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INTRODUCTION: COMMUNICATION AND STRATEGY


Why do communicators need to think about strategy?




The desire to learn about a subject, and the journey from not knowing to knowing, is your work.


SAUL WURMAN, TALKING ABOUT CHARLES EAMES’S DESIGN PHILOSOPHY





IT’S ABOUT RELATIONSHIPS


Strong brands succeed based on the quality of the long-term relationships they establish with customers and stakeholders. At their foundation, these relationships are built upon consistent and meaningful communication. By managing their communications strategically, brands can take steps toward creating mutually beneficial relationships with key stakeholders.


IT’S ABOUT PROCESS


So how does a communicator ensure that they’re working strategically? Strategic communications are developed around a framework that defines business goals, considers the audience’s needs, surveys the competitive environment, identifies a unique value proposition and establishes a metric for success. Strategic communications are integrated, bringing together marketing, public relations and internal communications. They are accountable through measurement, and they are accountable to their stakeholders, the various publics and their customers.


IT’S ABOUT COMMUNICATION


A lot has changed in the communications profession in the last decade. With the advent of social media, mobile tablets and smartphones, people have more ways than ever to connect and communicate with brands. Consider that there are currently more smartphones than there are people on the planet. In short, communication has gotten competitive. With more channels and lower barriers to entry, our airwaves and wireless networks are crackling at capacity, and audiences have unlimited options for creating and receiving information.


This has created a double-edged sword for communicators. The web has given brands the ability to control their messages to a higher degree than ever before. It has also given them tools that allow them to have meaningful two-way conversations with customers and stakeholders. On the other side, the web has democratized communication, providing ordinary people a channel for expressing their views and opinions about brands. For communicators, this means that good news can travel fast and bad news can travel even faster.


IT’S ABOUT STRATEGY


With all of these considerations, communication can seem like a daunting task to manage. But smart communicators rely on a tried-and-true framework for developing strategic communications. This framework is made up of four key parts: research, planning, implementation and evaluation.


Research: This phase focuses on gathering situational information so that you can understand the problem that needs to be addressed. This phase typically is where you start to define who the audience is that you are trying to reach, what actions you want them to take and what messages will motivate the desired behavior. Communicators can use an array of research techniques, both qualitative and quantitative, to gain an understanding of these questions.


Planning: The planning phase is where goals, objectives, strategies and tactics are defined. The communicator will need to prioritize audiences, define long- and short-term goals, set objectives for behavior and establish measurable goals.


Implementation: In this phase, the communicator researches, conceptualizes, designs and sends out messages to the targeted audience.


Evaluation: Communicators who include in their plan evaluative metrics that are tied to specific audiences and actions add a level of accountability to their work. In this phase, the communicator monitors the effectiveness of their plan against their stated goals and objectives. This phase also provides an opportunity to make adjustments to the plan, improve the process and modify goals.


IT’S ABOUT FACILITATING STRATEGIC CONVERSATIONS


Whereas the communication strategy process is well established, there are still some challenges for communicators. One of the challenges is getting solid information from clients so that communicators can develop a strategic direction. To address the challenge, communicators need to be able to coach their clients through a strategic thinking process by understanding what key questions need to be answered, and facilitating conversations to help clients articulate their direction. Communicators are, in a sense, detectives guiding an investigation, trying to unravel a problem and come up with a solution by asking questions, making hypotheses and by testing and refining the direction of the project. By taking on this role, they position themselves as strategic partners.




1
Setting the Stage


In this chapter we are introduced to Bob and Barb, our guides through the strategic communication process. Through them we’ll learn the tools and techniques for managing a range of communication challenges. Bob and Barb will first walk us through the project initiation stage, showing us how to gather key information including scope, budget and schedule—as well as making sure that the client is aligned on the direction of the project.




A STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION JOURNEY


Bob and Barb’s strategic adventure




To provide some context for the exercises outlined in this book, I’ve created two characters, Bob and Barb. Bob and Barb own a small full-service communications firm with a specialization in communication planning, public relations and branding, as well as print and website design. Bob, a designer by training, manages both print- and web-design tasks and even does a little programming when needed. Barb has a background in marketing, public relations and content management. They both have a keen sense of good communication practices and are good strategists. They’ve paid their dues doing newsletters, logos and websites for clients ranging from local eateries to national computer manufacturers. The city where they work has a strong creative community; in fact, their particular city is swamped with communicators, designers, techies and web developers, which is both good and bad. Good in that there is a large and vibrant creative community; bad because the market for design jobs is small, so competition is fierce.





