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Objectives

On completion of this module you should be able to:

•
identify the key characteristics of target publics;

•
explain the association of target publics to issues management and strategic planning; and

•
describe how and why to prioritise target publics.

Learning Resources

Set Text

Heath, Chapter 10, ‘Issues management and risk communication – Balancing public well-being with technology’.
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3.1
Strategic Management of Publics and Issues

3.1.1
Understanding the Public Policy Process

In the previous module we considered some of the variables taken into account when developing a communications plan that will address emergent issues and their likely effects on the organisation.

In any issues management situation there are several levels that need to be understood if the organisation is to be able to fully develop a coherent policy that will work to its advantage.

While organisations may be inclined to focus attention on the surface level of their operating environments and maintain a status quo approach to everyday concerns much of what transpires on the surface is fed, if it were, by underlying feeling of harmony or discontent arising from the operating environment of the organisation. It is at this level that the issues management communicator must work.

If organisations want to understand the dynamics of their operating environments they must understand what it is that has formed surface level attitudes and opinions. So complex was the area of attitude formation that Braudel (1972) said that a third level of affect is derived from and focused on individual attitudes, values and beliefs. He argued that forces brought about changes on the institutional and structural level, which in turn affected surface level indicators.

Renfro writes that these three levels, which he refers to as 

•
superficial; 

•
structural/institutional; and 

•
attitudinal.

can be recursive (i.e. surface changes cause structural changes, which cause changes in values, which then cause changes on other levels). 

3.1.2
The Changing Nature of Issues

While many issues can be seen as many changes in values, they can perhaps be better seen as the result of a change in philosophy from one perspective to another. Renfro suggested that a time frame could be use to illustrate the changing nature of issues and the overlapping boundaries of each level

:

	Time frame (Years)
	Level of the future

	1.

	0 – 1
	Surface Indicators

	2.

	1 – 7
	Structural/Institutional Change

	3.

	5 – 20
	Values/Life Styles

	4.

	10 – 100
	Philosophies


 

Renfro suggests that a taxonomy can be produced with each of the four areas across a horizontal axis and the vertical axis denoted by four areas: 

•
social; 

•
technological; 

•
economic; and

•
legislative/regulatory.

While any number of different generic categories can be proposed the goal is to place every emerging issue into a cell of its own. Depending on the nature of the emerging issues being considered, many different taxonomies can be used. Categories used for the development and analysis assessment usually arise during the environmental scanning process where monitoring devices are used to gauge the concerns of the operating environment. By charting the movement of issues it is possible to identify and develop the linkages between the issues.

While such a method may be helpful for viewing the future most decisions that organisations make regarding the issues that need to be managed tend to be surface level indicators, seldom does the organisation go beyond this first level indicator. 

Baskin and Aronoff (1988) in their text said that a public is a group of people who share a common problem or goal and recognise their common interests. 

The cumulative experience of public relations practitioners suggest that public opinion is nearly impossible to define. However the organisation has a much better chance of success if it understands its publics’ needs and caters to them. The issues manager is constantly attempting to seek some sort of common ground with the organisation’s publics to diffuse anxieties, increase goodwill and generally build a long term relationship that will develop and maintain symmetry.

3.2
Recognising Corporate Publics

In any issues management plan the most frequently used type of public relations research attempts to understand the nature of the organisation’s public(s). Often referred to as a public relations audit, the process is essentially a broad scale study that examines the internal and external public relations of the organisation. The purpose of such an audit is to provide the information necessary for planning future issues management efforts. Baskin and Aronoff (1988) said that in any issues management plan the organisation can identify four general categories of audits in relation to itself and its publics.

Those that Analyse Relevant Publics

A list of the organisation’s publics is made, describing each according to its function– stockholders, employees, customers, special interest groups, government departments etc. Also included may be publics that have no direct functional relationship but are nevertheless in a position to affect the organisation for example, consumer, environmental, community and other such groups. The procedure is basically one of audience identification to aid in planning public relations messages.

Those that Analyse the Organisation’s Standing with Publics

Each public’s view of the organisation is determined through various research methods most commonly, image studies and content analysis in newspapers, magazines and other print media.

