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What are you really saying? 

How are you saying it? (That’s your messaging.)

Avoid ‘Ready. Fire. Aim.’ 

PRESENTATION OVERVIEW

Strategic communications - RPIE steps
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Survey Insights
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What complicated issues do you expect to be 

communicating in the coming months/years? 

SURVEY INSIGHTS
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What is your biggest challenge when 

communicating complicated issues?  

SURVEY INSIGHTS
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“Other” responses include:

● Management
● Funding 
● Citizens
● Mistrust

“When the government says 
that the water is safe, there 
are some that will presume it 
to be a lie. Not a big number of 
people, but they can be the 
most vocal.” 



Who handles messaging and communications/ 

marketing in your city, township or village? 

SURVEY INSIGHTS
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What are you really 
saying?



you are clearly 
communicating

WHAT ARE YOU REALLY SAYING?

THE BELIEF:

This door hanger was left in the mailbox
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misinformation 
was repeated

THE REALITY:

WHAT ARE YOU REALLY SAYING?
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Is Child Protective 
Services coming 
for my kids?

WHAT ARE YOU REALLY SAYING?



Complicated issues require clear messaging, 
call to action, access to more information
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WHAT ARE YOU REALLY SAYING?



Messaging



Every communications plan needs solid messaging 

MESSAGING

1. Overarching message, supporting messages

○ Clear, concise, consistent, compelling, 
compassionate

○ Simple everyday language

○ Reflects your goals and objectives 

2. Proactive, not reactive 

3. Define/deliver on the purpose — Education? 
Call to Action?

14

Keep complicated 
issues 

uncomplicated 



Overarching message 

Supporting 

Message

Facts/proof points

Supporting 

Message

Supporting 

Message

#1 #2 #3

Start with the 
overarching message

MESSAGING
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MESSAGING



Messaging should be proactive, not reactive

MESSAGING
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“[WRC] recently put out 
a list of do’s and don’ts 
for homeowners on how 
they can minimize their 
risk of sewer backups.” 

- C&G News article
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MESSAGING

Define/deliver on the purpose 
— Education? Call to Action?

Call for pickup for water samples 



Avoid ‘Ready. Fire. Aim.’



THE FOUR STEPS
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Take a step back to move forward. Ask Why?

EVALUATION

IMPLEMENTATION PLANNING

RESEARCH

Strategic 

Communications / 

RPIE

Adapted from the Public Relations Society of America, the Universal Accreditation Board 
and the Study Guide for the Examination for Accreditation in Public Relations



Research 
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Do you do research before 
you launch a communications 
campaign?

RESEARCH

● Always

● Sometimes

● Rarely

● Never 
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POLL



Background and benchmarking

RESEARCH
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Don’t overthink it! Research does NOT have 
to be time consuming, expensive or always 
formal (scientific sampling)

● Quantitative or qualitative
● Primary (firsthand) or secondary (by others)
● Informal - nonscientific

○ content analysis - identify trends/themes, 
misunderstandings, misinformation and 
any red flags

■ social media, community forums
■ media coverage
■ communications audit

○ “pulse” from front-line workers
○ customer service inquiries/comments
○ surveys (email, online, phone)



RESEARCH
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WHAT?

WHO?

WANT?

What are the opportunity(-ies) or 
issue(s) you’re trying to solve?

● Educate and increase awareness, persuade 
public opinion

● Alleviate and address fears about lead, 
mistrust of government and concerns about 
unauthorized repairs 



RESEARCH
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WHAT?

WHO?

WANT?

Who do we want to reach (audiences)?

Identify primary and secondary audiences
● Who needs to know or understand?
● Who will be affected?
● Who should be involved?
● Who are the advocates and critics?

Examples: residents, businesses, community and neighborhood 
organizations, elected officials, internal (employees), board members, 
media (to reach key audiences), influencers/advocates, block clubs, critics



RESEARCH
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WHAT?

