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PRAISE FOR STRATEGIC STRIKES




Political communications really can be a contact sport, particularly these days. Patrick Riccards is experienced in both worlds, and Strategic Strikes offers leaders a results-focused, common-sense approach to strategic communications that helps organizations and society win the day.


—The Honorable Jane Swift


Former governor of Massachusetts


Forget dry theory—Strategic Strikes is packed with the author’s own front-row experiences in high-stakes communications battles. With the grit and insight of a seasoned strategist, Riccards tears down the myth that communications is merely a transactional dance of press releases and talking points, showing you how to stay sharp, pivot fast, and win the fights that matter most.


—Mark Nagurski


Founder and CEO


Makematic


Strategic Strikes shows that if you rigidly stick to a plan, you’ll lose sight of the moment—and the people you need to reach. Riccards doesn’t throw every punch—he throws the right one, at the right time, for the right situation. This book isn’t a blueprint—it’s a mindset. One that replaces scripted messaging with strategic agility and surface-level spin with genuine connection. If you’re stepping into the ring of public discourse, this is the corner coach you’ve been waiting for. And it pulls no punches.


—Kelly Stuart


President and CEO


Center for the Collaborative Classroom


This is the best book I’ve ever read on strategic marketing. That’s not surprising. Patrick Riccards wrote it.


—Arthur Levine


President


Brandeis University
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INTRODUCTION


Everybody has a plan until they get punched in the face.


—MIKE TYSON


I once worked with a billion-dollar nonprofit hospital system during a national crisis that felt like a ticking time bomb, and I was tasked with defusing it. When a patient mysteriously died in one of the system’s Washington, DC, Metro area hospitals, the grieving relatives contacted the Fairfax County Sheriff’s Office, as they believed there had been foul play. An investigation ensued. As part of this investigation, the authorities exhumed the body, which had been buried in Jamaica, and it tested positive for poison. The hospital was alerted by the sheriff’s office. We all knew that the news would break at any minute, and it would be horrible.


My job was to come up with the messaging to defuse the negative press and be ready. I told the CEO, “We’ve got to take full responsibility for this.”


The hospital staff’s instincts were to do the opposite: escape responsibility by disowning the suspect, a nurse the media later called the “Angel of Death.” They wanted to point out to the public that she was a contract nurse, not an employee.


I told them, “No, that’s not a defense.” They decided to trust me.


I went to the hospital corporate headquarters in Virginia twice a week to do media training with the CEO until the story broke. He was not someone I would have cast as an ideal public face for the hospital. He had been with the hospital for only a year, having moved down from New York City. The CEO still maintained his city-guy image, with slicked-back hair, designer glasses, and a fondness for Hermès ties and Gucci loafers. Basically, he looked like the supervillain in a Marvel movie. The staff asked me to soften his look before he went before the media. However, in this instance, with time being crucial, I couldn’t focus on that. If I abruptly changed his image, he wouldn’t be comfortable delivering the message.


I told him, “You are going to be ready for it. You are going to tell them everything we know, everything that we’ve learned, and everything that we’ve done in response. You’re not going to blame anybody. These are our patients and nurses. You can say that she’s obviously no longer employed with us, and that’s about it.”


As you would expect, one fateful morning, the hospital got a phone call from a TV station. Two hours later, we hosted a full press conference at the hospital and invited every local media outlet: TV stations, print media, and radio stations. The CEO had been through the murder boards, and there was not a single question he was not prepared for. We laid out all our dirty laundry.


The suspected nurse obviously did not have representation or media training. The day the story broke, media crews showed up at her house, and her son slammed the door in their faces, giving the “No comment” response. After that, the news cycle was a steady drip, drip, drip as the media uncovered new information about other hospitals where the nurse had been contracted and strange deaths had also occurred. That steady drip fueled the media, and the news cycle spread out for months.


For the hospital system, this was a one-day story. No reporter could uncover any information that the CEO hadn’t already shared during that press conference. This made me understand the importance of being out in front, being honest with yourself, and using all the skills in your fighting repertoire.


I got pulled into mixed martial arts (MMA) later in life. It was necessary for me because I needed a place where I couldn’t think about work. If you’re sparring with somebody, and your mind wanders to a phone call you should make, you’re going to get hit hard. In the face. When I’m training, particularly when I’m sparring, for that hour, I’m forced to do nothing but focus on the task at hand.


