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1 The Plan
This guide has been prepared for the Demonstration Projects to support training workshops
on communication, media and awareness raising. The style of this document is informal,
sometimes deliberately provocative, to help the reader question beliefs and behaviours that
are not conducive to good communication, information and knowledge sharing.
The ‘Straight A’ approach applies to all kinds of projects and any sort of communication or
outreach activity. At school, Straight A’s means you perform well across a number of activities
(you get an A grade for all subjects). Here we try to
demystify the communication planning process by
breaking it up into steps, all of which begin with A:
appraisal, aims, audience, avenues, allocation and
Epictetus, b. 55 AD
action.
Perception is important: what we are seen to do is arguably as important as what we actually
do. Communication helps us get the right message across and can have a direct, positive
impact on achieving project objectives and improving outcomes.
Communication is not just brochures and websites – it’s about establishing relationships,
starting dialogues, simply talking. Workshops and seminars, for example, are often much
more effective and widely used vehicles for communication than leaflets. Communication
works best when it is viewed, planned and managed holistically, when there is an overall plan
in which individual activities complement each other and contribute each in its own way to
improving project outcomes.
Many development projects include two or three isolated ‘visibility’ activities in their work-plans
– producing a leaflet, publishing research findings, perhaps writing press releases.
Communication activities are seen as peripheral, boxes to be ticked in contracts. There is no
‘joined-up’ thinking between different communication products or between communication and
project progress.
A Communication Strategy or Plan is like a roadmap
with a starting point (the situation now) and a
destination (the ideal situation at some defined point
Lewis Carroll
in the future). Working through the steps to define a
strategy enables the project to state clearly where it
wants to go and the paths it will take to get there. Like any other ‘live’ plan, there may be
detours along the way - circumstances and priorities may change - but having a roadmap
gives the project a much greater chance of reaching its destination. The strategy also provides
a coherent framework for individual communication actions, so that each addresses a specific
need and/or target and together they address overall project needs.
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1.1 Why is Communication important in development?
Development must be inclusive to be successful: almost by definition, it involves a lot of
people and each must feel personally implicated and ideally change how s/he thinks and acts.
We often talk about a ‘participatory approach’ and this boils down to creating awareness
among interested parties (commonly called stakeholders) engaging them actively in the
process and providing a forum in which their ideas and interests can be expressed and
confronted with those of others. Communication is at the heart of participation.
What is a ‘stakeholder’? A general definition (Wiktionary) is “a person or organization with a
legitimate interest in a given situation, action or enterprise”. In the corporate world, someone
who shares or a ‘stake’ in a company, who gains or loses depending on the performance of
the company. In projects designed to promote sustainable urban development, a lot is at stake
and the general public is a concerned and interested party. There are many shared goals, but
equally many diverging interests. The challenge is to find and build on common ground, and
communication tools and techniques can help with this.

1.2 Who should work on a Communication Strategy?
Communication can have a major impact on project outcomes. As such, it is a strategic
management function, not a ‘nice to have’. Developing (and implementing) a strategy must be
a group effort - the whole team must be able to contribute to it and feel ownership of it - but
one person should take the lead and bear responsibility for drafting the plan and monitoring
performance. He or she may or may not be part of the core management team, but needs to:
•

know what’s going on especially at top levels of the organization/project, so that any significant
changes in project direction can be adequately reflected in the communication strategy

•

have some budget (financial and human resources) to carry out activities

•

be credible and able to influence decision makers in order to get things done

1.3 The Straight A steps to building a Communication Strategy
where are we now?

Appraisal
what’s the right mix of activities?

Action

Aims

who do we need to talk to?

how much time and money
is available?

what do we want to
achieve?

Allocation

Audience
how can we reach them?

Avenues
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2 Step 1: APPRAISAL
The strategy should always start with an appraisal of the current situation, considering the
operating environment and identifying external opportunities and threats that may impact on
communication activities. In successive iterations, lessons learnt from activities carried out will
feed into the new appraisal. After this, we can begin defining the aims of the communication
strategy.

