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This research brief outlines approaches that nonprofit and public health, human service and education initiatives can use to build and sustain key champions and broad-based community support.  The word “initiative” is used throughout as a general way to describe an agency, program, coalition or project designed to achieve specific community outcomes.
DEVELOPING KEY CHAMPIONS
Overview:  An important element for long-term sustainability is to cultivate visible champions for the initiative in the form of leaders from business, government, media, faith-based organizations and/or other community leaders.  These are not people from the organizations providing services but rather are “independent” leaders who believe in the work being done and are willing to serve as spokespeople for the initiative.
Why It’s Important:  Key champions are valuable in a number of ways.  They can be critical links to broader constituencies, serving as catalysts in building public will and broad-based community support, another one of the essential elements of sustainability.  They can add credibility to the initiative, which in turn can help when advocating for favorable policies.  Through their relationships, they can help enlist other leaders and/or assist the initiative in obtaining important resources such as funding, in-kind support, and media presence.
Approaches to Consider:  The first step is to identify what types of people are likely to contribute the most to the success of the initiative.  What would be most valuable?  To have key education leaders at all levels of education to champion the initiative?  People with particular influence in local government?  Local community leaders with relationships to help reach parents and families?  Celebrities for general promotion purposes?  Business leaders?  Others?
Once the initiative has a better understanding of what types of people are sought as key champions, strategies demonstrated to work in attracting and retaining these leaders include:
1. Use personal contacts and find links to the unique interests of each person.  The most effective way to reach community leaders is through people you know that already have a relationship with leaders sought as key champions.  Once a contact has been established, determine the personal interests of each potential champion - ask them what’s important to them, and look at what other types of organizations and causes they are involved in.  Then, see how you can appeal to those interests.  Educate him or her as much as possible about your issue establishing yourself as someone who can be helpful to them.  In short, ask people to do something they already want to do.
2. Provide multiple specific ways to be involved.  Initiatives that have been more successful in cultivating key champions have provided multiple ways in which people can support the initiative rather than taking a “one size fits all” approach.  Examples of ways that key champions can be engaged are to serve on a Board or advisory committee, act as a spokesperson, help raise money, perform specific tasks, act as a liaison to particular sectors of the community, advocate for support with others, and help organize special events.  If people are both supporting a cause they believe in and doing work for that cause that they enjoy and are comfortable doing, they are more likely to get involved and stay involved.
3. Use the “snowball” effect.  Each time a key champion is enlisted, ask them to suggest other influential people in the community with whom you might consider connecting.  See if they can help by making a personal introduction.

4. Conduct a public campaign specifically to reach potential key champions.  Examples of public campaigns targeted to engaging key leaders include the Georgia Children’s Campaign that invited groups of business and civic leaders to see children’s services firsthand with corresponding media coverage that cast the business/civic leaders in a positive light for their participation, and a campaign by the Oregon Commission on Child Care called “The Big Change” that engaged business organizations in encouraging Oregon employers to undertake at least one family-friendly initiative.
Once key champions are secured, there are two critical factors in keeping them involved.  First, maintain regular communications with the key champions and provide them with feedback on their efforts.  This lets them know how they are being most helpful and how they can have an even bigger impact.  Second, show appreciation for the key champions through personal thank you messages and by recognizing them in events, newsletters, reports, press releases and other types of public communications.
BUILDING BROAD-BASED COMMUNITY SUPPORT
Overview:  Broad-based community support means that a sizeable number of people from the public at large express awareness of and support for the initiative.  Community members may show solid support through volunteerism, donations, advocacy, letters of support, and other forms of involvement.  The key is that a diverse cross-section of the community becomes engaged in the work of the initiative.  With an initiative focused on early care and education (ECE), for example, sustainability will be enhanced if public support is received not just from ECE providers but from all types of families, from educators, and possibly even from groups not directly impacted by the initiative’s activities such as senior citizens.
Why It’s Important:  First and foremost, when a community shows that it really cares about the presence of a particular initiative, it will rally to the aid of the initiative when periodic calls for support are issued in the form of fund raisers, advocacy campaigns, capital campaigns and other such efforts that serve to perpetuate the services.  Widespread public awareness of the initiative and a positive image of its work also creates “network marketing” to reach potential beneficiaries of its services.
Approaches to Consider:  The starting point is to have a solid plan for public communications.  Getting the maximum impact from an affordable investment in public communications requires you to be clear about what target audiences you need to reach, what you need to communicate to each audience, and how you can best get your message across.  Here are the steps to create a public communications plan.
1. Learn About Community Constituencies 

The first step is to assess the interests and perceptions of the broader community as well as important institutions and "those in power" (e.g. political leaders, institutional leaders and other visible community leaders).  Much of this is done through formal or informal interviews, focus groups, door-knocking, talking to strangers, and/or surveys within the community. 
Examples of questions you may ask the broader community include: 
· What specific issue or problems are of the highest concern to you? Which issues and interests unite the community, and which divide it?  
· When individuals speak of community issues and solutions what specific words are they using? What images or associations are they using?