This is also essential for strategic communication. You can’t be pulled into things that happened in the past. You’ve got to focus on the present moment and your next move, or you will lose. And strategic communications, just like MMA, is all about winning.


A great training exercise we do in MMA is to get onto the center of the mat with somebody of greater skill or size, with the aim of moving each other off the mat. You throw everything you have at your opponent. It’s not about style or even strategy. It’s just brute force. This can go incredibly quickly, or it can be painfully slow if you’re completely out of breath. The training exercise reminds me of our strategy with the Angel of Death—we threw everything at the media until they got pushed off the mat and the match was over.


Strategic communications are battles. The more experience you gain in going up against an opponent, the more adept you become. You can study public relations (PR) in college, you can learn to write a press release, and you can be a great writer, but none of that has anything to do with what happens in the real world, where you can and will get blindsided. But if you have the experience, your reaction is instinctual, swift, and deadly.


With fighting, you work on a heavy bag, and your coach teaches you every punch, kick, hold, and throw. You practice them over and over, even learning how to put those skills into combinations, such as a jab, a cross, and a round kick. You feel good about yourself and think, This is great. I know how to throw a good punch. But everything changes when you go up against a real opponent. Two minutes in a tournament can feel like the slowest or quickest two minutes of your life, depending on how it goes. On the mat, you can throw your best moves and despair that nothing is landing. You stand there, huffing and puffing, trying to catch your breath. Your shoulders are killing you. You’re in that quicksand, where time crawls, and anything you do pushes you down deeper. Then your opponent moves in to take you out.


It’s the same in communications. Maybe you’ve had that moment when, talking with a reporter, you give a dazzling answer, and the reporter is just silent. You can think for a couple of seconds and let your mind go crazy: The reporter must be taking in what I just said, or Maybe they’re writing notes. After those first few seconds, the silence becomes paralyzing. It is the greatest tool a reporter has, quite frankly, because human instinct says, I must not have answered their question appropriately. Let me keep answering it! Because you’re uncomfortable, this is when you panic and say things that become the quote. You just keep talking, sinking deeper and deeper into the quicksand.


The biggest mistake you can make is to look at strategic communications as if it were a transaction. You write your press release, publish a blog post, and maybe do a podcast. You do media prep for interviews, and you have your prepared messaging documents. That is the academic, transactional side of communications. You follow the plan with fidelity, and if something goes wrong, you are simply a victim of circumstance. You did what you were supposed to do, according to best practice. It doesn’t matter if you won or not.


That’s garbage. Nobody should ever take satisfaction in losing.


This book approaches communications in a different way. When you’re dealing with communications issues, you can follow a plan with fidelity, but like Mike Tyson said, every fighter who doggedly sticks to their fight strategy will lose because they’re going to get hit in the face, and it will rattle them. That’s why it’s so important to look at strategic communications beyond the transactional.


Beyond having an intellectual understanding of communications, how do you put together this knowledge to win? In MMA, it’s not hard to learn how to throw a cross punch. But in a fight, do you know how to throw your body weight behind it and not get knocked off balance? Do you understand that where you’re throwing a punch is just as important as what kind of punch you’re throwing?


I’m a storyteller. I’m also an amateur MMA fighter. I see little difference between the two. In communications, when you tell a story, you’re fighting for hearts and minds. Communications, like fighting, is all about winning. What are you willing to go to the mat for?


Straight out of college, I spent two years being an on-the-record spokesman and dealing in crisis communications for two Democratic senators on Capitol Hill. After that, I joined a PR firm with a niche in education. I had a particular skill set that, quite frankly, most of the people at my firm didn’t have. At first, they put me on public affairs and government contract issues. Then the firm got an inquiry about work for the National Reading Panel, which was funded by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD). This project fell to me, because my coworkers, who specialized in education, couldn’t understand why this panel would be run through NICHD when, in their minds, it should be done through the Department of Education. The National Reading Panel became the cornerstone of the No Child Left Behind law and had a heavy influence on the current science of reading movement. Crisis communications was my job for years, and because I was young and single, my job was my life. But, one weekend, I had to handle two crises at the same time: paramilitary death squads and an accused pedophile. That really tested my limits.


Coca-Cola was accused of hiring paramilitary death squads to kill union leaders on its bottling plant floor in Colombia. Coca-Cola’s public defense was that it only contracted with the Colombian bottler and had nothing to do with what the bottler did. You can find a video online that shows actual footage of the incident and receipts that prove the bottler hired the death squads. The point is, at twenty-eight years old, I was tasked with handling this nightmare for Coca-Cola.


