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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The executive summary is a one-page description of the project and a summary of the key elements of the communication plan. This includes brief descriptions of the purpose (why are you doing this communication plan?), goals of the communication, and the communication strategy. Other elements include:

· Mentioning key audiences, but do not list them all. This may be as simple as saying both internal and external audiences will be targeted, with two or three top priority audiences named for each of these two categories. 

· Explaining what you want the audiences to do; for example, become aware, change their attitude, or take action. 

· Mentioning a few activities and events that are planned. 

· Naming the communication contact for this plan, even though s/he is named on the signature page. 

BACKGROUND

A complete background section is the foundation of a strong and effective strategic communication plan. The situational analysis and communication strategy will be developed from the information contained in this section. 

The following questions serve as a guide in writing this section:

· Who is involved? 

· What happened?

· When did it happen?

· Where did it happen?

· How did it happen?

· Damage to people or property?

· Cost of damage?

· Research conducted?

· Issue interaction (i.e., explain how other issues affect or have shaped the issue in question)

Crosswalk or Coordination

Describe how this communication plan fits with other Forest Service initiatives, issues, rollouts, speeches, new or forthcoming policy, etc. The Background section may offer insight into other people and program areas that will be involved. 

Make sure that this communication plan is consistent with and not at odds with other activities or announcements, or the time lines associated with other efforts. If this is an interagency effort, name the other agencies (or state, tribal, or local governments) to coordinate with for the same, or other, purposes.

PROBLEM OR OPPORTUNITY STATEMENT

This specific statement summarizes in about 35 words the key points in your background section. It is:

· Written in the present tense 

· Stated without any attempt to prescribe a solution, to place blame, or to identify unique benefits that an organization might get from an opportunity

· Presented in a measurable format. 

Examples:

Problem Statement: Wildfires negatively affect the ecosystem, the wildlife habitat, and the supply of drinking water — and account for 40 percent of Forest Service’s appropriated funds.
Opportunity Statement:  For fiscal year 2001, the Forest Service has an additional $1.1 billion, largely for fire preparedness and emergencies.

GOALS

A goal is the desired end point toward which the communication plan is directed. It reflects the plan’s problem statement and addresses overcoming that specifically identified concern. When developing communication goals one must consider the following:

1. The agency’s mission statement and goals

2. The Office of Communication’s mission statement and goals

3. Program and policy goals

For example:

Goal:

To increase public and employee confidence that Forest Service law enforcement is protecting them and the nation’s prized natural resources from escalating drug production.

OBJECTIVES

The objectives address the following:

· Give focus and direction to the plan’s strategy and tactics

· Provide guidance to those charged with implementing the plan

· Describe the desired change

· Spell out the nature of the results desired [outcome criteria used for monitoring and evaluating the plan]

· Be directed at each identified target audience specifically

· Incorporate a time schedule by which outcomes should be reached

· Be measurable

· Be realistic

Communication plan objectives do not describe tactics, means, or processes used to achieve a desired result. Instead, they describe the desired end state.

For example:

Program Objectives:

A. To increase the understanding of key stakeholders and target audiences regarding Forest Service law enforcement’s commitment and concerns about illegal drug operations on NFS lands by December 2001.

B. To maintain NFS visitor levels in 2001 based on 2000 data.

AUDIENCES

Identifying Audiences

Identified audiences are those people, groups, other federal agencies or other levels of government who affect, are affected, or have a relationship to the issue or the organization in question. Knowing and understanding that relationship will help in devising appropriate messages and strategies for reaching each audience. 

Analyzing Audiences

Examining the goals and objectives will offer some insight into potential audiences. 

Further refinement of identifying key audiences can be accomplished by defining publics: 

· By their relationship to the issue

· Hot-issue publics--active in issues garnering extensive media coverage or topics of widespread social conversation  

· All-issue publics--active on all issues

· Single-issue publics--active on one or a limited number of issues

· Apathetic publics--uninterested, inactive, or inattentive on all issues

· Relative to your position in the analysis of the issue (for example, if you are a district ranger, then your staff is an internal public, but the logging company down the road is external.)

· Internal--identified with the organizational family, employees, staffs, or very close cooperators (e.g., retirees, other government agencies, etc.)

· External--identified as not directly connected to the organization or outside the organizational family

· By level of involvement in an issue

· Nonpublics--People who do not face a problem or are not affected by the issue

· Unaware--Publics who are uninformed of their connection to the situation

· Latent--Publics aware that they are somehow affected by an issue but have not communicated about the issues to others. When they do communicate, they become active publics.

· Active--Publics fully engaged in an issue

Segment

After identifying key audiences, it may be helpful to segment them by the following: 

· Geographics--natural or political boundaries such as ranger districts or political districts

· Demographics--gender, income, educational level, etc.

· Psychographics--values or lifestyle characteristics such as vegetarian, punk rocker, etc.

· Covert power--economic and political power

· Membership in groups--environmental, social, political, cultural groups

In defining the intended audience, it may also be helpful to identify audiences by their level of importance. For example, you may choose to target single-issue audiences but within in this group, one particular segment may be more relevant to the issue in question. Therefore, this is your primary audience while the remaining publics are secondary. 