· In the opinions of those individuals you speak with, what are the specific strengths and weaknesses of existing community groups, how well are they seen as handling the most pressing community issues? Who are their real constituents? 
· Are there individuals in the community that are seen as already working on these issues? 
· Is there a tradition of volunteerism and involvement in the community, if so what issues did these involve? Which individuals have the widest sets of allegiances within the community? 
For institutional groups or “those in power" questions include:

· What relationships and linkages already exist among the local corporations, banks, hospitals, charitable foundations, service agencies and government agencies? 
· Who has a vested interest in supporting or opposing the community's agenda? 
· Is there a culture of involvement in the community, or a history of inactivity or hostility with respect to the community; if so what issues did these involve? 
· If possible, see if your community has any sort of strategic plan or quality of life plan, look to see what organizations are listed as supporters. 
2. Define Target Audiences and Communication Goals for Each Audience
The results of the assessment from step 1 can be used to identify all of the target audiences that are important for you to reach.  A “target audience” is a distinct group or demographic segment for which communication messages should be designed.  Target audiences may be defined by geographic location, age or other demographic variables, family characteristics (e.g. households with children age 0-5), occupation (e.g. pediatricians, child care providers), organization type, or any other characteristic.  Examples of potential target audiences are:
· Parents of children age 0-5

· Early care and education professionals

· Pediatricians, nurses and other health professionals working with young children

· Local elected officials

· Leaders of faith-based institutions (churches, synagogues, mosques, temples, etc.)

· School administrators, including school board members

· Business owners and managers of businesses employing parents of young children

A group should only be selected as a target audience because you have a specific need to reach that group.  This is addressed by defining the communication goals for each audience.  What specifically do you want to have happen with each audience?  What are you trying to get them to do?
3. Develop Key Messages for Each Audience

Consider each target audience, one at a time, and define the key messages that you need to communicate to each audience.  You have a point to make, whether to educate, discuss, promote or advocate. Key messages are the messages you want your audience to remember and react to. They are The Message, the essence.  It is best to have a short list of clear, powerful messages – ideally, no more than three for each target audience – that focus on the most critical points.  This helps ensure that your most important points do not get lost among a long list of messages.
When developing key messages, frame each message in a way that resonates with the values, emotions, and (self) interests of the target audience, using what you learned during the assessment phase in step 1.  For example, what is different between why an elected official would support pre-natal care and why a social worker would? A parent and business person? How does it affect each of them differently?  What differences in values, in emotions exist between people and why they make certain decisions?  What words, pictures and images communicate this frame?

One approach used by many professionals to craft and discipline the key message is to think of public communications in three parts:
I. Problem: Introduce your frame. Describe how your issue affects your audience and its broader impacts.

II. Solution:  Define the changes you wish to see. Speak to people’s hearts with values-rich language and images.

III. Action: Call on your audience to do something specific.

Key messages are only effective if they are used consistently.  As a result, it is important to make sure that people in your organization or collaboration buy into these messages.  Brainstorm “sound-bites” – words that can express your message in 7-12 seconds of speaking.
It is worth noting that many groups have found success with using an economic development frame to communicate with business and government leaders.  This frame emphasizes the economic benefits of investments in the initiative.  For example, with early care and education, good evidence is available that investments create short-term economic benefits through increased worker productivity of parents who need child care and creation of jobs in the ECE industry and create long-term economic benefits through a more educated workforce, reduced social costs (e.g. youth and adult crime), and a stronger tax base because children who receive quality ECE services are shown to have higher wages as adults.  Economic benefits can even be incorporated into the message to parents, highlighting that access to quality child care can help their earnings and careers while it is also helping their children.
4. Define Communication Strategies

This step involves deciding how you will get your key messages across to each target audience.  There are a multitude of ways to reach people – one-on-one contacts, mail, email, posters, radio and TV, print media, presentations and much more.  You need to decide which method(s) will be most effective, within your available budget and other resources, in reaching each target audience.  