SCENARIO


Barb was thrilled when Table Tennis International (TTI) finally called. She and Bob had been pursuing the company for years, helping them with one-off projects and other odds and ends. But this call was different. This time they had a real project. TTI had hired Sarah as the new director of marketing, and she wanted to update their logo, collateral and website.


During the call with Sarah, Barb asked a few key questions: What was the general scope? Did they have budget? What were the deliverables? Who would have final sign-off on the project? With this information in hand, Barb conferred with Bob and decided that the project was right for them, and the couple set up a meeting with Sarah and her team.


It was a client meeting like so many before. After introductions were made, Sarah spoke up and provided an overview of the deliverables: updated logo, collateral and website. Focusing on tactics, Sarah gave detailed instructions about the size, colors, quantity and other specs; what the webpage should look like; and what corporate logos she liked.


Bob and Barb listened carefully, taking notes and asking clarifying questions, but after several minutes, they got a sense that something was missing in the conversation.


It was then that things took a decidedly different turn.


Barb waited for an opening in the conversation. She appreciated that Sarah had specifics about the project, but that wasn’t really what she was interested in at this stage of the project.


“So, why do you want to do this project?” Barb asked.


Sarah paused for second. “We’ve had these designs for a while now, and I think it’s time to freshen them up a bit.” Then she took a quick look around the table at her staff and added, “I’m not saying that our current design is bad; it just needs to be updated.”


Good save, Bob thought to himself.


Like most new managers, Sarah wanted to make her mark, impress her boss and show that she was able to bring new ideas to the table. But she needed to walk a fine line between honoring the work that her staff had done prior to her arrival and making significant changes.


“Did you get any feedback on your logo that would make you think that it needed updating?” asked Bob.


“Well, Dr. Wilson [TTI’s president and founder] told me that several of his VPs thought that the logo looked dated and that we should look at making some changes to it,” said Sarah.


“Plus, Mike in accounting hates it,” interjected Sue. This comment started a flurry of stories among the other staff at the table, recounting all the negative comments from internal staff about the mark.


“It’s so boring. I’ve been staring at this mark for the last ten years, and I just think it’s time for a change,” added Steve, TTI’s lead copywriter.


Then, cutting through the din, TTI’s art director, Will, spoke. Will had created the mark many years ago, and he said in terse voice, “The logo was approved by Dr. Wilson. He told me he liked it.”


Barb looked at Bob. They both looked at Sarah, and sensing that the conversation was going in a bad direction, Barb spoke up.


“Sarah, have you gotten any feedback from customers on their feelings?” Barb asked.


Will immediately rejoined, “Oh, customers, they’re so fickle. And you know, you can never trust customer focus groups to get real answers. Besides, it takes too long and costs too much for that kind of research. Besides, I’ve been working with the clients for ten years now; I know what they want.”


“I see,” said Barb diplomatically.


The meeting continued, and Bob and Barb dutifully reviewed the general project scope and promised to send an estimate within the next day.


Walking out of the meeting, Bob turned to Barb and said, “I’m afraid that these folks are heading down the wrong path on this project. I think we ought to be doing a better job of guiding them. We’ve been down this road before with clients who make knee-jerk changes to their communications, and it always ends the same way—another meaningless project that we would never even put in our portfolio. Our time wasted. Their money wasted.”


“You’re right, Bob,” said Barb. “I was thinking the same thing.”


“I wish I knew a way to help them identify their real communication needs, so that we could make a real impact,” said Bob.


“Me, too,” said Barb. “I wish we could just start at the beginning with them.”


And so, our heroes stopped at the Taco Shack to drown their sorrows in barbecue and chipotle, then headed back to the office, determined never to be a “pair of hands” for a clueless client.


During the next few days, Bob and Barb called on colleagues in design and communications. They scoured the Internet for resources, and called on clients who they respected to get a better understanding of how they could be better business partners. Soon they developed an arsenal of tools to help them define problems and to understand the client’s vision, mission, business goals and competitive environment. They became adept at identifying the target audience’s needs, as well as guiding their clients through concept development, design evaluation and, most importantly, turning the focus of the conversation from tactics to strategy.


Armed with their new perspective, they approached TTI with a new zeal.




1.1
THREE IMPORTANT QUESTIONS


How ready is the client to move forward?




SCENARIO


One rule that Bob and Barb adopted after years of working with clients was this: Never start a project until you know if the client has a budget, a schedule and a goal. With this in mind, Bob and Barb made sure they clarified these three items with TTI’s marketing manager, Sarah, on the initial phone call. Bob and Barb knew that without a budget, schedule and goal stated at the outset, they could potentially waste a lot of time working with a client who either didn’t have the means, the time or both to accomplish their goal. Or, they could be working with a client that was unclear on what they wanted to accomplish. This doesn’t mean that these things are written in stone; change is inevitable in all three of these areas, but having these fundamental elements of the project nailed down gave Bob and Barb the confidence that the client was serious and prepared to move forward.