3 Step 2: AIMS
Communication does not exist in a vacuum: communication aims are closely linked to the
objectives of the project itself; communication tools and techniques are used to help meet
those objectives. A half-day discussion/brainstorming session with key project staff should be
more than adequate to draft a list of three or four key communication objectives and their
relative priorities.

3.1 Define project objectives
Before thinking about communication objectives, start with overall project aims. Answer the
question: what is this project trying to achieve? This need not necessarily be exactly what was
written in the project proposal or Logframe. Be concise and concrete: “Get people to install
intelligent electricity meters” is much better than “To enhance environmental sustainability
through the empowerment of householders and engaging with the private sector”. Narrow it
down to a few key objectives since this will enable you to focus on those and to judge your
performance against them. Long lists and obscure missions and vision statements are not
conducive to critical appraisal later.

3.2 From project objectives to communication
objectives

Project objectives

Once this has been answered, with three or four key objectives,
Communication objectives
ask the question: how can I use communication to achieve these
objectives? Often, the project objectives already reference
image
visibility
communication-type goals, such as “raise awareness about…”
awareness
exchange
and “build a network of…”. These can be the basis of defining
communication objectives. Otherwise, broad categories may include:
•

Project image: a sort of ‘corporate’ image, promoting the project itself (but also consider what sort
of image, e.g. down-to-earth and approachable vs. authoritative and knowledgeable)

•

Linked to the point above, enhancing the visibility of donors and/or project sponsors

•

Awareness-raising: educating groups of people about the issues

•

Information exchange: disseminating information to groups of people and becoming an information
‘hub’ for exchange between the groups
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3.3 Key messages
Consider also key messages to put across in all activities and materials, for example, the
innovative nature of the project or the ultimate aim of improving quality of life. More specific
key messages can be defined for individual activities, materials and target groups, but there
may be one or two that are can usefully form part of the project’s public image.
Communication aims should be detailed enough to be specific to the project, and – in an ideal
world – to permit quantitative measurement. In practice, it is easier to set quantifiable
objectives for individual activities, rather than the overall strategy.

4 Step 3: AUDIENCE
Once we have defined aims, the next step is to decide who we need to to communicate with,
in order to achieve them. This is the target audience, or rather your target audiences, since
there will likely be different groups of people we need to consider.

4.1 Forget Stakeholders!
The main hurdle you are likely to encounter here can be summed up in one word:
‘stakeholders’. People are always talking about their stakeholders - talking to them, engaging
them, meeting them, taking into account their needs… - without actually saying, or perhaps
even knowing, who exactly they are. In order to work on this step, we need to banish this word
from our thoughts. It’s not enough, so it’s not useful. “Beneficiaries” is another such word:
forget it!
Defining target audiences can be a group activity or one that the communication coordinator
can work on and then discuss with the rest of the team. The question to ask is: given my
project and communication aims, who do I need to be in contact with in order to achieve
them?

4.2 Look up, look down, look sideways
One approach you might find useful is to:
•

look up : your project sponsor/donor is a key target: 1) they have invested in

Sponsors
Govt.

the project and want to see results; and 2) through them you might
reach a broader audience. National, regional or local government
authorities may also be targets. If you plan ‘next steps’ after your
activity finishes it may be good to identify and engage with potential

Partner
organisations

Other projects
on similar themes

sponsors/donors now
•

look down : direct and indirect users of your services, local service
providers, the public at large, their representatives (civil society,
associations, NGOs), the media (as recipients of information and as channels

Public
civil society
media

to reach others)
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•

look sideways : project partners, other organizations working in the same area geographically or
thematically. All of these may be target audiences, both for ‘push’ communication (informing them
of your activities) and for ‘pull’ (encouraging participation, building networks etc.)

The task here is to produce a list of all of the groups of people we should be talking to in order
to meet the communication and project objectives, as defined above. For each group, identify
whether your aim is to simply provide them with materials and information: ‘push’, whether you
want to draw them into the project and engage them in information exchange, networking or
collaborating: ‘pull’.

