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Icons Not Celebrities

Non-UK readers may not know this but the British media has been devoting heavy coverage to a concert and campaign about debt, backed by Bob Geldof and Bono of U2. The Make Poverty History campaign and the proposed Live 8 concert, scheduled to coincide with the forthcoming G8 meeting at Gleneagles, Scotland, focus on debt forgiveness, particularly to Africa. 

Everything that Tony Blair does in relation to this event now gets framed by the campaign. Bono and Geldof have become political actors in their own right. When Blair went to see Bush to plead for US support on his two G8 priorities – climate change on debt – he came away short-changed on both, and rather than NGOs or opposition politicians, the media turned to Bono and Geldof for comment and explanation. On climate however, he won nothing at all. 

Undoubtedly one reason for this is that Bono and Geldof are focussed on debt, not climate. Consequently media selects action on debt as the test of public sentiment, itself represented by the people’s politicians Geldof and Bono. Because the rock stars aren’t headlining climate, we can expect to see little or no action out of the G8. In PR terms Blair will get away with it if he gets a pat on the back from the two Irish bellwethers of caring, for making at least some progress on debt.

This is not just because Bono and Geldof are celebrities. They are now icons. Years of campaigning have given them a track record and personal credibility on matters such as Africa, development and aid, at least as great as any OECD Minister but with few of the disadvantages of holding office or compromises made in getting elected. There are loads of other ‘celebrities’ – Michael Jackson or David Beckham or Kylie Minogue for instance – but their backing for a campaign on debt wouldn’t be the same at all. Bono and Geldof have shown by their actions that they care about debt, aid and the plight of Africa, from Live Aid onwards. 

There are two lessons here that campaigners who care about the climate might want to ponder on as they watch their cause getting ignored at Gleneagles. 

First, to garner the same sort of media focus and political response, they’d do well to back any chance they get to start a similar sort of process to Live Aid, to aid the climate. Live Aid started as a show of caring but went on to do more – it created a generation of rock politicians with a cause as a political agenda. 

Second, communication of the debt issue, the plight-of-Africa and aid and development problems in general, have been full of feeling and sensing, not jut judging and perceiving. There’s a lot of emotion, identification with human victims, and pictures of suffering people. Just the opposite, in short, of what politicians and civil servants will tell campaigners to do, if they "want to be taken seriously". Fortunately, rock stars aren’t up to much when it comes to policy ideas or writing reports. Unfortunately, many climate campaigners love that sort of thing, and climate campaigns are notably short on human drama, the plight of suffering individuals, even vanishing islands and starving wildlife. Instead they are heavy on modal shifts, gigawatts, Joint Implementation and Clean Development Mechanisms. ‘Rationality’ and well argued proposals are what you’re told to produce; raw emotion that plays on conscience is what actually makes a difference. 

To be effective, campaigns do need to be multidimensional - see posting from my book, How To Win Campaigns - but if you fail to win on the emotional-psychological front, you always lose the campaign.

Helpful Rules

Here, courtesy of public affairs exec Simon Bryceson, is a handy list to think about if you’re ever putting a proposition to politicians. (You can contact Simon via www.bryceson.com )
HOW INTERESTING TO THE POLITICAL PROCESS IS THE PROJECT ON WHICH I’M WORKING?

A CHECK LIST
UNIQUENESS: The political process is crucially concerned with the new. If your proposal appears to be a way of doing more efficiently that which is already done, it will be an administrative rather than political issue. You may find sponsors, you won’t find champions.

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS: The above not withstanding, politicians love to show that their radical idea works very effectively elsewhere. 

COST: Is this proposal likely to be financially viable? A standard process of financial assessment, not to be confused with Treasury assessment. (See below).

TIMESCALE: Are the alleged advantages of this scheme likely to appear on a timescale relevant to other factors? A project that is likely to encounter electoral opposition but not come to fruition before the next election is unlikely to be thought ‘interesting’.

PERSONAL ADVANCEMENT: Will sponsoring this proposal benefit my personal reputation? Is it an issue I am historically, and positively associated with? Can I take ‘ownership’ of the issue and, if so, how bad might the downside be?

MEDIA FRIENDLY: Is this an issue that the popular press are going to like/take an interest in? No publicity is normally perceived in politics as no advantage.
ELECTORALLY ACUTE OR DIFFUSE: 

"There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, nor perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than the introduction of a new order of things, because the innovator has for enemies all those who have done well under the old conditions, and lukewarm defenders in those who may do well under the new" Niccolo Machiavelli. 1532.

Do those likely to lose under the new scheme know? Do those likely to gain care? A small group of electors who care a lot always outweigh a large group of electors who have other things to worry about.

WRONGFOOTING THE OPPOSITION: Politicians have an inordinate interest in their continued occupation of office or the rapid acquisition of it. This, of course, is entirely a matter of the public interest since the other lot are so awful one has a duty to prevent them holding office if at all possible. If your proposal embarrasses the opposition it will have interesting aspects.

TREASURY POLICY: In most modern countries there is Government policy and there is Treasury policy, the trick is to be in accord with both whilst noticing that they are rarely the same. 

ELITE SUPPORT: Will a clever dick who knows something about the area catch me out? Have the proposers of this idea checked to see where informed opposition might come from and indicated how it might be minimised?

PARTY FUNDRAISING: Politics is a very expensive game; there is therefore a constant need to raise money. Can you show that your project has desirable implications for this process?
Lastly – worth a look:

http://www.sorryeverybody.com/ - some Americans talking to the rest of the world 

http://www.listentoyourmother.org/ - some Americans talking to each other

http://www.storewars.org/flash/index.html – vegetables the movie

http://www.bushflash.com/pl_lo.htm – depleted uranium

Next issue – remarkable evidence that environmentalism isn’t dead after all – from the unlikely source of Joseph Luntz, premier pollster to the US Republicans

 

*****************************************************

The Campaign Strategy Newsletter - Copyright Chris Rose.
You are free to reproduce all or any part of this newsletter if you credit the source.
www.campaignstrategy.org is a non-profit website on campaign techniques and strategies, designed to help NGOs.
To subscribe or unsubscribe to this free newsletter visit www.campaignstrategy.org/newsletter_index.html.
To offer contributions or comments contact the author chris.rose@campaignstrategy.org
HOW TO WIN CAMPAIGNS pub April 7 2005 Earthscan by Chris Rose see www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/1853839620/ref=ed_ra_of_dp/202-6151204-2796606 or at a discount from www.earthscan.co.uk 