My agency was given this crisis communications project because Coca-Cola was concerned about losing its exclusive pouring rights on college campuses across the US once college activists got wind of the incident. I was charged with maintaining all of those pouring rights. To add to the challenge, college activists were protesting against Coca-Cola because the Indian government was destroying the country’s environment to extract water for Dasani. The death-squad news broke, and Coca-Cola was afraid this would be the tipping point for universities to pull their contracts.


That weekend, I held a focus group on a college campus in Chicago and invited the protestors. Being new to this, I took a very deliberative approach, memorizing my script of questions and believing wholeheartedly that it was my job to control every outcome. I set up the rooms intentionally, with both Coke and Pepsi products, as well as unbranded beverages. In my mind, if I was surprised at any point, I’d failed. I was following that plan with fidelity.


The participants all filed in, and we got started. One young woman looked straight out of central casting for “college student activist.” She had the nose ring and the short, neon-dyed, spiky hair. She was also wearing the Doc Martens boots. She sat at a table for an hour and a half, lecturing me on what a horrible corporation Coca-Cola was, that it deserved to die, and that it should lose everything. I patiently listened and gave my scripted responses.


After the focus group, I went to talk to the Coca-Cola executives behind the glass.


“Yep,” I told them. “You’re going to be just fine.”


They didn’t believe me. “No, we’re not fine!” they protested. “Didn’t you hear what that young woman just said about us?!”


“Yes, I did,” I replied. “Did you see what she was drinking while she was saying it?”


As I mentioned, I had intentionally set up the room with a variety of beverages. While the woman had been lecturing me, she had mainlined about four Diet Cokes.


Quite frankly, Coca-Cola may be responsible for what its bottlers do. But the question was, How do we sell the idea that Coca-Cola isn’t so bad to a college campus? We did that by communicating all the good that Coke did as a corporate partner. When companies get into exclusive rights contracts such as pouring rights, those contracts are not one-sided. The schools benefit as well, through sponsorships: support for athletic teams, large endowments, or scholarship funds. Coca-Cola was actively and generously supporting those universities with which it had pouring rights. This allowed us to tell the story of what the company was providing and the work that it was doing for those colleges, rather than focusing on the negative. And it worked: Of the 108 college campuses that Coca-Cola had pouring rights with, it only lost 4.


My other client that weekend was a US ambassador who had gotten his dream job: president of the college where he had earned his undergraduate degree. He was thrilled.


Just that week, the college board had publicly announced his position. But, almost immediately, allegations arose that he had had an inappropriate relationship with an underage girl decades earlier. The incident had occurred after my client had graduated high school. That summer, he had turned eighteen and had continued his relationship with his high school girlfriend, who was sixteen years old. When he went off to college, they continued their relationship, with her visiting him at his college from time to time, which meant that she, as a minor, left the state to engage in sexual activity with him.


He ended up resigning from the job. I spent the weekend negotiating with the board chair, as my client couldn’t bring himself to do it. I also had to break the news to his wife.


That long weekend helped me realize what crises are all about. I enjoyed the work, not necessarily because I liked working on those types of issues but because I liked high-stakes moments. I mentioned the Coca-Cola story because that experience taught me to think about communications in a meaningful way. Like many others, I thought that if you or your client presented as the smartest person in the room, that would win the day. But the notion that if you dazzle your audience with all the facts and figures to refute what others are saying, then the world will come to the same conclusion, is just not true. An important part of communications is that you pick your head up from the plan that you are following with fidelity and look out at your audience. Understand who they are, where they are, and how you want them to react to or act upon your message. Communications is not a transaction. It’s a fight for both hearts and minds.


This book speaks to communications professionals, particularly those of you who are trying to work your way up, because it will validate a lot of things you may be feeling and believing about our industry. In PR, it used to be that those who were jacks- or jills-of-all-trades were frowned upon. Everybody was required to specialize in something.


We are getting back to that. We are being siloed into content creation, media outreach, or social marketing. As a result, many of us fail to zoom out and see, from the thirty-five-thousand-foot perspective, how all the pieces of what we do fit together and how to use them to greater effect. This book is a reminder of that.