A good way to start is to think about how each target audience prefers to get their information. Begin by asking yourself some questions.  Do your audiences:

· Read newspapers, listen to radio, or watch television?

· See bulletin boards in stores or offices?

· Have children who bring home materials from school?

· Have multiple members (like a city council) who each should get a copy of the communication? 

· Have an existing communication tool (like a newsletter) that you can submit information to?

· Hold meetings where you can make a presentation?

Various studies of different community initiatives have highlighted a common theme of reaching target audiences in settings where they are already gathering or receiving information.  For example, parents with children might be reached through school PTA meetings and open house events.  People from specific professions can often be reached through their local professional association or the Chamber of Commerce.  The point is, you must reach each target audience in the settings they are most frequently gathered and comfortable.

Other strategies to consider are presented later in this brief.

5. Develop the Strategic Communications Plan
The results of the preceding steps should be pulled together into a written plan that can be shared with all staff, volunteers, board members, collaborative partners and others that will be involved in carrying out the communication strategies.  The communications plan must also address the practical matter of resources or capacity to devote to building broad based community support.  Questions to be answered here include:
· How much staff time are you willing to devote to communication?
· Who will do the work—are they comfortable with and knowledgeable about communications?
· What is your communications budget?
· How powerful is your brand; how well is your organization or collaboration known in the community?  Do you have a logo?  A phrase this is associated with your organization or collaborative?
Strategies shown to be successful in other communities for capturing widespread public support are presented below.  These are proven approaches, but should not prevent you from thinking of other ways to create broad based support.
1. Engage the people that are served.  People that are currently benefiting from the work of the initiative or have already received benefits can be asked, if they find the services useful, to “spread the word” to their friends and families.  This can range from simply asking service recipients/participants to communicate key messages about the initiative to the families they serve, to offering ways for families using services to get involved more actively in public communications efforts (e.g. distribute materials in local venues, write letters to the editor of local newspapers, etc.).  Word of mouth contacts by people who have benefited from the initiative can be very powerful.

2. Work through established groups.  Consider setting up an on-going relationship with formal and informal groups already established in the community that are connected to one or more target audiences, especially if the initiative can be aligned with the goals of the group.  Examples can include neighborhood playgroups, local associations, local churches, and service clubs like Rotary Clubs and Soroptimists.  This can be used as a way to reach people directly to educate people about the initiative, and can also provide an opening to enlist them to help with the initiative.  An example of enlisting a group to help is that some communities in Minnesota found local groups willing to prepare “Welcome Baby Baskets” that were distributed by home visitors, promoting the visibility of the initiative within the groups and establishing an on-going relationship while also providing good public relations for the groups preparing the baskets.

3. Sponsor signature events.  Following are just a few of many available examples of high-visibility events that have helped raise public awareness and support for different causes:

· In Minnesota, the Healthy Beginnings home visiting program has held Community Baby Showers and Family Fairs in several areas to draw attention to the program while engaging expectant mothers and their families and friends.  

· On Maui, the “Taste of Lahaina” and “Taste of North Shore” combine the business community, government, and all you can eat food tasting from local restaurants and chefs, raffle and silent auction items, as well as information and community support for local social service and youth organizations into an annual event for the community.
· An annual “Home for the Holidays” event in Reno couples tours of local homes with fund raising and public awareness of the needs of mothers with children (often homeless) that are battling substance abuse problems.

· “A Piece of the Pie” event in western Massachusetts engages local restaurants in drawing attention to the problem of hunger in the area while also raising funds for a local food bank.

4. Identify opinion leaders and enlist them in reaching groups.  Opinion leaders may be people already secured as key champions for the initiative or can be people not connected to the initiative that have a particularly strong tie to a target audience that the initiative is trying to reach.

