
FM_1 12/04/2008 1

Strategic Communications
for Nonprofit Organizations

SEVEN STEPS TO CREATING

A SUCCESSFUL PLAN

Second Edition

Sally J. Patterson

Janel M. Radtke

John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



FM_1 12/04/2008 3

Acknowledgments

In 1993, Janel Radtke inspired me with her vision of a program designed to
help nonprofit executives think more strategically about using communica-
tions to advance their mission. I became an advocate and a collaborator as
she sought to interest others in making this dream come true. With support
from Frank Karel, Joan Hollendonner and Vicki Weisfeld of the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation, an interdisciplinary team was convened to
answer the question, ‘‘What should every nonprofit executive know about
communications in order to leverage his or her work?’’ A theoretical
framework was designed, a workshop model was crafted, and templates
for a strategic communication plan were created. Janel, Tamar Abrams and I
took the model on the road and worked with RWJF grantees and others to
test and refine that model.

This book is built on the core principles of the Radiant Communications
model—mission driven, audience focused, and action oriented.

In the 10 years since Janel’s death, our model has evolved, and the
training team has grown. I would like to thank Tamar Abrams, Linda
Cummings, Sam Davis, John Fairbanks, Buddy Gill, and Steve Otto for
the many memorable moments we shared. We brainstormed, collaborated,
and challenged each other to ensure that we gave our clients the very best
communications tools and expertise. Priscilla Cavalca and Todd Nedwick
managed the workshops and follow-up and allowed the team to focus on our
work and the needs of the participants.

Books are written in isolation but become manuscripts, page proofs, and,
ultimately, books with the help of talented editors. My thanks to Susan
McDermott, Senior Editor, and Natasha Andrews-Noel and Lisa Vuoncino,
Production Editors, of John Wiley & Sons, for their guidance, support, and
advice throughout this process.

Since those early days, hundreds of nonprofits have followed the Radiant
model and risen to our challenge to create bold and integrated communi-
cations strategies. This book is dedicated to them and the thousands of
individuals who work at nonprofit organizations trying to make our world a
better place. You are my inspiration.

iii



FM_1 12/04/2008 5

Contents

About the Author xi

Preface xiii

Chapter 1 Getting the Most Out of This Book 1

Intended Audiences 1

Strategic Communications Plan Framework 1

Structure of the Workbook 3

How to Use This Workbook 4

How to Use the Web Site 5

Readiness for Strategic Communications Planning 5

Chapter 2 Strategic Communications Planning Process 7

Why Strategic Communications Matters 8

Benefits of Strategic Communications Planning 8

Roles and Responsibilities in Strategic Communications Planning 9

Communications Action Team 11

Communications Audit Team 14

Crisis Communications Planning 16

Crisis Communications Team 17

Crisis Control Team 17

Take the Time, Make the Time 19

Chapter 3 Step One: Preparing to Plan: Essential
Building Blocks 25

Strategic Communications Is Grounded in the Mission 26

Task One: Review the Organization’s Mission Statement 26

Task Two: Review the Organization’s Program Goals,
Objectives, and Financial Priorities 29

v



FM_1 12/04/2008 6

Communications Audit 31

Purpose of the Communications Audit 33

Components of a Communications Audit 34

Conducting the Communications Audit: Methodology 34

Task One: Plan the Audit 34

Task Two: Conduct Interviews 35

Task Three: Inventory and Analysis 35

Task Four: Present Findings 37

Task Five: Conduct Additional Research (Optional) 38

Chapter 4 Step Two: Foundation of the Plan:
The Situation Analysis 43

Internal Analysis 44

Organizational Culture 44

Administration 45

Programs 46

Human Resources 46

Infrastructure 46

Development 47

External Analysis 48

Demographic Forces 48

Economic Forces 49

Political Forces 49

Technological Forces 49

Social Forces 49

SWOT Analysis 50
Critical Community Partners and Stakeholders 53

Chapter 5 Step Three: Focusing the Plan:
Target Audiences 65

Understand Your Audience 67

Demographic Information 69

Geographic Information 69

Psychographic Information 70

Leadership Potential 70

vi Contents



FM_1 12/04/2008 7

Profile Each Priority Audience 71

Research Your Audience 72

Media Review 72

Readership Surveys or Membership Questionnaires 72

Piggyback Surveys 72

Exit Interviews or Evaluation Surveys 72

Informal Discussions 73

Focus Group 73

Chapter 6 Step Four: Fostering Audience Support:
Communications Objectives 77

The SMART Test 80

Cycle of the Communications Process 81

Create the Communications Objectives 82

Communications Objectives: Some Examples Using the
Cycle of Communications 83

Chapter 7 Step Five: Promoting the Nonprofit Organization:
Issue Frames and Message Development 87