During the dot-com era, I worked with many companies that were going through Chapter 11 bankruptcy. These dot-coms recognized that their own communications teams were completely unprepared to deal with what had to be done, as they were so focused on marketing that they didn’t think about strategic communications. They were good at putting out press releases but weren’t considering how communications underscored and addressed the overall company mission. These companies quickly realized how important this was. Everyone I worked for would set up a war room for me right next to the CEOs’ offices. If a CEO had an issue, they could just pop in. During this time, the bankruptcy courts changed their laws so that before they started divvying up assets and paying people, two entities always got paid first: the lawyers and the PR people. That was validating for our industry, as the business world was finally recognizing that strategic communications is not a commodity. Senior-level communications people are thought partners. They’re not just people you go to because you need something executed.


Looking at communications through an MMA fighting point of view, this book will equip you with the understanding that, just like on the mat, your goal is always to win. Assume that you all have the same skill sets or training identified in every other book on communications. My book will teach you how to look up and read your opponent or audience so that you can decide how to use the techniques you know for the greatest impact. At the end of the day, it only matters how you use what you know to win the battle for hearts and minds.




 


CHAPTER 1


DEFINING STRATEGIC COMMUNICATIONS


In mixed martial arts (MMA), you never fight the same opponent in every match. The same goes for strategic communications, where your opponent can be your competition, bias, misinformation, lack of information, or in some cases, the truth. In this chapter, we will talk about what strategic communications are and what they aren’t.


Linda Darling-Hammond, founder of the Learning Policy Institute and faculty member at the Stanford University School of Education, had been leading a crusade against charter schools for years, joined by most of her fellow faculty members. They collectively decided to build their own charter school in East Palo Alto to show up other charter schools, which they believed were run by profiteers. Their plan was to run a successful charter school in partnership with both the National Education Association (NEA) and the American Federation of Teachers (AFT).


A few years after the charter school opened, the audit reports came out in terms of student performance. Darling-Hammond’s school was not outperforming the public schools in East Palo Alto, which were already underperforming, nor was the school anywhere close to what other California charter schools were averaging. A right-leaning researcher wrote a report on the data and got minimal pickup, but the report started making its way through some of the trade publications and academics. I was a longtime strategy consultant for Darling-Hammond at the time, and she wanted to respond. Rather than coming to me and asking, “How do we begin to address this?” Darling-Hammond and her team insisted on a very public response condemning the researcher and arguing that the data didn’t show the full story because it didn’t get into matters of culture.


I told her, “This is a bad idea because the report has not gotten the attention you think it has. If you try to hit back, you will bring attention to it.”


She responded, “No, no! We can’t let this stand.”


I said, “I can’t do it. It’s not best practice. You’re making a mistake.”


They responded themselves. And, as you can imagine, the report garnered far more critical media attention through Stanford University and Linda Darling-Hammond than it ever got on its own.


The only thing worse than CEOs who don’t understand communications is CEOs who don’t understand communications but think they do. They think communications are tactical and used exclusively when something is going wrong in their organizations. They want to issue a press release. They want to tweet something. That’s not strategic; that’s responsive.


I believe all communications should be strategic.




Strategic communications is ensuring that every action you conduct, every dollar or hour you spend, is done with the intention of upholding and conveying the organizational mission or goals.





Trust, Bias, and the Echo Chamber


The public just does not trust mainstream media. In 2024, Gallup reported that the number of US adults who report their levels of trust as “none at all” (36 percent) and “not very much” (33 percent) has cumulatively gone up slightly since 2016 (27 percent and 41 percent, respectively).1


The average American doesn’t trust mainstream media because of incidents such as these:


• CBS News publicly reprimanded a morning show anchor because of an interview he did with Ta-Nehisi Coates about his new book, The Message. CBS staff felt the anchor’s tone toward Coates was too harsh during the interview and showed a clear bias.2 At one point in the interview, the anchor said to Coates that his book reads like it “should be in a terrorist’s backpack.” Some staff members reported the anchor for what they believed violated journalistic ethics and standards, as well as for discussing topics not cleared by the race and culture team. Other staff members, such as the chief foreign correspondent, disagreed, saying that the anchor was doing his job by presenting viewers with an opposing point of view.