The USDA Forest Service Interim Strategic Public Outreach Plan (FS-665, April 2000) is a great resource for identifying audiences you may not normally consider such as tribal governments, minority groups, and other community-based organizations.

KEY MESSAGES

What do you want your audiences to know?  Effective key messages are easy to say, understand, and remember — no Forest Service jargon. For example, the wildlife staff may know what “elk mitigation” is, but most external audiences won’t. Test key messages with someone unfamiliar with the topic.

Key messages support communication plan goals.

Write the messages in a “3 x 3” format:  three main messages with three supporting points for each. Research shows that audiences seldom remember more than three messages. 

Example:

The Forest Service Natural Resource Agenda is a reflection of the Forest Service's mission as outlined in the Organic Act and the desires of the American people to restore, protect, and conserve our natural resources. 

· The Agenda charts a course based upon science and technology and is sensitive to the needs of communities.

· Fishing, hunting, and wildlife-related recreation on National Forests and Grasslands contribute over $12 billion annually to our nation's economy. 

· National Forests are the number one provider of outdoor recreation in America.

COMMUNICATION STRATEGY

Communication strategy, as part of the larger, overall communication plan, specifies the best course for achieving the desired goal. It is a few simple, clear ideas that help you reach your goals. The strategy should take into consideration your issue, messages, and audiences.

For example: A recreation issue is best communicated through physical activities such as scheduled hikes, bike ride, etc. A more technical issue requires a strategy employing the use of technical papers published in refereed journals for example. Fire, for example, is a visual issue and thus should be communicated through visual mediums.

TACTICS

The tactics for implementing the communication plan are developed based on the analysis done for the communication plan. The tactics identify specific actions needed to implement the communication plan, organizational levels at which the communication plan will be implemented, audiences, general products and deliverables required.

Lobbying is not an authorized tactic!

Include the following statement in all communication plans:

Under no circumstances should any official activity identified in this plan be misused to influence Congress. Although the definition of lobbying differs within each statute or regulation, the restrictions generally prohibit contacting or encouraging others to contact federal legislators in an attempt to influence the enactment or modification of legislation or other specified activities. Should any questions arise as to the appropriateness of an activity, Legislative Affairs staff should be contacted prior to conducting the activity.

ACTION PLAN

Although the action plan is a small part of the communication plan, it usually receives the most attention. It includes all actions needed to implement the communication plan--how and when they will take place, what products will be needed and how the products will be delivered, and who is responsible for the actions and products. Be specific—name a person who is responsible; a staff or office name is not an option. Without a strong 

The action plan details communication activities and products such as briefing papers, news releases, events, meetings, briefings to meet the communication plan’s goals and objectives which were developed from the background information. The key to an effective action plan is based on thorough research, which is conducted as part of the background. 

A useful timeline reference for developing an action plan is to start at the major final action (such as an environmental impact statement rollout, a major policy announcement) and work backward outlining all the actions and products leading up to that final action (the action plan itself, of course, will be in forward chronological order). One simple way to display an action plan is a matrix listing when, what (activity or product), who (responsible party), objective the action fulfills, and when completed.


For example:

	Due Date
	Activity
	Purpose
	Who Responsible
	Completed

	June 1
	Meet with rural fire dept.
	Provide info & gain commitment to help homeowners firesafe their property
	Joe Preventor & team
	

	June 6
	Homeowner assn. meeting
	Provide info & gain commitment to firesafe their property; arrange demo project
	Joe Preventor & team
	

	June 7
	Contact media
	Coverage of demo project
	Jimmy Panther
	

	June 9
	Do demonstration project on firesafe
	Instruction & encouragement to homeowners
	Joe Preventor & team; rural fire dept.
	


Communication Tools/Products (For a media communication plan)

In a media communication plan, specify the relevant communication tools, responsible party, and the intended audience for each tool. The follow table may be helpful in organizing media communication tools. 

	Communication Tool
	Prepared By
	Internal
	Key Contacts
	Media
	Notes

	Talking Points 
	
	
	
	
	

	Q&As
	WO-OC & R5 PAC


	X
	
	
	

	News Release
	WO-OC


	
	
	X
	

	Media Fact Sheet
	WO-OC
	
	
	X
	

	Signed Decision Document
	WO-EMC
	
	
	
	

	Website Coordination
	WO-OC
	
	
	
	


Other communication tools include:

Trifold

Public Service Announcements

Press Conference

Special Report 

EVALUATION

Did you accomplish the objectives of plan?  There are two ways to evaluate the plan’s effectiveness:

Nominal evaluation

At best, this is a check on how well your actions are consistent with your objectives. Did you, for example, redesign the Web site that you said you would redesign?  Did you host the press conferences that were mentioned in your strategic plan? 

Examples of nominal evaluation:  

This is a comprehensive communications audit, in which you collect basic evidence on media exposure among your publics. You quantify media placements: the number of media articles, radio and television spots, news conferences, Web site hits, etc. Be reminded that this evaluation method does not provide proof of effectiveness, which is best provided by effectiveness or outcomes evaluation.

