immediate
hedlth care has |ead to deaths.

Prepare a briefing kit that highlights Stories identified in the
urvey.

Facilitate kitchen table meetings throughout the community.
Encourage specific actions from dl participants, such as
sending letters to the Mingter of Hedlth, arranging mestings
with Smithers MLA.

Target loca and Victoria media with stories and statitics.

Focus on editorial pages of newspapers, Victoria-based
meagazines, talk radio showsand a TV ‘news magazine

Develop a series of staged events that demongtrate the
difficulty of moving injured people 200km to Terrace.

Write asaries of human-interest stories based on feedback
from survey respondents.

Create avideo news release that shows the dangers of working
in resource extraction jobs.

BC government releases new provincid budget: February
WorkSmart week: April 1-8

Hedth union AGM: July 16

Smithers Community Week (MLA to kick off): August 21

Survey ready for distribution to community: May 1
Alliesidentified: June 1
Mediamaterids, stories, VNR completed: July 1

President, Smithers Generd Hospital
Executive Director, Smithers Community Hedlth Centre
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SAMPLE MEDIA PLAN #2 -- NON-PROFIT SECTOR

Background: Non-profitsin Canada do not have adequate access to
mainstream media.

The mediais a powerful agent of socid change; it
determines which issues will be put on the policy agenda
and defines how those issues will be presented to the
public.

The good work of non-profitsis fighting a difficult battle
with corporate and commercid interests to get media space.

Many non-profits smply don’t have the resources or
adequate experience or understanding of how the media
work to make the mogt effective use this powerful tool.

IMPACS, aVancouver-based non-profit has been created
to address these needs.

Public Environment: In generd, the public does not appreciate the value-added
nontprofit organizations bring to their communities.

The governments, both federd and provincid, are placing
more and more responsibility on the non-profit sector to
deliver services which the government has higtoricaly
provided.

The media do not view the activities of non-profits with the
same regard they give activities in the for-profit or
corporate sector.

Goal/Key Objectives: God 1. Raisethe profile of the non-profit sector in Canada.

God 2: Create a media environment that places value on
the activities of non-profits.

Objective: Ddliver affordable and accessible skillstraining
and public relations services adapted to serve non-profit
needs.

Communications Objectives: Get people to attend training so that they become
better media communicators.

Get media buy-in to the training concept. Get mediato run
opinion editorids and news stories about the va ue-added
non-profits bring to their communities.

Provide the generd public with information thet highlights
the value of he nonprofit sector.
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Audience(s): Primary: individuas working in the non profit sector
editors of community papers
Chamber of Commerce staff
Secondary: generd public
Messages: The voice of the non-profit sector has been silent too long:
it’ stime to turn up the volume.
Non-profits have great Soriesto tell.

Strategies: Design then ddiver media skills workshops to communities
through BC.

Write a series of articlesfor the mediathat detall the vaue
of the non-profit sector to Canada’ s socid, economic and
environmenta hedlth.

Media Strategies: Deveop rdaionships with individua community paper
editorsand TV and radio producers in each community we
go to with training.

Tactics: Write an opinion editorial, a press release and a series of

PSAsfor radio, printand TV.
Secure a high-profile author for the op/ed.

Include a quote from aloca community member for the
press releases being sent to that community.

Get buy-in from the locd press by inviting them to spesk a
the training sesson.

Timing: Datesto avoid for pring ddlivery of training:

Earth Day, April 22
Environment Week and the week prior, May 24 to June 6
Victoria Day weekend, May 21 to 24

Timeline: January: hiretrainers, outreach to potentid communities
February: develop workshop materids, define agenda
Mar ch: identify sympathetic media, produce and digtribute
brochure
April: focus on media development, deliver 1% two
workshops
May: more media, more delivery
June: evaluate success of project, take a week off to
recharge, catch up on gardening

Spokespeople: Donna Barker, Director, Training and Publications,
IMPACS
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