THREE QUESTIONS


Budget, schedule and goals represent the starting point for any project. Each one is a critical puzzle piece, interlocking with the others. These questions are asked at the outset of the project and provide the communicator and the client with a chance to think about the project on a very broad level before moving forward. These questions are asked informally, usually during the initial contact from the client. It is the communicator’s responsibility to collect this information before beginning the project.



HOW TO: Three Important Questions
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1.2
COMMUNICATION PLANNING HIERARCHY


What type of communication plan do you need?




SCENARIO


One of the first questions Bob and Barb asked Sarah was whether or not TTI had an overall strategic communication plan. This document would be the foundation of all communication directions, so it was important that before they dove into any communication activities they understood the overall corporate strategic objectives. Once the strategic plan was developed, detailed communication plans could then be created that would support the overall corporate strategy.





COMMUNICATION ALIGNMENT


Communication planning is a trickle-down exercise, starting with the organization’s strategic plan, which is translated into a strategic communication plan. The plan is then broken down into subsequent plans that become increasingly specific about resources, activities, deliverables and outcomes.


Communication planning is a critical part of the overall management of the organization. Messages need to be aligned and synchronized, which is often a difficult task to manage across departments and offices. Communication integration helps internal audiences create a consistent understanding of what the brand stands for and how they should behave. From a reputational perspective, integrating communications is a foundational branding activity that requires the organization to collaborate and coordinate. This is a challenge in most organizations, where the various units are competing for resources and attention from the C-suite. Unfortunately, this silo mentality is understandable when there is no clear direction provided and business units are left to focus on their own individual goals as opposed to the overarching goals of the organization.


Communication planning helps with this by describing how the top-level brand strategy relates to the operational units and then down to the actual working units. By communicating in an integrated way, brands ultimately communicate more effectively and efficiently, as they do not use up company resources to send out nonstrategic or competing messages.



HOW TO: Communication Alignment


1. Strategic


The corporate strategic plan outlines the vision and mission of the company, as well as its objectives, goals, internal and external situation, performance indicators and success metrics. This is a top-level plan that describes at a high level how the organization will move forward toward its goals.


2. Operation


The operational plan is more specific and outlines the communication priorities, timing of communications, individual communication specifications, communication objectives, key audiences, supporting materials and other activities, as well as the funding requirements.


3. Work


The working plan defines the actual deliverables, and the roles and responsibilities of the communication team and clients.


4. Support


The support plan describes the tactical activities that are needed to reach the goal.


Organizational Strategic Plan
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1.3
THE COMMUNICATION PLAN


What do you need to know before you begin?




SCENARIO


Knowing that TTI had the resources, a schedule and a goal, Bob and Barb felt like they could start to engage Sarah and her team. To help dig a little deeper into the scope of the project, Barb sent Sarah a more detailed communication brief that would help the TTI team flesh out their ideas and, more importantly, get them thinking about their project in a strategic way, as opposed to focusing on the tactical aspects of what they wanted.





COMMUNICATION PLAN


The communication plan is a document that acts as a guide for the direction of the project. The plan outlines information about the client firm, its audience, business strategy, competition, objectives and the scope of the project. It works as both a project management tool and a communication directive. Possibly the most important function of the plan is that it aligns all of the stakeholders involved in the project, thereby minimizing the chances of going down dead ends. The communication team, in cooperation with the client, creates the communication plan. By working together on the plan, the clients and the communicator have an early opportunity to work out issues and clarify misunderstandings regarding direction.


The communication plan answers key strategic questions the communicator needs to know in order to do meaningful work.




	What is the objective of the client?


	Who is its target audience?


	Who is its competition?


	How does the client perceive itself?


	What are the audience’s perceptions of the client?


	What are the design parameters that define the client?


	How will project success be measured?





In addition to answering these important questions, the plan outlines schedules, budgets and the processes involved in the project.



HOW TO: The Communication Plan


1. Background
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What is the context for the project, including the current state of the organization, recent events, strategic direction and issues that need to be addressed?


2. Alignment
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How does the project tie in with the organization’s overall strategic goals?


3. Internal
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What is happening internally that could impact the project?


4. External
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What is happening externally that could impact the project?


5. Objectives
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What are the communication objectives?


6. Messages
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What ideas need to be communicated?


7. Audiences
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What audience will be most involved in helping you reach your goal? Who do we need to reach? What do they need to know? What will motivate them? What unmet needs do they have?