4.3 Recipients, Influencers and Partners
Another approach is to divide these groups into three categories: Recipients, who will simply
receive whatever messages we send them; Influencers, who can also help our message get
through to Recipients; and Partners, organizations that share one or more of our objectives
and target groups, and who could potentially work with us to mutually reinforce each other’s
messages.
Audiences should be prioritized. The question to ask is: how important are these people to
meeting my objectives? Remember, resources (budget, but also human effort) are finite and
we will have to direct energies to those audiences that will provide most payback. Be ruthless
and if necessary politically incorrect: institutions may be influential generally but their role in
the project might be marginal. If so, they are not key targets. They are on our horizon, just not
at the centre of the picture.
Certain target groups identified may be very similar to others in terms of their role and
importance. If they also have similar ‘media habits’ – consumption of newspapers, Internet,
social media, email etc. – they can be grouped together. In order to be able to focus attention,
it is generally best to limit target groups to about five or six.

5 Step 4: AVENUE
Avenues are the channels available to reach target audiences. They may include traditional
media (printed press, television), new media (websites, social media) and ‘direct marketing’
(mail-outs, emailing, flyers) as well as direct person-to-person channels (seminars,
workshops, conferences).
The strategy will include a variety of ‘avenues’. The ones we choose depend largely on budget
and the habits of primary target audiences, aiming for effectiveness and efficiency. For
example, seminars and workshops are a very effective tool for building relationships and are
often the method of choice in development projects, especially where high-level and influential
figures are involved. However, they are very expensive (organization, travel, accommodation,
per diems etc.) and to maximize returns on this investment, momentum created must be
maintained after the event with further communications.
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Our objective is to find the best mix of avenues for our particular target audiences in order to
meet our communication aims, within our budget allocation. This is one reason why an overall
strategy is particularly important, rather than focusing on individual activities. This section
considers a range of avenues used in project communication, starting with the most direct
contact (at the ‘pull’ end of the spectrum) and ending with purely ‘push’ channels.

5.1 Workshops, seminars and conferences
Events are useful for establishing and nurturing relationships with small numbers of high
priority targets. They are used to engage with targets, rather than just passing a message.
Because of their cost, they should be impeccably organized to maximize returns. Events
provide a great ‘sales opportunity’ for the project. Rather
than products, we are ‘selling’ ideas: the distinctive things
the project is doing, results and impacts, the relevance of
issues addressed, openness to partnership etc. Team
members present at the event, including administrative staff
involved in registration, are all potential ‘sales reps’. They
should be able to represent the project and to present it in a
positive light.
Workshops and seminars should be interactive occasions,
with active participation from attendees. “Break-out”
sessions, where smaller groups focus on specific areas, will
improve their engagement, reinforce their sense of
achievement and make the occasion more memorable.
During workshops and seminars, try to ensure that each attendee has at least a brief
conversation with at least one person from the project who knows who they are. This means
ensuring the entire team is familiar with the participant list, knows who the key players are and
why, and is able to strike up some sort of conversation with them. You might like to ‘distribute’
attendees between the team in a more targeted fashion, based on common interests and/or
perceived importance (hierarchy). Remember, informal settings (coffee breaks, lunches etc.)
are great for face-to-face communication.
Workshops are ideal networking opportunities and much of their perceived value for attendees
stems from the people they meet (other attendees, your team) and the exchanges they took
part in. Events are often the only chance you have to distribute materials (brochures, flyers,
publications) and gadgets. Remember to have an ample supply of these materials with you.
Always follow EU visibility guidelines, with relevant logos on all invitations, presentation
materials etc. Display an EU flag alongside the national flag (equal size) at the event itself.