Effectiveness or outcomes evaluation
This determines how far an observed outcome (a result) is a consequence of a communication program or campaign. You conduct surveys or experiments before the program is implemented and similar surveys or experiments after the program has been implemented. This means that you compare your baseline data (collected before program implementation) with outcomes data (collected after program implementation).

Examples of outcomes evaluation:

These examples measure one or more of the following variables: message retention, message comprehension, message awareness, message reception, behavior change, attitude change, and opinion change. 

CONTACTS

Include a list of contacts for the WO, RO, and SO.

Washington Office:


Media relation specialists


Technical experts


Legislative contacts

Regional Office:


Media relation specialists


Technical experts


Legislative contacts

Forest level:


Media relation specialists 


Technical experts

CONTINGENCY CONSIDERATIONS

Anticipate possible bottlenecks, delays, and reasonable unforeseen events that might influence the communication plan’s implementation, and think of possible ways to deal with these events should they occur.

REFERENCES

List support materials that were used to develop the communication plan or references to these materials, and where these materials may be obtained.  Support materials may include other files, memoranda, speeches, etc.  Include news stories on the topic.

A list of relevant websites should be listed in the Appendix.  References can also include a list of Office of Communication staff having statistical knowledge, a natural resource background, crisis communication expertise, etc.  
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APPENDIX

If the reader (and implementers) of the communication plan needs more information on the analysis and the logic that went into the development of the communication plan, the Appendix should include this information. It also includes a glossary of terms and supporting materials that were used to develop the communication plan or references to these materials (and where these materials may be obtained) if materials are too bulky to put in the communication plan itself. The Appendix may also include products developed to implement the communication plan such as talking points, questions and answers, fact sheets, and draft news releases.

The following should also be part of the Appendix.

RESOURCES NEEDED TO IMPLEMENT THE COMMUNICATION PLAN

As the action plan to carry out the communication plan is developed, consider the resources available to accomplish the activities, events, and production of materials. Do not plan items that require large amounts of time and money and many people and brilliant execution if you do not have the resources available. The action plan must be tailored so that it is attainable, and fits within the constraints offered by the following availabilities:   

· People

· Equipment

· Materials

· Money

Other resource needs specific to the Office of Communications or the Washington Office include:
Corporate Communications:

Corporate Communications is a division of the Office of Communication at the National Headquarters of the USDA Forest Service.  Six program areas are housed in Corporate Communications (CC):  Forest Service History Program, Exhibits, Internet Programs, Internal Communication, Public Involvement, and Professional Development.

The History Program provides authoritative information on Forest Service history to leadership, congress and the field.  The exhibits programs provide guidance and standards for exhibit development across the agency.  Internet programs include management of the national website and coordination with field sites to disseminate information to the public.  The Internal Communications Program produces a national employee’s newsletter, FS-Today, a variety of internal reports, and field coordination for the capitol holiday tree.  The Public Involvement Program has a special emphasis on administration of the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA).  The Professional Development Program focuses on developing expert public affairs specialists for the agency.

Call the Corporate Communication Staff when:

· You want to submit an article to FS-Today.

· You need information on how to put an exhibit together. The exhibit manager provides guidance on resources available and stylistic considerations.  CC does not have ready-made exhibits available for loan.

· You have questions about the Weekly Report, the Agriculture Fact Book, the Secretary’s Annual Report, or Briefing Reports for the President of the United States, Vice President, Secretary of Agriculture or Deputy Secretary of Agriculture.

· You have questions about content for your internet website or national internet policy and its impact on your site.

· You need information about how to handle your FACA committee processes and required documentation.

· You need historical background on the Forest Service.

Customer Service:  

Customer Service group can research:

· customer survey results that indicate what the public wants/does not want regarding the subject

· their database to see if there are trends on the subject

· action plans and changes in process being made as a result of surveys,  since process may have an effect on how communication is done (for example, greater emphasis on the web and less on paper)

Media:

Media group can provide assistance with:

· news releases, 

· contacts, 

· magazine article placement, 

· arranging press conferences, and 

· radio and TV interviews, as well as 

· advice and counsel on these and other activities involving media.

Legislative Affairs:

The Legislative Affairs (LA) Staff is part of the Programs and Legislation Deputy area.  The LA staff:

· coordinates information requests from Congress

· works with Members and staffs on current and emerging issues

· develops testimony for Congressional hearings, including witness preparation both for hearings held in Washington and those held in the field

· submits the legislative program

· clears testimony and legislative reports through the Department and the Office of Management and Budget

· coordinates Hill visits made by Forest Service personnel to the Hill.

Call the LA Staff when:

· You plan to visit your Congressional delegation in Washington, D.C.  LA staffers will update you on current issues and positions and can accompany you on such visits.

· A Member or staffer asks you to draft proposed legislation.  The LA staff will help clear the draft.

· You plan to announce a new policy, program, or shift in program .  LA will work with you on Hill notification.

· You are asked for your views on proposed legislation.

· You are asked for documents from a Member or committee if the same request has been made of other Forest Service units.  The LA staff will coordinate such responses to document requests.

· You are made aware of issues by a Member of Member’s staff which impact more than your local unit.
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