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The Role of Strategic 
Communication 

• Establish/maintain perceptions, beliefs, 
attitudes surrounding social problems 

• Establish/maintain perceptions, beliefs, 
attitudes of normative behavior 

• Develop/maintain community identity as 
collaborative and efficacious 

• Create/maintain intention to act (formal or 
informal policymaking) 
 
 



What is Strategic 
Communication? 

• Outcomes oriented 
– Supportive outcomes: Communication goals and 

objectives that enhance the accomplishment of 
goals and objectives in the broader campus-
community strategic plan 

• Targeted 
– Audiences clearly identified, messages clearly 

modified for audience characteristics and 
mediums determined for reach and impact 

• Evaluated 
– Assessment of reach, short term/long-term 

impact, and identified barriers to effectiveness 
 



Forms of Strategic 
Communication 

• Media placement 
– Development of local media “beat” where campus 

prevention efforts are tracked, reported 
accurately, and provide media that supports 
prevention efforts 

• Increasing awareness of environmental contributors 
• Increasing awareness of policy/enforcement/negative 

consequences of behavior 
• Establishing/maintaining perceptions of community 

standards and norms 



Forms of Strategic 
Communication 

• Campaigns  
– Coordinated multidimensional communication 

efforts over set period of time 
– Using social marketing to increasing public beliefs 

and attitudes concerning 
• Social/cultural norms for behaviors 
• Social/cultural intolerance of unwanted consequences 
• Environmental causes (and solutions) to social 

problems 
• Adoption of specific behaviors or actions 
•  Institutional identity and loyalty 



Forms of Strategic 
Communication 

• Interactive Events/Activities 
– Community forums/student forums for 

purpose of informed deliberation 
– Public events that “show” rather than tell 

• Bar walks 
• Neighborhood walks 

– Social Media interaction 
• Web to social media interactivity to inform, engage 
• Use of video and commenting to sustain dialogue 



Essential Elements 
• Planning 

– Articulating overall goal and contributing 
objectives 

– Identifying target audience(s) 
– Strategizing around opportunities and threats to 

message reception or acceptance 
– Establishing timeline that considers relevance to 

other messages/events/seasons 
– Medium selection (reach and impact)  
– Message dosing (determining saturation) 
–  Budget 
– Evaluation plan (selection of metrics and analysis 

plan) 



Essential Elements 
• Audience analysis 

– Accurate targeting: Who can enact change? 
• Tipping Point: Finding connectors, mavens, 

salespeople among target audience 
• Breadth and depth of target audience: profiling 

– Accurate assessment: What “sticks” for them? 
• Psychographics of the target audience 
• Identifying shared language and syntax 
• Identifying salient master narratives and how messages 

fit within these 
• Identifying barriers to comprehension or acceptance 

 



Essential Elements 

• Message development 
– Use of a “message box” to plot central and 

peripheral messages 
– Framing of message for relevancy and 

salience to target audience 
– “Stickiness” testing 
– Adaptations for personalization across 

spokespersons 
– Adaptations for medium/channel 

 



Message Adaptation for 
Spokespersons 

Coalition Message 
Mission, Philosophy, Goals, Strategic Approach 

Individual Perspective 
Unique perspective, experience, contribution 



The Message Box 

CENTRAL MESSAGE: 
Action oriented 

Solution Focused 

WHAT: 
The current problem 

or need 
from my perspective 

WHY: 
The causes for  

the problem 
from my perspective 

SOLUTION: 
How the action fixes 

the problem 

COST INNOCULATION: 
Why benefit is  

greater  
than cost or loss  

EXCEPTION:  The “human” interest story: Message box focuses on 
narrative/meaning. There is still a central message! 



Example Message Box 

We need a tougher Social Host law 

DUI, acute intoxications, 
crime, noise, garbage: 
neighborhood not safe  

Lack of law keeps us from 
addressing the root cause 

(social hosts) 

No more blaming the guest; 
hosts can be trained to avoid 
consequences of law and can 

control parties 

Burden on enforcement and 
adjudication system quickly 

compensated by reduction in 
police calls for wild parties 



Common Message Mistakes 

• No clear action/response suggestion is 
built into message 

• Action/response is beyond capacity of 
target audience 

• Message ignores cultural or social barriers 
to acceptance (does not provide 
inoculation) 

• Message tries to say it all at once 
• Message assumes a predisposed 

audience 



Essential Elements 

• Spokesperson training 
– Establishment of uniform language 
– Scripting, outlining, and providing supportive 

data and examples in easily communicated 
formats 

– Contextualization (understanding of how 
messages fit within strategic plan) 

– Interview preparation (Q & A sheet) including 
inoculation approaches for common opposing 
views 



Essential Elements 
• Media selection 

– REACH:  Ability of medium to expose the 
target audience to message 

– SATURATION: Ability of medium to create 
familiarity with message 

–  IMPACT: Ability of medium to enhance 
effect of the message on beliefs, attitudes, 
or behaviors 

• Credibility/Authority 
• Believability 
• Source recognition 



Communication Evaluation 
Metrics 

• Survey/interview data 
– Key Informant Survey of involved stakeholder 

attitudes, beliefs, behaviors 
– Target population surveys of audience 

awareness, perception, reaction, attitude toward, 
and intention to act 

• Collective Observation 
– Monitoring of popular public discourse sites for 

comments and feedback 
– Observed dialogue/feedback 
– “Reflective” analysis 

• Are we seeing our language/ideas coming back to us in 
the retelling of our messages? 



Discussion 

• What gets in the way of doing this? 
• What is needed? 
• Where to start? 



Examples of Strategic 
Communication 

Why do so 
many Spartans 
like this duck? 





Reflection of 
message 
saturation: 
Local newspaper 
editorial board fully 
replicates message 



























The student 
newspaper runs a 
5-day feature on 
the problems of 
college drinking 
and features the 
efforts of the 
coalition 













Key Lessons Learned 
• Communication efforts must be comprehensive 

and complimentary to achieve intertextual 
resonance 

• Pick your attitude change battles wisely 
• Do the work of the media for them and all the 

coverage is yours 
• Messages must be salient to audiences, not just 

spokespersons 
• Timing matters 
• Your ability to accurately assess reach/impact is 

critical, and many things will throw you into the 
bushes. 
 



For more information 

• Thomas Workman, Ph.D. 
– tworkman@air.org 
– Facebook: Tom Workman 
– Twitter: @drworkman 
– Academia.edu: 

http://bcm.academia.edu/thomasworkman 
– Linked In:  ThomasWorkman 
– Mobile: 832-392-1224 
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