8. Evaluation
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How will success be measured?


9. Resources
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What financial or staffing resources are needed to accomplish the communication objective?




2
Defining the Situation


With their preliminary questions answered, Bob and Barb were anxious to get started working with Table Tennis International (TTI). The first step to take in their communication process would be defining the situation, problem or issue. In this phase, Bob and Barb would work with the TTI team to uncover the real communication challenges they were facing. Armed with a range of tried-and-true exercises, Bob and Barb would facilitate conversations that would help them understand the root causes of TTI’s communication issues.




2.1
WHAT’S YOUR PROBLEM?


How do you identify the problem to be solved?




SCENARIO


After defining the scope of the project and supplying an estimate, Bob and Barb reviewed the communication plan and felt that TTI’s answers were adequate but failed to provide a concrete motivation and goal for the project. Bob and Barb decided that it would be best to meet in person and talk not only about why TTI needed to change its communications material but also about what was driving the change and what specific communication problem needed to be solved.





PROBLEM DEFINITION


Charles Eames wrote, “The recognition and understanding of the need was the primary condition of the creative act.” Eames was a problem solver. His movies, buildings and designs were not flights of fancy, but rather the visual and physical articulation of a solution framed by specific needs and constraints. In fact, well before he famously designed chairs and made movies, Eames got his start by developing an elegant solution for the U.S. Navy: He designed a light-weight, inexpensive leg splint that could easily be massed produced. The money he made from this venture enabled him to start his studio and go on to greater works.


Eames understood that his role was not as an aesthetic, but rather that of a problem solver. By identifying the source of the problem, where the problem is occurring, when the problem is occurring, who is affected, and how they are being impacted by the problem, designers provide themselves with a foundation for real creative thinking. Once these aspects of the problem are understood, the problem can be named and given a brief description that can act as a benchmark for activities throughout the design process.


There are a number of problem definition tools available to designers, many of which have their origins in Japanese business efficiency models developed over the last 30 years.



HOW TO: Problem Definition


1. Agree
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Before you can write a problem definition, you first have to agree that there’s a problem. Ask the group to answer these three key questions.


Q: Is there a problem?


Q: Does anyone think there isn’t a problem?


Q: How has the problem manifested itself?


2. Define
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Write down the problem so that the team can clearly see it. Have the group create a list of when the problem occurs, who is affected by the problem, where the problem happens, what type of problem it is and what the source of the problem is.


3. Name
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Problems are not always easily understood, but by giving the problem a name, the group will have a common reference for the issue that is to be solved. Have the team brainstorm name ideas, then select the best name option.


4. Write
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Have the team write the problem definition. The statement should be easy to understand, free of jargon and to the point. Most problem definitions start with a description of an ideal state, or how things would work if there were no issues. This can be followed by a description of when and where the problem occurs, who is impacted by the problem and scope of the problem. The statement should not speculate on a solution.


5. Review
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This is often the first step in any brainstorming or ideation exercise, so having a clear definitive statement to refer to is important. The team should review the statement and agree that it accurately describes the problem or issue.




2.2
PEOPLE WITH ISSUES


How do you identify issues that might impact the brand?




SCENARIO


Another way that Bob and Barb looked at the situation was from an issue perspective. Issues are events that happen, often negative in context, that have gained public awareness and can potentially impact perceptions of the brand. Bob and Barb knew that issues management framework had a slightly different approach to it than straight-out problem definition. If any potential issues that could affect the brand did arise, they knew that they would have to act quickly to get out in front of them before they became public through the media. It was critical that TTI be able to manage any issues, as opposed to being managed by them.





ISSUES MANAGEMENT


When a crisis arises, it is usually because there is a breakdown between the organization’s brand promise and stakeholders’ expectations. It’s at this time that the organization needs to assess the issue and determine at what level to react. Its response is a reflection of its brand and determines how stakeholders perceive the organization. Issues that are handled well can help build the reputation and trust for the organization (consider the Tylenol case). Issues that are handled poorly can lead to legal problems and financial losses, as well as an eroding of the brand’s reputation.


Issues management requires that the organization have a process in place so that they can quickly assess issues as they appear. Taking control of the issue is critical. If the organization does not react quickly, then they will lose control of the issue and lose an opportunity to influence the outcome.



HOW TO: Issues Management


1. Assemble


Pull together a cross-functional team of the organization’s leadership, as well as specialists who are familiar with the issues at hand. This team will manage the issue-identification process.