WHO?

WANT?

What do you want audience(s) to 
do (intended result/outcome)?

● Educate (awareness, understanding)
● Feel (attitude)
● Act (take action, change behavior)



RESEARCH
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The last word on 
research?

Don’t overthink it. 



Planning 



PLANNING
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WE ASKED:

Does your city/township have a communications plan?

no

39%

yes

38%

not sure

23%



Where do you believe residents get most of their 
information about city/township/village matters? 

PLANNING
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WE ASKED:



What is your No. 1/top preferred way to reach residents? 

PLANNING
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WE ASKED:

“Other” responses include:

● All of the above
● Face-to-face
● Department website
● Video messages



1. Define goals

2. Set measurable objectives

3. Develop strategies and 
tactics

Planning is everything

PLANNING
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Goals are your road map

PLANNING

1. Future-focused, longer-term, broad

2. Provide direction and focus

3. Should be shared internally 

Examples:
“To become the trusted resource for residents to 
understand and take action on the city’s lead line 
replacement program…”

“To become a compassionate community partner.”
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Objectives should be ‘SMART’

PLANNING
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S M A R T

Knowing what you 
will do and how

Specific

Knowing when 
you will do it 

Time-
Specific

Having a precise 
way to measure

Measurable

Knowing that 
it’s attainable

Achievable

Generating outcomes, 
not outputs

Results-

(outcome)

oriented

Example: 

“Achieve 90% compliance of residents who agree to replace the private portion of their lead line by year-end.”



Strategies are the blueprint. 
Tactics are the building materials

Strategies 
Ex: Partner with community 
advocates to explain 
benefits of the program

Ex: Leverage relationships 
with block clubs to 
distribute information
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Tactics
● advertising 
● educational materials
● information packets
● digital media 
● media relations
● neighborhood meetings
● brochures

PLANNING



Tactics follow ‘PESO’

‘PESO’ model: 

1. Paid - examples include social and digital advertising, 
sponsored content 

2. Earned - media relations 

3. Shared - your content that is shared on social media 

4. Organic - the content you create and that you own – everything from 
blog posts and videos to white papers. Under the PESO model, it’s the 
foundation of everything you say as an organization. 
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Shared
Media

Owned
Media

Earned
Media

Paid
Media

PESO 
Model

PLANNING



Tactics follow ‘PESO’ 

PLANNING



PLANNING
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The last word on 
planning?

There’s more than one 
way to reach people.



Implementation 



Implement the plan

Yes, finally!
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IMPLEMENTATION 



IMPLEMENTATION 
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Tactics achieve your strategy



Tactics achieve your strategy
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IMPLEMENTATION 



Remind, reinforce and repeat 

IMPLEMENTATION
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IMPLEMENTATION
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The last word on 
implementation?

Follow the plan.
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Evaluation  



Evaluate the outcomes, not just the outputs

EVALUATION

1.  Measure against objectives 
- Objective: “Achieve 90% compliance of residents who agree to 

replace the private portion of their lead line by year-end.”

2. Ask yourself: 
- Which residents have been reached? 
- What actions have residents taken? 

Example: “100% of residents agreed to have the city replace the 
private portion of their lead service line by year-end.”

3. As needed, adjust messaging, strategies, tactics
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EVALUATION
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The last word on 
evaluation?

Review, Refine = 
Refresh.

47



RECAP
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1. Ask yourself and others: What are you 
really saying?

2. Use clear, concise, consistent, compelling, 
compassionate messaging - overarching 
message and supporting points

3. Avoid ‘Ready. Fire. Aim.’ 
○ Ask why? Do your research and 

planning before implementing
○ Set goals and measurable objectives 

(outcomes, not just outputs)
4. Be proactive, not reactive
5. Evaluate - review, refine = refresh



TIPSHEET
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Questions 



W W W . M C C I C O R P . C O M

mmartin@mccicorp.com


