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The current economic downturn provides a real communications challenge for organisations that are 

trying to raise awareness of social issues. This doesn’t mean however that NGOs and Government 

agencies should put their communications activities on pause until the recession turns around – 

there are still many strategies that can be used to get the message out that cost little or nothing. 

Below is a listed seven that can be easily executed and that we have used ourselves or have seen 

used as best practice by other organisations.  

One caveat to bear in mind before embarking on these strategies is that while the cost to execute is 

low, the time required to execute them effectively should not be underestimated. A decent amount of 

preparation needs to be done before roll out. E.g. it took me an hour to write this post but at least 

four hours thinking about it and finding the references.  

1. Refine your target audience profile.  

It may seem obvious but this first step is often given only cursory attention in communications 

activities. The general public, women over forty, families with less than €20k income per annum 

are demographic and socio-economic groupings – they are not effective target audiences.  

Good audience segmentation requires a lot of thought. The organisation must ask itself: 

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

perhaps broader support networks? 

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

access?  

¶ What is the profile of the person to whom we’re speaking? Define the profile in as 

much detail as possible e.g. age, gender, income, location, networks, job-type, 

education level, access to communications channels. 

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

of their support network and influencers?  

Organisations should also consider surveying the current audiences that they are communicating 

with to see if their suppositions about whom they really want to target are correct. 

The output of this analysis should be one or several “ideal customer profiles” that describe the 

target and relevant elements of their behaviour. An example would be –men over thirty with 

secondary level education who have an interest in Gaelic football and have broadband Internet 

access.  This simple profile immediately suggests ways in which the organisation could reach 

these men directly at little cost compared to running an ad in a national newspaper for example.  

 



 

2. Frame your Message Carefully. 

Consider these two messages: “stop smoking to improve your chances of living a longer 

healthier life” and “smoking causes lung cancer”. The former is a “gain” framed message and the 

latter a “loss” framed message. Studies into the effectiveness of message framing have shown 

that the effectiveness of the messaging can significantly depend on which of these frames are 

used and when they are used. For example experiments in the US have shown that for cancer 

prevention, gain-framed messaging was more effective while cancer detection messages were 

more effective when loss-framed.   Further studies by the same group also showed that when 

messages were psychologically targeted towards the audience segment, they resonated more 

fully since they were perceived as more relevant. So for our example audience profile above a 
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3. Re-use Existing Messaging Material 

There is a tendency among marketers to run a campaign, measure its effectiveness and then 

dust off their hands and begin again from scratch. There are reasons for this such as the 

audience becoming inured to the campaign and the need to keep marketing agencies in jobs. 

However, if approached carefully it should be possible to take existing artwork from recent 

campaigns conducted by the organisation and adapt them to a new message. This has the 

benefit of reducing the cost of having more ads designed and provides the audience with a 

consistent look and feel that they will come to associate with your organisation.  

 

4. Use Digital Communications 

This is an enormous and bewildering topic for non-technical and non-marketing folk. Indeed full 

marketing agencies exist who only deal with a single aspect of digital communications. However, 

there are some simple steps that organisations can use to ensure that they begin using this low–

cost communications activity effectively. 

¶ Go through the organisation’s current website with a fine toothed comb and imagine 

you are a member of the target audience. What message does the visitor get compared 

to what you want to communicate? Is it clear and understandable? Is the information 

needed easily accessible? Is there a way for the visitor to interact with your organisation 

or ask questions? What value do they get from visiting your site? 

¶ Search for your topic on Google, MSN and Yahoo and find out where the organisation 

appears in the rankings – if it’s beyond the first two pages, the searcher is unlikely to 

find you.  

¶ Look at the website’s text and page titles – is the site optimised for the search engines?  

The graphic below shows how the home page title appears in browsers but more 

critically, it is used to communicate the function of the site to the search engine.  

 



There are many free guides to search engine optimisation on the Internet that can be 

used to measure your own site against.  

¶ Consider PPC (pay per click) advertising on services such as google  adwords. This service 

places website links in the sponsored sections of the search page.  

¶ Think about creating a way to allow your audience to interact with the organisation via a 

blog, a Facebook site or an online forum.  

¶ Create a regular newsletter (at least monthly), allow visitors to the site to sign up and 

begin building a list of the audiences email addresses. 

 

5. Think Partnerships  

In 2005, Two Spires ran a public awareness campaign on IT security funded by a coalition of 

public sector and private sector organisations – we had over one million hits on the campaign 

website in the first few days of the campaign. In 2008 we ran a similar campaign but had less 

than a tenth of those visitors come to the site in the first few days. The difference? In 2005, one 

of the coalition members had emailed a notification to its customers about the campaign with a 

link to the site. In 2008, they did not send the email. This illustrates the effectiveness of building 

links with other organisations and using their links to members of your target audience to 

amplify your message. These partners should be naturally aligned with and trusted by the 

audience. Examples could be relevant professional bodies, unions, trade organisations or  even 

commercial companies under certain circumstances (beware the company ad disguised as 

general information – most people can spot this instantly and your organisation is likely to be 

the one incurring the criticism). 

 

6.  Revitalise your PR Plan  

Think about the last time you looked at the Irish Times front page. They generally run a small ad 

in the bottom right hand corner of the page. Without picking up a copy, can you remember who 

had the ad? No? That ad slot for one day can cost significantly over €10,000! Now think about a 

normal sized article about your organisation in the same paper. Cost – a few hours of someone’s 

time. Audience – roughly the same as for the ad. Information contained – potentially 

significantly more in the article. The power of a relevant and well-written article is generally 

much greater than an ad of any size and will certainly cost a lot less. Now is the time to rethink 

or begin building the organisation’s PR plan. Strategies for building an effective PR presence are 

discussed elsewhere {link}, suffice to say the key elements are: 

¶ Assign ONE spokesperson for the organisation and have them media trained. 

¶ Create a small database of relevant journalists and build relationships with them. 

¶ Sketch out a range of stories that are likely to be relevant and pitch them to the 

journalists. 

¶ Be available for comment as an expert on a topic that’s relevant for your organisation 

¶ Record all press interactions. 

¶ Design a process for dealing with urgent press queries, emergency issues etc. and stick 

to it. 

¶ Create a pipeline of press releases and issue them to the press database and online 

resources such as PR web. 

 



7. Test ς Measure-Test 

There is no silver bullet. The best effects are achieved through innovating, measuring the results 

and innovating again. This should be a continuous process. Try different strategies one at a time 

and ensure that you have measures in place to assess the impact – if it works keep doing it or 

improve it and if it doesn’t try something else. Over time the organisation will build up an 

effective toolkit of strategies that practically cost nothing (notice – no advertising was involved) 

and that can be deployed to great effect even when the wheel has turned and funding is 

available again.  

 

 

References 

1. For more detailed guidance on audience segmentation and profiling, try: 

http://sca.jiscinvolve.org/files/2008/10/sca_audience_toolkit.pdf 

2. For the impact of message framing on target audiences, see 

http://www.psychologymatters.org/messageframing.html  

3. For guidance on search engine optimisation (SEO) there are innumerable guides available but 

see http://www.seobook.org/ as a start. 
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