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True communication is not a one-way process 

between the organisation and the audience but an extended two-way dialogue that informs the organisation 

as much as the audience. The purpose of a good communications plan is to facilitate this dialogue and to 

understand how it can be made better over time.  

The diagram below shows the eight steps that the organisation can use to create the plan.  

 

Figure 1: Eight step process for creating a communications plan.  

The first step in designing the communications plan is to understand as fully as possible the audience with 

whom the organisation intends to converse. This is called the target audience.  

1. Defining the Target Audience  

The better the organisation understands the group it intends to address the better and more cost effectively it 

will be able to reach them. A lot of thought and analysis should go into this first step. If the organisation 

understands the target audience and their likely behaviours they will be able to engage them directly in a 

manner that the target will find natural. For example, the general public is too broad a definition of an 

audience to be able to target effectively but victims of domestic violence who have Internet access and use 

social networking sites, immediately suggests a strategy for engagement.  

The organisation should ask itself: 



1 Who is the message for?  E.g. the user of the service, the family of potential users or perhaps 

broader support networks? Sources of funding? 

2 How can they access the communications?  E.g. are they likely to have Internet access? What 

kind of newspapers are they likely to read?  

3 What is the profile of ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘƻƳ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΚ 5ŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜ ƛƴ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ŀǎ 

possible e.g. age, gender, income, location, networks, job-type, education level, access to 

communications channels. 

4 What is the profile of the people who are using the service now? What is the profile of their 

support network and influencers?  

The answers to these questions are in part answered by the broad intentions of the organisation towards the 

target e.g. make them aware of the service, educate them on how to help victims or perhaps find volunteers 

or generate funding.  

2. Creating SMART Communications Goals  

 

As in any conversation there will be periods when one or other of the parties is doing most of the talking. To 

create realistic communications goals is important to understand at what stage the conversation is at with the 

target audience. In general the conversation could be in one of five stages:  awareness, interest, desire, action 

and advocacy. The goal of the communications plan may well be to move the audience from one stage to 

another.  

 

 

1 Awareness 

This is the initial phase. At this point, the audience is unaware that the organisation exists, much less 

what its purpose is. Communications goals for audiences at this stage should centre on informing the 

audience about the vision of the organisation and the services it provides. This is a challenging phase 

since the average person is being inundated with a constant stream of hundreds of messages vying 

for their attention.  

 



2 Interest  

Once the audience is aware of the organisation at a basic level, the organisation must be able to 

engage their interest. This is achieved by ensuring that the message is relevant to the audience and in 

some manner suggests that the organisation can fulfil a need that they may have. For example it may 

be that the person to whom the message was directed happened to be looking for support on a 

domestic violence issue or more subtly that the person had an unrealised need to become more 

socially active. However, the only predictable way to engage ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ 

as much about them as possible and to engage with them directly on their needs. 

 

3 Desire 

This phase of the communications is required if the organisation has a specific call to action that they 

would like the audience to complete e.g. contact the organisation to use the service, visit a website, 

download an information pack, donate etc. In this phase, it must be made clear to the audience that 

there is a real benefit to them by engaging with the organisation i.e. they will find the help they need 

for themselves or for someone else; they can help someone in a bad situation etc. The 

communication goal in this phase is to make it clear that the organisation is offering a real solution to 

their needs. 

4 Action 

The communications goal in this phase 

should be to make as easy as possible for the 

audience to actually complete the call to 

action. At this point, the audience has 

already decided to engage with the 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ 

offering them easily accessible ways to do 

this and removing any lingering blockers( e.g. 

άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ά ς offer a 

ǇƘƻƴŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻǊ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜέ ς offer 

a text based response).  

 

 

5 Advocacy  

One final goal of the communications plan is to have the audience work on behalf of the organisation 

by carrying messaging to their own networks of friends and colleagues. Due to the ubiquity of email 

and the rise of online social networking (over 50% of the Irish population are members of a social 

network such as Facebook) this has become more effective than ever. An example in the latter part of 

the appendix discusses how this can be accomplished and illustrates the power of the correct use of 

advocacy in this context. 