5. Use local media outlets systematically.  Many human service providers try to get media coverage for major events, but relatively few have a systematic approach that keeps the initiative in the news on a regular basis.  A good acronym to remember is T.O.M.A. (Top Of Mind Always). An example of a systematic approach is to seek at least quarterly exposure in the newspaper through op/ed pieces, Public Service Announcements (PSAs), public interest stories, letters to the editor and other such means.  When approaching local media outlets, it is important to be very organized and to think through why they should help carry your message.  What’s the news you’re providing them with?  What are the hooks that make your news interesting to journalists?  Choose from the list below and brainstorm on your own:

· New study/report/announcement

· Event/anniversary

· Trend

· Localize a national story

· Dramatic human interest

· Controversy

· Fresh angle on an old story

· Calendar hook/holiday type event or story

· Profile of fascinating person

· Response to a big news story

· Celebrity involvement
6. Develop community advocate groups.  A number of communities around the country have had success in organizing and mobilizing groups of parents to support initiatives designed to help them and other parents.  An example is the Parent’s Forum in Massachusetts, which started as a “parents helping parents” grassroots movement and became a way for parents to be engaged in spreading the word about important family services.
7. Use creative tie-ins with established events held by other groups.  Other groups unrelated to family services may have already established events reaching many people that offer opportunities for new linkages.  In Northern Nevada, an established summer arts festival was expanded through a partnership with the Food Bank of Northern Nevada through a special “Food for the Soul” series with music concerts and other performing arts shows offering discounts to people who brought food as donations.  It raised public awareness of local hunger issues (together with food and cash donations) while also benefiting the festival, which enjoyed greater attendance at the shows in the “Food for the Soul” series than its other shows due to people in the community wanting to support a worthy cause and the promotional efforts of the Food Bank.

8. Collaborate with other programs and initiatives.  Each of the previous strategies can be pursued in conjunction with other programs and initiatives.  This can improve the impact of the public engagement efforts while sharing the costs involved, with the caveat that special care must be devoted to making sure the key messages of each program or initiative are not overly diluted.

The strategies listed above can be used in conjunction with the traditional methods that are most commonly used, such as:
· Public Speaking.  Utilize the messages you have created for your Communications Plan and your trained spokespeople. Be aware of finding the best match between the audience, the message, and the spokesperson.
· Information Materials.  Have printed materials outlining your history and mission and briefly describing the key messages you want to get across. Publications include brochures, flyers and media kits, and anything you may use to communicate your key messages. As with your messaging, it is very important to develop and use a consistent message and look so people begin to visually recognize the printed materials you produce.
· Newsletters.  One of the most universal and effective communication tools is the newsletter. Newsletters can be relatively easy to write and they are often informal, often doubling as a fundraising tool. May newsletters have different sections, such as a “what’s new” section, a calendar section, and a “lead story” section. The lead story is usually the big news of the month or quarter. If your organization has a logo, place it prominently on the front of the newsletter. Quarterly newsletters are most common.  The drawback of newsletters is that they can be expensive and have limited audience.
· Community Events.  Events can be a great way to get the word out about who you are and what you’re doing.  Examples of events that you can connect to are county fairs, Back to School Nights, health fairs, home shows, and cultural events like concerts and plays.

· Media Events.  Media events are a lot of work to coordinate, but they are a lot of fun and can be very effective. The media is most responsive to two things: a story and a backdrop. The story is up to you to create or develop. And, if you have been successful at identifying issues in need of some attention in your community, and you have a good number of members of that community supporting your effort, then you most likely have a story. If you are succeeding at tackling the issue in your community you DO definitely have a story. Below are additional things to keep in mind:
· Make it visual, use props. Even if they feel a little awkward, they will often work on camera. For example, if you are releasing a report on water quality, have scientists with lab coats and goggles take samples on camera.
· Be sure to inform journalists of the visual opportunities you are providing.

· Consider spending the money to hire a professional photographer to document your event. High quality photos are invaluable for websites, brochures and in funder meetings.

· At any press event have on hand Media Kits to give to reporters. These include:

· Media Advisories

· News releases

· Fact Sheets

· Brief bios of spokespeople

· Organizational brochure

· Your business card 

All of these materials should be available on your website in a online Press Room.
· Speaker’s Bureau.  This is an often-used means to educate target audiences. Collaborative members and clients can volunteer to speak to various organizations about the importance of these issues. The speaker services would be provided free of charge as a way of gaining support for the issues the collaborative is addressing. Scripts and can be prepared and visuals developed that will help enhance the key messages. 
· Web Site.  Having a web site has become as common as having a newsletter.  Most organizations have a web site on the Internet today.  Developing a web site/page is not difficult or particularly expensive.  It is important to ensure that all of the content on the web site is consistent with your communications plan – for example, use the same key messages – and that the web site is updated on a regular basis so that it offers current, accurate information.

1