5.2 Virtual networking
New technologies, including social media, blogs and mailing lists, can lead to good levels of
audience engagement over a long period of time at a relatively low cost. Use of email and the
Internet are pre-requisites, of course, and not all targets may be assiduous users or have a
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reliable connection, but virtual networking – i.e. people using tools to communicate in a group
without being face to face - is increasingly useful for project communications. Expensive
software or systems are not needed. A simple mailing list on specific themes can be highly
effective and its running cost is negligible.
The key to all targeted communication activities is a decent contact list. The project probably
has a wealth of contacts, but often they are in people’s heads, address books or piles of
business cards, whereas they need to be in one place in a standard format that everyone can
access and everyone should be encouraged to maintain. A spreadsheet is perfectly adequate
for most needs.
Minimally, we need to track: name, position/responsibility, organisation, email address,
telephone, role for your project (sponsor/partner/media etc.). Contacts can be categorised
based on shared interests (e.g. energy technologies, green building) and/or on roles in the
project. For example, ‘partners’ can be involved in the preparation of materials or conference
planning, emailing them with updates at each stage and asking for their feedback.
Internet forums are problematic – it is very easy technically to create a forum, but they require
a massive effort to promote and manage, and are generally not sustainable for limited-term
projects. Better alternatives include contributing to forums and message boards that are
already used by target audiences, and setting up pages or groups on social media sites such
as Facebook (public facing), LinkedIn (technical,
professional or business audiences) or Google
Groups (halfway house).
If you are setting up a new page or group, or
contributing to existing resources, be sure to
promote this to your targets by email and
publish Internet addresses on all printed
promotional materials.

5.3 Electronic Newsletters
Electronic newsletters are relatively cheap and easy to prepare. In their simplest form, a
simple e-mail can give interested parties a regular update of your activities. More complex
forms, a document with articles and pictures formatted in an aesthetically pleasing layout
should be well within the reach of most project teams. There are hundreds of templates and
applications for creating newsletters (Google ‘electronic newsletter templates’) as well as
services that also distribute them for you.
Newsletters can be distributed by email or as a website download, if your organisation has a
site. In this case, an email alert should tell subscribers the document is available and include a
link). Both methods have advantages and disadvantages: with email distribution, users don’t
have the bother of going to a website, but if it’s a big file and they have a small mailbox, it
might not be a good thing. Downloaded newsletters will increase traffic to the website, and
may encourage users to visit other areas, but perhaps not everyone will make the effort to go.
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5.4 Websites
The EC advises against creating a website specifically for a project lasting only a few years.
The effort and expense involved in creating and promoting a new site is prohibitive and the
wealth of information that has been created is almost inevitably lost when the project comes to
an end. Many organisations managing projects already have websites and captive audiences,
so these can be used instead, perhaps adding a project-specific section.
Websites are normally used as a ‘push-only’ instrument, a sort of online brochure. Even in
such a limited capacity, they are useful: people can access information about the project
without having a brochure to hand and the information can be updated as frequently as
needed, much more easily than with printed material. Not all target groups use the Internet
intensively. It is a useful tool when used in conjunction with more traditional channels.

5.5 Brochures, flyers and other ‘marketing materials’
There is an expectation that all projects should have a brochure or flyer. Almost all projects
produce one that normally ends up in a little-used filing cabinet or in a bin without being read.
Brochures and flyers have limited appeal: people tend not to read very much in general. Some
targets may expect to receive a brochure at meetings, workshops and conferences, but few
will actually read them. The general public is even less likely to read written materials.
The most common mistake when preparing a brochure is to disregard target audiences
(information they should find interesting and visual forms likely to catch their eye). Project
flyers often simply reproduce what is written down in project proposals, with headings like
“Vision” and “Objectives” and content that is overly formal, theoretical and institutional.
Typically inward-looking, such materials are a waste of time, money and trees.
When planning a flyer or brochure, consider exactly who will receive it, how and when. This
will help define the numbers required, in which languages (another common error is to
produce an inordinate amount of materials in English, when targets are mainly local) as well
as the content (information and messages). A flyer must differentiate itself clearly from the
hundreds of other flyers everyone sees. It must attract their attention for some reason. There
is no such thing as the perfect brochure, and appreciation is a matter of taste, but here are a
few pointers:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Use clear, unambiguous language. Avoid technical terms, acronyms and ‘bureaucratese’
Pictures and photos, especially of people and not just ‘men in suits’, bring warmth and
humanise materials. Charts and graphs are also great for data.
Leave plenty of white space – it makes reading easier
Say “who we are” but don’t dwell on it
Forget “missions” and “visions”. Be concrete
Show what you really do and why it matters, using real examples and quotes to illustrate it
Tell a story (In the beginning… problem>solution>impact>future plans… happy ever after)
“Test-run” materials - do 3 people outside work understand what you mean?
Use a good agency/professional to work on the layout

Straight A’s Communication Planning, March 2015

9

5.6 Posters
Posters that use strong visuals to get across simple messages can be very effective, as long
as intelligent ways are found to ensure they are distributed widely enough to ensure
reasonable returns on the design and printing investment.