• CBS’s 60 Minutes interviewed Kamala Harris during her election campaign. During Face the Nation, which aired on the Sunday before 60 Minutes, CBS released a snippet to tease the interview. In the clip, the interviewer asked Harris why she believed that Benjamin Netanyahu was not listening to the Biden administration. But, when the full interview was broadcast the following Monday night on 60 Minutes, critics from the Right immediately demanded that the full, unedited interview, or at least the transcript, be made available to the public, stating that it was vastly different from the clip.3 Donald Trump filed a $10 million lawsuit against CBS on November 1, claiming they doctored the interview.4


Unfortunately, the public doesn’t seek out unbiased media outlets they feel they can trust more. They tend to seek information in an echo chamber that reflects their inherent bias. This is what makes the fight very dangerous and is why communications professionals need to be very familiar not only with mainstream media outlets but also with social media and streaming outlets. Our opponent, in many cases, is bias. This is the equivalent of fighting a two-ton gorilla. I’m not saying it can’t be done. It can be, with a solid strategy.


Understanding Modern Media


When you’re engaging in strategic communications, the media is not your audience, even though, ultimately, you talk directly to them and through them. The media is the middleman, and, as such, you must understand them in terms of how they cover news, their history, and even which editors like certain topics while others don’t—in short, their biases.


Ten years ago, when the mainstream media was the major gateway to your audience, we lived in much simpler times. Now, the largest source of news and information for those under the age of forty is TikTok.5 No editors, no standards, nothing. Fewer people are listening to the radio because people stream music and podcasts on Spotify. Think about it: The number of Monday night viewers that watched that 60 Minutes segment with Harris (five million)6 was minuscule compared to the media storm on social media, mainstream media, and YouTube after the far right’s outcry of foul play. This only served to cause people to mistrust CBS even more, solidifying the public’s loyalty to media outlets such as Fox News, podcasts, and social media platforms with a conservative bias.


Back in the day, you could take a producer at a national network to an expensive, boozy lunch, and as a result, whenever you needed something, you could pick up the phone and call them directly. Then the internet gave rise to citizen journalists (i.e., people sitting in their mothers’ basements on their laptops). Now, we distinguish ourselves as communities by platform, or even groups within platforms, with far too many people to take to lunch.


The Good ULd Days of Media


Have you ever looked closely at the white tag on your lamp cord? It’s marked with a symbol that stands for Underwriters Laboratories (UL). UL is a nonprofit company based in Illinois that certifies your cord is safe and operable.


I was brought in to do crisis work for UL because a big exposé was about to break in The Washington Post that accused UL of being pay-to-play (i.e., any company that sends in their products for certification from UL just needs to write a check to earn that white tag without any real testing). The Washington Post reported that if a company refused to pay UL, they would be put on a consumer-watchdog list of unsafe products. I still don’t know if this was true or not, but that was the accusation.


We knew that The Washington Post was going to break the story and wouldn’t pull it, no matter how much we begged. But we were able to get them to put the front-page story out on the Friday after Thanksgiving. Nobody saw the story, and it didn’t get any further pickup.


When you think about the myriad media outlets around the globe, from big to small, online to offline, it’s mind-boggling. It’s the equivalent of a cage match in which you’re fighting multiple people at once. It’s not impossible, but you will need a strategy to win. The old-school strategy of taking one producer to lunch wouldn’t be effective now, as we are inundated with brand journalism, which I will talk about next. Traditional media is one big island in a vast sea. Brand journalism—a collective of thousands of smaller islands—is even bigger.


Brand Journalism and FOMO


Whether a small nonprofit, a national corporation, or a political candidate, any brand—big or small—can build stories up by highly targeting its audience with a collection of content: a podcast, a personal blog or vlog, or social media platforms. This is known as brand journalism.


The concept of brand journalism isn’t entirely new. When I worked in politics, my first call was never to The Boston Globe. I would put my messages on local TV, radio, and newspapers first. Then I’d go to The Globe and say, “You’re missing out! We’ve had this coverage in the locals.” This is very similar to brand journalism. Traditional media has FOMO, so they closely watch those smaller branded outlets to spot the trends. The news works its way up, as you get enough critical mass from smaller outlets to cause big media producers to say, “Wait! We weren’t the first on this story, but we’re not going to be the last!”


Look at Vice President Harris’s media strategy during her 2024 campaign. Yes, she went on 60 Minutes on October 7, but that same week, she also went on The View on October 8, The Howard Stern Show on October 8, and Call Her Daddy on October 6, which are much smaller media outlets with niche demographics that the Harris campaign wanted to address.
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