2. Identify


The next step is to identify and list potential issues or threats that might impact the organization. The list of issues should include anything that might alter stakeholders’ perceptions of the organization’s brand. Using the PEST framework is helpful when identifying these issues.


3. Prioritize


After identifying potential issues, the next step is to prioritize them in a list along two sets of criteria: (1) What issues have the most potential to have the most impact? and (2) What issues are the most urgent? Have the team list the issues, and then rank them on a 1–5 scale. Then place the prioritized items in the appropriate ignore, react, participate or initiate quadrant of the matrix.


4. Strategize


Once the issues are prioritized, the team should then begin to develop strategies for addressing them. Using problem-solving techniques such as brainstorming, the team will then develop multiple options for addressing each issue. Some questions to ask during this process might include:


Q: What is happening now?


Q: Where do we want to be?


Q: What is happening politically, economically, socially and technologically that could impact the issue?


Q: Which stakeholders are impacted?


Q: Who brought up the issue?


5. Plan


The team then develops an action plan for each of the issues in the ignore, react, participate, or initiate quadrants of the matrix.


Prioritize






	Potential Issues

	Impact

	Urgency





	Product defect issues
	3
	2




	Workplace saftey concerns
	4
	5




	Environmental concerns
	4
	4




	Staff salary dissatisfaction
	2
	2




	Trademark infringement issues
	4
	2
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2.3
WHY, WHY, WHY, WHY AND WHY?


How do you get to the root cause of problems?




SCENARIO


Bob and Barb knew that defining and getting consensus on the problem to be solved would be difficult, so they had a number of approaches up their sleeves. Problem definition is the foundation for all the activities that would follow, and without a clear description of what they were trying to address, their efforts would be wasted. Fortunately they were equipped with a powerful word that would help them get to the root of their communication problem: Why?





THE FIVE WHYS


Anyone with a persistent four-year-old will be familiar this technique. The Five Whys is a simple problem-solving approach that helps communicators and clients get to the cause of a problem by asking the question “why” five times. Made popular in the 1970s by the Toyota Production System, the Five Whys provides a method for digging down to the core cause of a problem, providing an opportunity to address the root and not just a symptom.


Once a problem statement has been created, the Five Whys method can be used to dig down to a root cause. Solutions to communications problems may seem obvious at first—the client needs a new logo, website, or brochure—but in reality there may be underlying issues that these approaches don’t address.


The Five Whys has some key advantages as a problem-defining tool, mainly that virtually anyone on the team can use it without much training, making it an accessible team exercise. Additionally the tool provides fast results without the need for prolonged analysis.


One caveat—each “why” response needs to be considered carefully. It is easy to head down the wrong track if any one of the “why”s is incorrect. The team needs to make sure there is proof in support of each response and that there are not other factors that are influencing the problem.



HOW TO: Five Whys


1. Write


The first step is to write the problem statement so that all participants can see it clearly. This can be a simple declarative sentence that describes the problem. For our example, let’s use, “The customer is interested in the client’s product but is not able to access the product conveniently.”


2. Ask


The next step is to ask “Why?” in successive levels until the root cause of the problem is clarified. The approach gets participants beyond assumptions that might stand in the way of the actual problem that needs to be solved. To extend our previous example:


Problem: The customer is interested in the client’s product but is not able to access the product conveniently.


Q: Why? The customer does not know where to find the product.


Q: Why? The client company has not provided stores sales tools to promote the product.


Q: Why? The company doesn’t have specific sales tools available.


Q: Why? The company needs to create and distribute sales tools.


Q: Why? The company has been channeling funds toward manufacturing, not marketing.


“Why can’t customers find our product?”
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2.4
FISHING FOR ANSWERS


Getting to the root cause of problems, part two




SCENARIO


Bob and Barb felt like they were making headway on getting TTI to focus on a specific communication problem. As part of the discussion, they fixated on a specific cause of the problem, but Bob and Barb knew that most problems are multifaceted, and have many causes. Sometimes clients, depending on what part of the organization they are in, can fixate on a single cause of an issue while disregarding other causes. Fortunately Bob and Barb had a quick exercise to help bring some clarity to the problem. By using a simple diagram, the various parts of the organization are able to give their perspectives on the problem, creating a complete picture of where issues might reside.





THE FISHBONE DIAGRAM


Another approach to getting to a root cause of a problem is the Fishbone Diagram. This approach provides a graphic representation of the relationship of potential causes of a problem. By drawing the problem out, participants are better able to see the relationships between multiple causes of the problem. The design of the diagram looks much like the skeleton of a fish, hence the name, plus it is easier to pronounce than its original name—the Ishikawa Diagram, named after quality management guru Kaoru Ishikawa.
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