5.7 Mugs, key-rings, plaques, T shirts and other gadgets
While certain institutional partners may expect some token present from the project, in our
view gadgets generally have little or no communication value. Where children are involved in
activities – awareness-raising in schools, for example – T-shirts can be useful items to
distribute, particularly in low-income contexts where they are likely to be worn often, providing
on-going visibility.

5.8 Publications
Project publications are a useful way of giving certain target groups – especially peer projects,
international organizations and researchers – more in-depth knowledge about your project’s
activities and outputs. It is not cost-effective to produce and distribute bound paper copies of
reports, research papers and publications unless they have an obvious wide appeal. Instead
they can be distributed electronically. Final publications can be an exception, typically
documenting project results and lessons learnt and distributed in person to key targets,
perhaps at a closing event.
Publications are often boring, but there is no need for this to be so. Clear language, good
layout, and an intelligent use of colour, photos and illustrations can turn a good document into
an excellent one.

5.9 Documentaries
Project documentaries tend to be boring, full of “men in suits”, overly focused on “who we are”
and not “what we do”. In theory, project documentaries should “document” projects and
occasionally they do this relatively well. However, they are rarely watched by anyone except in
a situation of force, such as at a conference, where the audience has little choice in the
matter.
If the aim is to have a product someone would choose to watch, employ competent
professionals. Provide a clear brief on the aims, targets and main messages of the product,
and by all means contribute to the creative effort. Choose an agency or professional after
viewing similar products they have made for others. Good agencies often charge a lot. To
make the most of that investment, listen to them! They will steer you towards something that
has wider general appeal and away from an excessively institutional feel.
Short video clips (interviews, public events…) can be effective for sharing project news and
activities. These can be made with elementary tools (a smart phone, basic film editing
software) and uploaded to social media sites, Facebook YouTube etc. Films should be kept
short (a couple of minutes at most) and care should be taken to avoid wobbly images (use a
tripod or stable support) and indistinct sound (avoid places where there is a lot of background
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noise, invest in a simple microphone). The person making the film should have a working
knowledge of photography, especially composition.
When uploading project interviews etc. to social media, be sure to ‘tag’ people involved and
ensure they know it has been posted. They will be more likely to share it with their ‘friends’
and ‘followers’, extending the reach of communication efforts.

5.10 Newspapers and magazines
If people read anything, it is normally the newspaper. Developing and nurturing a good
relationship with journalists of important national and local press outlets is a very good
investment of time. In our experience, money is never an issue in good communication (as
distinct from propaganda). There should never be any need to pay a journalist to write the
truth. It is in a newspaper’s interest to publish compelling stories about issues of interest to
their readers. A newspaper editor’s primary duty is to fill the paper, ideally with interesting
content. Otherwise people will not buy it. And newspapers cannot sell advertising space if the
paper has no readers.
The first step to building a relationship with key journalists is finding out who they are, and
how they can be contacted. A spreadsheet is fine as a press database, but it should be
reviewed regularly for changes. Many journalists are freelancers and change publications
frequently. Some newspapers are more influential than others. Priority should be given to the
ones that most closely reflect the target audience preferences and habits and the subject
areas addressed.
Once we have established contact with a number of journalists, a press briefing, an
introduction to the project given only to journalists can be arranged. Materials - both project
materials and related background reading, reports etc. - should be prepared beforehand to
give the journalists all of the information they need to deepen their knowledge about the
project and its area of activity. Key project personnel should be available for questions. Press
briefings can be organized periodically, every 6 months, for example, or when there are
particularly important milestones that have been reached, activities completed etc. Otherwise,
continuous contact – a monthly telephone call – will be greatly appreciated.
Press releases, although important, are not enough. When issuing a press release, again
ensure the language is clear and unambiguous. In general terms, press releases should be no
more than one A4 page long and contain:
•
•
•
•
•

•

A self-explanatory title
The date of issue, or for publication
An introductory paragraph summarizing the main points of the release
Successive paragraphs with more detail
Specific indication of any action required (e.g. attend an event, register on a website). If
announcing an event, include date, time and venue details, and specify whether or not
journalists are invited to attend (and if so for the whole event or just part of it)
Press officer details, including email and cell phone
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•

A three or four-line ‘who we are’ of the project and any other organization referenced in the
press release. This should be in small print at the bottom of the press release. It should be
standardized for use in every single release issued.