When designing the goals for the communication plan, the organisation must take a view as to which phase 

the audience resides since this will shape the goal and the messaging.  

2. Defining the Communications Goals and Measures  

To be able to plan execution and measure results the communication plan should be driven by SMART goals: 

these are Specific, Measurable, Achievable; Realistic and Time-bound. For example instead of a 

communications goal such as:- 

άWe want to outreach to the general public to increase awareness of our servicesέ, 

 An example of a SMART goal would be  



άby October 2009, we intend to increase the awareness of our services among local women who are 

suffering from domestic abuse by 20% as measured by an increase of 10% in requests to our helplineέ 

The latter enables the organisation to design activities to fall within a certain timeframe, target a specific 

audience, assign an estimated level of required resources and budget and find a measure that can be 

monitored through the communications activity to understand if the tactics are working.  

In this case, the level of awareness cannot be easily measured directly without costly primary research but 

instead a secondary measure (calls to the helpline) is used instead to imply an increase of awareness. This 

could just as easily be visits to the website, calls to the office or utilisation of refuge beds. In any case, the 

agreed measure of effectiveness should be something that can easily be calculated at any stage during the 

plan. A forecast should be made for how the value of the measure will change during time so that it may be 

immediately seen at any stage of the plan whether it is likely to work or whether corrective action needs to be 

taken.  

3. Inventory all Potential Communications Resources.  

This step is simply to look at all the possible ways in ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ 

the obvious budget spend that has been assigned to the plan. This could be through alliances with other local 

or regional networks such as Chambers of Commerce or local GPs and pharmacists. There are many such local 

networks that exist within easy reach who may be interested in helping communicate the message. Some 

NGOs have successfully engaged the church, local schools and local Gardai in working with them to inform the 

target audiences.  

 

The diagram below shows other potential methods of engaging with the target audience.  Examples and 

strategies for using these alternative channels are presented in the latter section of this document. 

 

 

Fig 3. Example alternative communications channels. 



With good planning, many different channels may be used to engage with the target audience simultaneously 

to amplify any communications activity with little increase in cost.  

4. Create a Timeline and a Budget  

Ensure that a rough timeline for activity is set out e.g. if the goal is to be achieved by October 2009 should the 

main awareness activity happen in August, September, or perhaps earlier? Also decide on a budget spend and 

stick to it. During the communications activity, it is likely that conditions may force an over-spend on the 

budget but all such situations should have oversight and be signed off by a project steering committee. A clear 

budget figure will also help with any negotiations that need to be entered into with agencies or freelancers.  

5. Break goals into strategies and then into tasks  

This is a critical step. The overall goal must be broken into the smallest manageable tasks that can be assigned 

to a resource. This requires a few hours work but pays back dividends in managing the overall plan. 

6. Map the Tasks to the Timeline  

Break the timeline into days and then align it with all the required tasks along with the estimated time they 

should take. This will immediately show whether it is possible to achieve all that needs to be done within the 

allowed time. It also provides a way of knowing whether the plan is on-track at any stage and which areas of 

the plan are behind schedule. 

7. Assign Each Task to a Resource 

This ensures that nothing gets dropped during the plan activity and that each task is clearly assigned to a 

responsible person who then knows exactly what they need to do and when they need to do it.  

8. Continually Track Progress and Report  

One person in the organisation should be assigned responsibility for the overall plan. This person should 

review the plan frequently and check with all the resources to ensure that tasks are being carried out as 

needed or that any issues are identified. This person should also be responsible for monitoring the success of 

the tactics to date and to alert the team if anything is off track. Frequent and clear internal communication is 

vital for the successful execution of the plan. 

Bringing It All Together.  

For some smaller organisations, the amount of detail recommended above for creating a communications plan 

may appear to be too time-ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ Ƴŀƴȅ 

years of communications planning that such an approach will almost guarantee success in achieving an 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛdes a solid platform for further successful communications 

projects. Furthermore, even though the methodology may appear to be difficult, repeated use means that this 

project management approach becomes second nature to the organisation and becomes very simple to 

implement.  

¢ƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ƻǳǘǇǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ άƭƛǾƛƴƎέ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƎƻŀƭǎΦ 
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