Define the Key Themes 89

Message Frames 90

Media Role in Framing 91

Episodic and Thematic Frames 93

Conducting a Framing Analysis 93

Reframing 96

Reframing: Underage Drinking 97

Message Development 98

First Impressions 98

Organization Descriptions 99

Messages that Resonate 101

Building a Message Platform for the Organization 103

Chapter 8 Step Six: Advancing the Plan:
Vehicles and Dissemination Strategies 113

Criteria for Selecting Strategies 113

Contents vii



FM_1 12/04/2008 8

Audience Responsiveness 113

The Organization’s Relationship to the Audience 114

How the Strategy or Vehicle Will Influence the Audience’s
Perceptions 115

Controlling the Message 116

Effort to Implement 117

Budget Issues 118

Potential Uses with Other Audiences 119

Evaluating Existing and Potential Strategies for Meeting
Communications Objectives 119

Case Study: Future Generations 120

Case Study: Planet 3000 124

Strategies and Vehicles to Meet Communications Objectives 127

Face-to-Face Meetings 127

Print 130

Electronic Communications 133

Audio Vehicles 136

Video 138

Web Sites 140

Strategic Use of Communications Vehicles 144

Alternative Media 145

Building a Comprehensive Portfolio of Communications Vehicles
to Support the Communications Objectives 145

Chapter 9 Step Seven: Ensuring that the Plan Succeeds:
Measurement and Evaluation 151

Performance Evaluation 151

Steps in the Evaluation Process 151

Concepts that Have Driven the Strategic Communications
Process 152

Measuring Success in Achieving Communications Objectives 154

Tracking Communications Activities 154

Measuring Communications Impact 154

Evaluation Tools 155

Monitoring the Progress on Communications Objectives 157

Finalize the Report 157

viii Contents



FM_1 12/04/2008 9

Chapter 10 Pulling It All Together: Creating the Plan 161

Building the Communications Plan 161

Putting It All Together 162

Creating Organizational Ownership 164

Messages to Support the Communications Plan 165

Tips for Building Support 166

Building the Case for Sustainable Capacity 168

Money: If It Is a Good Idea, You Can Sell It 172

Income-Producing Possibilities 174

In-Kind Contributions 174

Strategic Communications Plan Template 177

Appendix 1 Planet 3000 Strategic Communications
Worksheets 211

Appendix 2 Essential Communications Tools 249

Appendix 3 Elements of a Style Manual 253

Appendix 4 Expanding the Organization’s Coalitions
and Partnerships 255

List of Worksheets 263

Suggested Resources 265

Index 267

Contents ix



FM_1 12/04/2008 11

About the Authors

Sally J. Patterson is the president of Radiant Communications, a strategic
communications firm that counsels nonprofit leaders on organizational
issues including board development, communications planning, executive
coaching, and leadership transitions. Based in Washington DC, she has more
than 25 years of strategic communications and public policy expertise
including 10 years with public opinion research firms. She has provided
strategic communications consultation and training to more than 700
nonprofit organizations.

Radiant Communications is a team of innovative professionals who
challenge organizations to create bold and integrated communications
strategies. Our approach is marked by a commitment to provide clients
with the analytical and management expertise necessary to achieve their
mission and advocacy goals. For more information, see our Web site at
www.radiantstrategies.com.

Janel M. Radtke was the founder and first president of Radiant Communi-
cations, Inc. In this role, Janel worked with nonprofit organizations assisting
them in the planning, creation, implementation, and evaluation of their
communications. Prior to launching Radiant Communications, Ms. Radtke
was the first executive director of the Center for Strategic Communications,
where she educated nonprofits about the creation and utilization of a strong
and dynamic communications environment. Before joining the Center, Ms.
Radtke was vice president for communications at Planned Parenthood
Federation of America and co-founded the New York Law School’s Com-
munications Media Center. Ms. Radtke died in 1999.

xi