A phone call prior to sending a press release will ensure better results. Similarly, a ‘thank you’
phone call to journalists who published an article based on your press release will be much
appreciated and will ensure better results over time.
As far as possible, use the “copy and paste” technique, i.e. write the press release so the
journalist could publish it without editing or with only minor changes to wording. In some
cases, a press release can be supplemented by a more in-depth paper or article. Again,
“write” it yourself. Do not be afraid to send the piece to more than one journalist. The same
article can be “recycled” many times in different publications over a period of time without
anyone caring, or even noticing.

5.11 Television & Radio
Television is likely to be a medium used by most or all target groups. Although TV journalists
can be treated the same way as press journalists, unless something very major happens, a
development project is unlikely to end up on the national news. Local TVs may be interested
in a local event and give it coverage. Television is not an easy medium to penetrate. “Talk”
radio is perhaps slightly easier, with a larger percentage of high quality discussion
programmes (that might include discussions on your particular area of interest) than
television.
The key to working with television and radio is to work with them. This may sound obvious, but
some projects produce documentaries and expect television companies to air them, perhaps
after paying a sum of money. This is not likely to happen and, even if it does, is not useful. It
makes more sense to contact TV journalists who make discussion-type programmes on
themes close to those the project addresses. Make them aware of your activities, the issues
involved and how they relate to the people who typically watch his or her television
programme. This can lead to invitations to appear on a TV debate about an issue, or even fulllength programmes about a particular subject. It is the TV production company that makes the
programme, based on the producer’s experience and knowledge of his or her audience, and
your project can guide him or her as to how to treat the subject matter.

6 Step 5: ALLOCATION
Resources are always finite and constrain the activities that can be implemented. Finite
resources must be allocated to maximize returns. Whatever the budget available to a project,
it should be used efficiently, effectively and intelligently. If something is worth doing, it is worth
doing properly. 5,000 copies of a useless brochure are worth less than 10 copies of a useful
one.
Projects are “expected” to produce certain materials (e.g. a flyer or brochure) and to organize
workshops and events. Financial resources for these are normally allocated as part of the
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overall project budget. However, many of the most effective communication activities – e.g.
press/media relations and one-to-one meetings – require little or no financial input.
While some financial resources are needed, human resources are a more important factor.
Communication and knowledge management are strategic functions that can positively impact
project outcomes. They are crosscutting services supporting implementation just like project
management or budgeting. However, this is not always recognised and projects often fail even
to identify an individual whose responsibility it is to plan and manage these activities.
The project member assigned the task of managing communication need not be very senior,
although previous experience in marketing/communication is an asset and the capacity to
interact meaningfully and on an equal footing with other project functions is essential. A
project with limited financial resources but competent people generally communicates much
more effectively than one with a big budget but no one who knows how it should be spent.

7 Step 6: ACTIVITIES
Unfortunately, this is where most projects start. They are
anxious to “do something” - produce materials, send press
releases, organise events – without stopping to think what
makes sense, for whom and why.

7.1 Choosing activities creatively
Broad categories of communication-related activities tend to dominate in all types of project:
‘image’ (templates, materials etc.), press relations (developing and managing media contacts
and processes for feeding them information), events and online activities. However,
spontaneous ideas, suited to the specific context and fruit of the knowledge and experience of
the project team, will often give better results. Let us take an example of public awareness on
energy efficiency: a poster campaign on local buses or metro lines, with energy-saving ideas
from public transport to light bulbs. Contacts with the relevant municipal department could
ensure free space, so costs would be limited to designing and printing the posters. Such a
campaign could reach large numbers of commuters, identified as a priority target group for the
project’s awareness-raising activities.