Those that Analyse Issues of Concern to Publics

Environmental monitoring techniques are used to construct an issues agenda for each of the organisation’s relevant publics. These data identify publics according to issues of interest and their stands on those issues. The findings are then compared to the organisation's own policies.

Those that Analyse the Power of the Organisation’s Publics

Publics are rated according to the rate of economic and political (and therefore regulatory) influence they have. Interest groups and similar bodies that might have some form of impact on the organisation are evaluated according to the size of their membership, size of their constituency, staff size, number of qualified specialists and funding capabilities.

3.3
The Communication Audit Process

Rotman (in Baskin & Aronoff 1988) describes the audit process in four steps:

1.
Finding out what we think. Interviews with management to determine the strengths and weaknesses, relevant publics, issues and topics to be explored.

2.
Finding out what they think: Researching key publics to determine how closely their views match those of the organisation.

3.
Evaluating the disparity. A public relations balance sheet of assets, liabilities, strengths, weaknesses etc., is prepared based on an analysis of the differences found between steps 1 and 2.

4.
Recommending: A comprehensive program is planned to fill in the gap between steps 1 and 2 and to correct deficits of the balance sheet prepared in step three.

3.4
Image Surveys

As part of knowing strategic management publics and issues, the practitioner should undertake organisational image surveys. These are surveys that determine a public’s perception of an organisation and help practitioners obtain an overall view of the organisation’s image. Baskin and Aronoff (1988) say that such a review seeks to measure: 

•
how familiar the public is with the organisation;

•
degrees of positive and negative perceptions; and

•
the characteristics various publics attribute to the organisation. 

It is suggested that organisations use such surveys as planning tools to compare existing images with desired images. Having assessed the differences and determined what issues are important the organisation can then put in place appropriate strategies that will help bridge the gap.

3.5
Response Time and Ability to Communicate

In any issues management situation the time that an organisation takes to respond to its operating environment can heighten the immediacy of the issues and the issue itself can take control of the organisation if it is not dealt with quickly. 

Activity 3.1
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Can you recall an instance where an organisation has not acted quickly in response to an issue and has been damaged by public and media fallout?

Because media and special interest groups can take charge of an issue and establish the issue as part of the social agenda it is imperative that the organisation be prepared to respond to issues just as quickly. The inability to communicate with key target publics skilfully during the period of an issue can sometimes prove fatal for an organisation. 

3.6
Influencing Key Audiences

When attempting to influence key audiences Fink (1986) advised the practitioner to envision events in two categories: 

•
those over which you are probably not in control; and

•
those over which you are in much greater control. 

The first may be the issue itself and the second the communication you provide to the operating environment of the organisation. 

He goes on to say that seeing that an issue can impact on an organisation it is up to the organisation to at least have the ability the shape the public’s initial (and perhaps) total perception of what has been happening or is happening.

The time to begin influencing key audiences is not once the issue has reached the media recognition stage of its maturity, but well before.

The time to begin issues communication is, in fact, when there is no issue and when it is possible to create a reservoir of good will. This is particularly true with the media. An organisation needs to ensure that its credibility is high and that senior management is totally accessible to the media.

3.7
Open and Honest Communication

It is important too that when communicating, the organisation is not seen to be hiding the truth; information needs to be presented in a controlled, proactive manner. 

Fink (1986) explains that what organisations should be striving for is to: 

•
control and manage the message;

•
control and manage the communication;

•
control and manage the issue. 

Organisations need to be able to control issues their way and not be placed in positions where they are continually reacting to the needs of others. For example, say that your organisation needs to retrench staff. News gets leaked to the media who then demand answers for the retrenchments. Instead of allowing the situation to degenerate into a reactive stance where the organisation is defending itself in the wake of hostile attack, a proactive issues management plan may call for the organisation reporting that everything was done to try to save the jobs of the retrenched workers and that regrettably jobs need to be shed to save the positions of all remaining staff.

If the organisation is able to take a proactive stand it is in a better position to control the messages.

In any issue management situation it is important that facts are gathered quickly so that organisations have a clear indication of the scope and magnitude of the issue. By knowing this type of information the organisation is then able to respond in the best possible way and through its best personnel.

