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Focused on Success: The Value of a Well-Crafted M essage

“If you cry ‘Forward!” you must without fail make plain
in what direction to go ... without doing so, [people]
will go in directions precisely opposite.”

— Anton Chekhov

As President Bush begins his second term, pundits and
policymakers around that world are marveling at how he
pulled it off. Among the most important factorsin hisre-
election effort were his campaign’s ability to set a clear
messaging strategy from the beginning, keep the campaign
staff on the same page, and relentlessy beat a consistent
“message drum” throughout the entire election cycle.

Exit polling showed that amajority of those voting for Bush
could name at least two of his key message platforms (war
on terror, kick-starting the economy, focus on values) as
well asidentify afew proof pointsfor each platform.
Conversaly, many of Kerry’'s supporters could only muster
a message that, “at least he's not Bush.”

Regardless of your poalitical leanings, there are some
important lessons that can be learned by examining the
recent U.S. presidential campaign from a communications
perspective. Namely: the value of delivering simple, well-
crafted messages tailored to a target audience; having
everyone on the same page; and demonstrating the
discipline to stay on message from theinitial interview
through the end of a campaign.

What’sthe Big Deal ?

The age-old challenge of effective communicationsis that it
seems so smpleto do ... until an organization triesto put it
into practice. The complexity, differing personalities and
various functions of thosetypically involvedinthe
communications process helps ensure that few things are
as simple as they appear at first blush. A common dilemma
is that many people think they are an expert — or at least
innately competent — regardless of training or skill level.

“It's easy because | know what | want to say.” “I know
thistopic like the back of my hand.” “Thisiswhat my
customer wants.” “It'sno big deal.” Sound familiar?

The surest sign of trouble is abelief that communicationsis
simple, and simple equates to being easy. This perceived
“simplefactor” often resultsin individuals and organizations
missing the full opportunity presented by interactionswith
media, customers and other key stakeholders.

Do you subscribe to the “simple factor?’ Try the following
litmustest:

B Would you ever give a business presentation to
thousands of current and potential customers without
taking the time to prepare?

B Do you know what everyone else on the team will say
when customers, prospects or industry analysts
approach them at the upcoming trade show?

M Does everyone in the organization know, understand,
embrace and consistently communicate about new
products or technol ogies?

B Would you feel comfortable fielding an inquiry from the
media, or even a shareholder, about the project you are
working on?

More often than not, the answers to these questions are,
“No way.” “I think so.” “Not really.” “No problem.”
These seem like easy questions and harmless answers.
But, are they really that innocent?
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When a potential spokesperson fieldsa A well-mapped message structure

mediainquiry, they are essentially
presenting the company’s position to
thousands of prospects and customers,
as well as company stakeholders, who
will read the resulting article. If the
team at the trade show is not on the
same page, it will be luck-of-the-draw
on which messages your most
important customers receive when
they stop by the booth. And, if product
positioning changes too much or istoo
inconsistent, the market either won't
understand the new product’s full
potential, or customerswill smply take
a wait-and-see attitude on whether it is
even worth the investment.

Mapping the M essage

Aswith political campaigns, the
companies and organizations that place
ahigh value on professional
communications— and driveit
through the organization — are usually
the most successful. So, while Bush's
campaign approach might seem simple
from the outside, it reflects hours of
careful thought, planning and
calculation to create aflexible
message structure designed for
maximum success with ahighly
targeted audience.

There is areason why Coke, Peps,
Starbucks and McDonalds continue to
be leading brands. They establish a
clear message hierarchy with proof
points. They then structure thesein a
way that helps ensure that the product
and brand messaging delivered at the
corporate level is the same when it is
delivered at the street level.

To achieve this reguires an

organi zational commitment, willingness
and desire to be strategic in
communications. It requires frank and
honest discussion, prioritization of the
highest-impact messages, consensus-
building, and a continued focus on the
overall objective.

should identify and prioritize the core
messages and support points. It
should also establish their subsequent
weights, pairings and flow. The result
will be a strategic message map that
can serve as the “campaign blueprint”
for all communicationsactivity.

Such an approach helps identify the
best overarching campaign message to
ensure everyone is on the same page
—public relations, advertising, sales
force, research and development,
technical support, etc. It also helps
establish the key message platforms
and subsequent support points for each
to ensure an effective and targeted
communications program.

Making the Effort

In today’s competitive and cluttered
marketplace, credibility, relevance and
clarity of message are vitd to business
growth and survival.

The key to ensuring a successful
communications program istaking a
strategic, disciplined approach. If
communicationsisonly viewed as a
“simple and easy exercise,” the results
will likely reflect thislack of focus and
be marginal at best.

If, however, an organization putsin the
appropriate time and effort to map out
their strategic message date and
showsdisciplinein communicatingiit,
the results will be significantly better
and longer-lasting.

Following a strategic process for
message development will help an
organization cut through the clutter,
penetrate the market, and move
customers in adesired direction. The
end result will be an organization that
delivers well-crafted messages, speaks
inaunified voice, and isconsistent in
communications.

For anyone who thinks communica
tionsissimple, quick and easy, just
remind them of one of Mark Twain's
famous quotes, “It usualy takes more
than three weeks to prepare a good
impromptu speech.” ==
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