7.2 Activities with Partners
Partners are organizations that share one or more of a project’s objectives and address one or
more of the same target populations. It makes sense to design activities that can be carried
out together: the messages will be mutually reinforcing and the very fact of doing something
together helps create stronger bonds between the two organizations. Make the most of
partners, focusing (as with any other target group) on what benefits accrue to them from a
joint activity.
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7.3 AIDA
AIDA is an acronym borrowed from marketing, one of the simplest and most commonly used.
It is just as useful to bear it in mind when selling ideas (raising awareness) as when selling
washing powder.

A – attention (I want to alert someone to the existence of something, e.g. project, issues)
I – interest (I want that person to want to know more, thinking ‘this topic is relevant to ME’)
D – desire (I want that person to feel personally implicated in some way: ‘I can do something’)
A – action (I want that person to actually do something, e.g. leave the car at home and go by bus)

For each activity, it is useful to be aware of what results we hope to achieve, whether A, I, D
or A. This guides the choice of applicable messages, but also helps in later evaluation after
the event.
What is most important is that activities are not chosen automatically, following a
predetermined order or checklist, but rather the mix chosen is the result of the analysis
previously carried out (Aims, Audiences etc.). When considering potential activities, clearly
identify:
•

What he or she is trying to achieve with this activity (Aims)

•

What groups the activity addresses (Audience)

•

What media will be utilized (Avenue)

•

What resources will be required to implement the activity (Allocation)

There should be coherence in particular between Audience and Avenue. This, combined with
contribution to achieving Aims, largely determines the probable impact of the activity. Activities
should be assessed on these qualitative criteria before verifying the financial feasibility. Cost
effectiveness is often better considered not for individual activities, but when determining the
overall activity mix.

7.4 The Activity-Audience-Impact matrix
When selecting activities, the aim is to choose a mixture of activities that allow the project to
reach its key audiences through whatever avenues are applicable and within the project’s
financial constraints. Preference should be given to high-impact activities, generally those that
are most targeted, but the imperative is to ensure all key groups are covered.
One useful tool for this is the Activity-Audience-Impact Matrix, an example of which is shown
below. Individual activities are plotted against the key target groups to be reached and an
indication of the expected impact of each activity on each target is colour-coded.
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Target A

Target B

Target C

Target D

Target E

Activity 1

low

medium

low

medium

low

Activity 2

medium

medium

low

medium

low

Activity 3

low

medium

low

medium

medium

Activity 4

medium

medium

low

medium

medium

Activity 5

high

high

medium

high

medium

Activity 6

low

low

low

high

low

Activity 7

high

high

high

medium

medium

Visualizing the anticipated coverage of activities in this way helps ensure all audiences have
been considered and means of reaching them are included in the plan.

7.5 Timelines
Time is another constraint. Some activities make sense if implemented at a certain stage of
the project’s lifecycle. For example, there is little use in producing a project brochure or
awareness raising materials at the end of the project. Activities should therefore be inserted
into a planner. This can be produced with a spreadsheet or a planning tool such as MS
Project. Whatever the tool, it helps plan and manage communication activities, spreading
resources effectively and supporting the project through its most important milestones. An
excerpt of a sample timeline is shown below.
2014
Tasks and Activities
1

Promotional materials
Visual identity and materials

1.1

Visual identity and templates - En-Ru

1.2

programme presentation

1.3

programme leaflet

1.4

event materials

2
2.1

Online presence
Online presence (web and social)