Knowing what communication tools to use can help the issues manager pre-plan communications to maximise the influence of key target publics.

While news conferences, media releases, and teleconferencing are all good ways to communicate with mass markets, Fink suggests that depending on the nature of the issue there are other groups that specifically require special communication in the issue management process.

Employees: They should be the very first to be notified of an impending issue. Assuming that any information given to employees will quickly find its way to the media, all communication to employees needs to be open and honest. Of course there will be confidential information that needs to remain that way.

Customers: Assure them that the issue is being handled professionally and competently and continually reinforce their confidence. If they are going to be impacted as a result of the issue, demonstrate how this impact will be limited and how the organisation will ensure that they are not unduly inconvenienced or affected. If possible, outline a timeframe for the conclusion of the situation.

Investors: Don’t mislead them, send them a message to the effect that their confidence in the organisation is welcomed. Tell them what is going on, that the issue is, or soon will be, under control and that they will receive updates as the issue develops.

Government/Community Leaders: These communications depend on the nature of the issues and where in the policy life cycle the issue is placed.

In any issue management communication plan it is necessary to first develop a problem statement that describes the issue and its impact on the organisation and at the same time, recommends a strategy for addressing it.

Kendall reiterates that whether the campaign is reactive or proactive, the initial situation must be fully researched. All aspects of the situation must be thoroughly studied to discover what attitudes, opinions or behaviours should be changed, among which public or publics and what communication will be necessary to accomplish set tasks.

3.8
Targeting Publics

Influencing key audiences means selecting the publics that are to be reached during the campaign and then breaking those publics down into manageable units.

In issues management, selecting publics according to priority of importance to the organisation means identifying groups that are key stakeholders in the issue or have some characteristics in common, so they can be included in the initial stage of the issues management plan.

The best way of identifying key audiences is through initial research that identifies those groups of people who have similar attitudes or opinions and who collectively have the ability to affect the issue of concern. Having undertaken research to identify our important publics we can then prioritise communication tools and messages that will reach these important publics. Research may indicate that internal publics of the organisation may need attention during the issues period. Here organisation practice and policy may need to be reworked to bring about policy change that solves the problem.

Kendall (1992) says that prioritising target groups means simply that the most important public receives primary attention and perhaps the primary allocation of time and money. If resources are limited, it is important to accomplish the most critical part of the issue plan before time and money run out.

Kendall (1992) goes on to say that prioritisation does not always mean, however, that a campaign reaches primary publics one at a time. If research has identified different publics it may be useful reaching those audiences at the same time using similar communication tools. In this way you have the advantage of reaching not only first priority publics but also lower priority publics at the same time and with the same money. The more that economies of scale can be used, the more effective the plan.

If two or three publics have been identified as being equally important in the management of the issue, all would need to be reached simultaneously. Kendall (1992) says that if segments or publics are of equal priority but of such diversity that one medium can not reach them all, the communication message and media needed to reach all of them would demand equal priority in execution. In other words, the reason for prioritising is to guarantee that you put the emphasis where it should be in both planning and implementation.

Kendall (1992) suggests too that the reason for prioritising publics before objectives is that activities can be directed to certain publics more easily than activities can be selected to achieve only some objectives. However, he says that it may be desirable to prioritise objectives, particularly if the objectives are designed to reach specific publics.

By identifying key audiences the campaign plan can be given greater focus and prioritising their importance allows the organisation to deal with smaller, more manageable groups. This in turn will make the communication more effective and allow messages to be adapted more effectively to like-minded groups than to large masses.

3.9
Segmentation

Publics may be identified through demographic and psychographic profiles. Demographic items in a questionnaire usually ask questions about age, occupation, education etc., but you might also ask what communication media audiences are most influenced by, the messages they contain and how important each source of information is.

Segmenting publics in this way can help target the people you want to reach and make the communication task much easier. 

Segmentation should be planned in the research stage of the planning process. Issue identification will almost invariably identify concerned publics. Identifying segments of the public may help the organisation identify more precisely the issues that brings these people together. Often it will become clear that those you want to reach on a given issue are already concerned about that issue and have organised to do something about it.
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