Developing Key Messages

Start with the Overall Communications Goal

All good outreach and communications efforts are rooted in a vision for change in some form or other. Agencies and organizations often fail to effectively communicate due to a lack of clear communications goals and key messages to support them. Setting such goals and identifying supporting messages are decisions that should be made prior to the issuing of any public comment. A communications goal of “educating the public on the complexities of managing for endangered species” is not realistic; informing the public of the issue, providing guidance on appropriate actions, and easing concerns are achievable goals. For example: Goal 1 – People understand that due to their habitat and primary food and shelter source being diminished, the black-footed ferret is listed as endangered. [issue]; Goal 2 – People understand that the Endangered Species Act makes it unlawful for a person to do anything that would kill or injure this animal, or trap, capture, or collect it without a permit. [guidance on appropriate actions] Goal 3 -  People will get involved by participating in state or federal land management planning efforts that affect native prairies [guidance on appropriate actions]; Goal 4 – Landowners understand that participation in the reintroduction program is completely voluntary. [easing concerns]
Messages in support of these goals must also be direct and effectively speak to the audience.

Identify the Target Audience

Determine who it is you’re trying to reach. Knowledge of your target audience(s) is essential for developing achievable objectives and key messages. All audiences are different – there is no “general public.” Communications efforts are more effective when audiences are divided into segments according to specific wants, needs, interests, or other useful characteristics.  The more clearly you define your audience, the more strategic you can be about reaching that audience and achieving your objectives. You can segment your audiences by demography, geography and other categories relevant to your goal and objectives. The key is to segment your audiences into the narrowest categories possible. How you reach each different audience will be dramatically different based on a variety of factors, such as their interests and where they get their information about your issue. 

Determine the Objective

Your objective is the next step in your overall plan for achieving your goal and developing supporting messages. Flowing from your agency/organization vision and your goal for protecting your resource, write a concrete, measurable objective. A well-defined audience-focused objective is the most important component of a good communications strategy. If the objective is too broad, your message will be vague, virtually guaranteeing an ineffective effort. Remember, the smaller the target audience, the easier it is to create objective-focused communications that will move the audience to action.
Beware of vague objectives like “raising public awareness.” Usually public awareness is not an objective in and of itself. It is a midpoint on the road to changing behavior. “Stopping accelerated climate change” is certainly a worthy aspiration, but it is not a specific, measurable objective. “Increasing the number of households in Watt County who use compact florescent light bulbs” would be a clear objective, moving you closer to reaching your aspiration. 

Understand the Audience’s Perspective

Start to think about the issue from your audience’s perspective. Where is your audience when it comes to your issue? Are they ready for what you want to tell them? The most effective messages are designed to meet your audience where they are, and move them toward your point of view. 

As you continue to think about your issue from the perspective of your target audience, the next step is to figure out what will compel this audience to move toward your objective.

· Determine what they already believe about the issue; you must be respectful of their thoughts and opinions on the issue. 

· Connect with their existing beliefs to build a bridge to your ideas and help them see your issue as relevant to them personally. 

· Package the issue in a way that aligns with their values. You cannot assume that if people know what you know, they will do what you do. 

· Tap into your audience’s existing concerns to help make the issue personal to them.

If you want to connect with your target audience and make them your ally, you need to understand how they think and determine how they see the world when they make decisions.

Determine the Message
Once you develop objectives and understand your audience’s perspective, you will want to design effective audience-specific messages to help accomplish your objective.  While you may want to cast a wide net, resist the temptation. If a message conveys that it’s for everyone (i.e., generic), it will be ignored. A poor, weak message attempts to cover all bases so that no opportunity is lost. But in the end, this strategy backfires because you lose opportunities to reach your intended audience. Great messages are tightly focused on audience segments. Powerful messages hone in on specific prospects and perceived benefits.

Ideally messages should appeal to the self-interest of the audience; i.e., what they care about.  Remember, it’s important to consider your audience’s value system, not your own. 

Develop Key Messages

Key messages are the core of your communication activities. They open the door to meaningful communications with your audience, because they bridge what your audience already knows and where you are trying to take them.

Your key message starts with knowing the wants, fears, problems, and needs of your target audience and ends by crafting a message that speaks to those problems in a compelling and believable way. The result is a compelling message that makes your audience want to know more. Don't try to cram in too much information. The key message must be very simple.  For example, an outreach team wanted to develop a positive message to encourage caviar lovers to help in the conservation effort.  Their key message was “Caviar…it’s delicious, delectable, and it’s disappearing.

Key Messages are:
· Concise: avoid jargon and acronyms, NO MY-EYES-GLAZE-OVER words or phrases.

· Active: compose every sentence in active voice. 

· Positive: talk about what one can do, not what one can't. 

· Short: one memorable sentence, 10-15 seconds to say.

· Specific: address a particular challenge and audience. 

· Relevant: connect with what your audience cares about.

· Concrete: avoid abstractions.
One final note: A key message is not a re-worded mission statement. When developing a key message, the biggest mistake that agencies and organizations make is communicating "What-We-Do" instead of "What's-In-It-For-Me." If these were two radio channels (i.e. WWD vs. WIIFM), which one do you think your audience would rather hear? Remember the old saying, "People don't care about you, until they know you care."
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When messages are abstract, it’s frequently because a leader is suffering from the “curse of knowledge.” Psychologists and behavioral economists have shown that when we know a lot about a field it becomes really tough for us to imagine what it’s like not to know what we know—that’s the curse of knowledge. If you’ve ever had a conversation with your IT person about what’s wrong with your computer, you’ve been on the other side of the curse of knowledge. The IT person knows so much that he or she can’t imagine knowing as little as the rest of us. And we’re all like that IT person in our own domain of expertise: prone to be overly complex and abstract.
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