2105

2016

S O N D J F M A M J J A S O N D J F M A M J J A S O N D

2.1.1 Phase I Internet
2.1.2 Phase II Internet
2.1.3 Social media presence
2.1.4 Updating media
2.1.5 Promotion plan
2.2

Electronic Newsletters

2.2.1 Concept, template design

Dates can and do shift, so it is important to revisit the plan on a regular basis.
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8 Iteration 2, Step 1 APPRAISAL
A plan must adapt to changes in circumstances as well as to experience, successes and
challenges. It is an iterative process: the communication plan should be reviewed and altered
as needed at least once a year. From the second iteration, Appraisal takes into account
external and internal operating contexts as well as results from activities already carried out.
It is not always easy to evaluate communication, information and knowledge sharing activities.
Who is to say if a brochure is effective or not? It is often a subjective qualitative decision.
Formal and informal feedback can be requested on materials and services made available to
users. Internet services in particular can benefit from in-depth user feedback.
There are different levels of appraisal to consider. At the individual activity level, measurable
goals can often be set for activities such as press relations (number of articles published per
month) and newsletters (number of subscribers). Such indicators of success/impact should be
set during definition of the activity itself.
Individual activities that are continuous, such as a website or media relations, should be
monitored periodically over time, monthly or quarterly. One-off activities, such as workshops,
should be evaluated at the end of each one. Measuring attitude or behaviour change is
challenging when project cycles are short. In some cases indirect or proxy measurement is an
option (e.g. waste produced or energy consumption in a school over a year of awareness
activities with kids and teachers). Surveys, if used, have to be robustly designed and
delivered, a specialist activity that is often very costly.
The second level of appraisal is for the mix of activities chosen and their contribution to
achieving project goals. This emerges from a review/audit of the strategy itself. As well as
activities that may have been more or less successful than anticipated, conditions may have
changed and priorities may have altered. When attempting to set up a monitoring and
evaluation process for communication and information activities, it may be helpful to enlist the
support of the project manager and/or Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) specialist for the
project, who familiar with developing both quantitative and qualitative indicators.

8.1 Quantitative appraisal
Some things are easy to measure, if the tools are in place to measure them.
•

Website statistics. Special software, e.g. a log file analyser, is installed on the server hosting the
site. Free-to-use ‘open-source’ versions are available. A viable alternative is Google Analytics.

•

-

Number of unique visitors per day

-

Page views per visitor

-

Geographical origin of visitors (not always very precise)

Press/media relations. Media coverage can be monitored by reviewing the press - very time
consuming - but journalists normally contact you to tell you when something is published.
-

Number of interviews requested/given

-

Number of articles published

-

Number of press briefings/conferences held
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•

-

Number of participants

-

Number of relevant contacts made

Workshops, conferences and other events. Quantitative measurement of events is much less useful
than qualitative feedback from the attendees.
-

Number of attendees

-

Number of guest speakers

8.2 Qualitative appraisal
Tools for soliciting feedback include questionnaires or surveys and focus groups. Focus
groups are not normally used, except informally, with “friendly” partners. Their value is limited
and in most cases the cost associated with setting up true focus groups outweighs their value
to a project.
Questionnaires can be used in person (for attendees evaluating an event, for example) by
mail, by email or online. Those delivered in person have a higher rate of return and thus are
more representative of the target population. However, even when this is not possible,
questionnaires can provide useful feedback to evaluate and improve a service.
Surveys or questionnaires should be carefully designed to ensure the right questions are
asked in the right way, depending on what it is you want to find out (e.g. levels of satisfaction
with a particular service, as opposed to attitudes before and after a campaign). Take care not
to make the questionnaire too long and cumbersome and find the right balance between
closed (yes/no, multiple choice) and open questions (e.g. how do you think this event could
have been better?). After designing a questionnaire, it is always advisable to test it a few
times. The professional/social/cultural characteristics of the ‘guinea pigs’ should be as close
as possible to those of the target population.

8.3 It gets better!
Identifying indicators and evaluating performance is complex, even with the help of an M&E
expert. It is well worth doing, however, and it improves over time, and over successive
iterations of the planning process. The measured outcomes of the different activities and the
overall approach taken feed into new, better defined objectives (Aims), highlight the need for
reduced or increased attention to one or more target groups (Audiences), show that one
Avenue works particularly well and should be used more widely, and draw attention to ever
more scarce financial resources (Allocation) that can perhaps be used better.
Specific goals, even those that initially are far from realistic, are better than no goals at all.
Similarly, a reasoned Communication Strategy, following the six ‘Straight A’ steps, is better
than crossing our fingers and hoping for the best. To paraphrase Lewis Carroll, if you do know
where you’re going, you’ll find a way to get there.
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