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Strategy of the Month

 

An apology to all readers for the long gap since the last newsletter.  One reason is that I've been busy trying to help the Fairyland Trust (www.fairylandtrust.org), a family conservation charity.  I give it a mention here (and declare an interest as my partner runs it) because it is built around a marketing-inspired strategy of 'starting from where your audience is' (see 'remember the chickens' page 14 of How To Win Campaigns).

 

In this case,  the starting point is children's interest in all things magical and mysterious - something that appeals to a lot of adults too, at least in Britain, Australia and the US.  The Fairyland Trust runs events and workshops that are fun - building on Walt Disney's dictum of first entertain, before you try to educate.  So when you make a magic wand or a fairy garden or a wizard shield, the 'conservation learning' is built into the dynamics of the activity, rather than being presented first or as a set of 'interesting facts'. 

 

75% of the people attending the Trust's Fairy Fair (the one just completed attracted some 7,000 over two days) have never before been to any sort of 'nature event' or conservation site.  Few are members of any sort of NGO.  For them it's a magical day out but the great majority also can identify one, two or more things they discovered about nature that day. After five years of running such events, the growing attendance is now mainly driven by word of mouth.  By comparison, much better funded comparable conventional conservation 'outreach' or 'fun day' programmes in the UK reach 100s rather than 1000s of people. 

 

At a deeper level the 'brand' of the Trust is about national cultural identity and many other things - see for example the role of Anglo Saxon belief systems in modern England, explored in The Real Middle Earth

(www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/0330491709/026-2216671-2792456) by professor Brian Bates.

 

Lastly, if you feel there's a Fairy Queen in you - or someone you know - you can reign for a day and chose your title at www.fairylandtrust.org 

 

 

Clash of the Titans or Punch and Judy?

 

The Fairyland Trust was described by one visitor as 'an organic disney'. A lot of 'progressive' attention in the US has recently focussed on another filmic experience, Al Gore's An Inconvenient Truth (http://www.climatecrisis.net/index.html)

 

In the words of Grist magazine [1]: "For the last several years, largely beneath the media spotlight, Al Gore has been schlepping all over the world with a computer slideshow on global warming, attempting to educate and raise alarm one person, one room, one city at a time. Thanks to the intervention of some Hollywood producers, Gore's message -- now packaged in a documentary, An Inconvenient Truth -- will soon be reaching much larger audiences."

 

A good example then, of avoiding use of the media, and the consequent resource-intensive effort required to go face-to-face.  Often a good long game tactic if you need to build your 'movement' or campaign army before calling the division on an issue amongst a wider public (see p 103 'the Division Bell' in How To Win Campaigns).  Now that Gore's well-packaged televisual is breaking out into the media along with celebrity endorsement, it has triggered a predictable counter-attack.  This comes from the right-wing climate-deniers the CEI or Competitive Enterprise Institute.  

 

One risk for Gore's campaign may be that he is drawn into a personalised gladiatorial style combat with extreme climate-change-deniers.  The result would be punch and Judy rather than a titanic clash which actually changes anything. The way the news media works - polarising and personalising - means that unless his campaign speaks through third parties and uses events to frame meaning, rather than head-to-head debates (all too tempting for politicians), he will get trapped debating the change-phobics rather than shifting the challengers or converts (see the change-curve newly posted at this website).

 

The CEI, funded by Exxon Mobil and others, are running advertisements

(streams.cei.org) extolling the virtues of CO2 as 'life giving'.  These are reminiscent of the claims of the power industry in the 1970s and 1980s that acid rain was ok because crops need sulphur and nitrogen.  If Gore has his plans sorted out he should be able to sideline CEI fairly easily.  If he does so, it may be as much down to chosing his messengers, channels and contexts (see CAMPCAT in December 2005 newsletter) as much as anything to do with 'messages'.

 

With heavyweight Republican backers and involvement of 'non-green' unions and others, Gore's campaign [2] has plenty of potential to spend its millions effectively even though it is both a full frontal assault and apparently focussed not on changing a sequence of events that will bring about change but simply aiming to explain climate change to 'middle America'

and thereby leading politicians.  If it's big enough he may succeed, although starting with the idea that to get action that protects climate, you first need to explain climate change, has been a root failure of many attempts before.

Tipping Point Coming?

 

Even if it doesn't make them happen itself, the Gore climate campaign could greatly benefit by the political and commercial anticipation of tipping points.  One such may be emerging in the shape of US sales of hybrid cars. For example Reuters reports that in one of many similar moves by US States,  Pennsylvania Governor Edward Rendell wants to use part of a US$260 million windfall to double rebates for hybrid cars to US$1,000[3]. Setting aside the plainly loopy and blatantly self interested promotion of ethanol made from corn oil converted with coal and G W Bush's reasons for promoting alternative fuels, the tipping point here is the idea that oil is a problem and people (Americans) need freedom from oil. Once you this idea is embedded, politicians and industry are going down a slippery slope along which advantage increasingly lies in getting further ahead.

Don't Say 'People', Think Which People, And The Message Is, Forget Messages

 

Still with climate, on this side of the pond there are as many fevered attempts to concoct effective 'climate messages' as there now are in the US.

These increasingly involve mainstream political rather than NGO or environmental actors. For instance in May, Simon Retallack who heads up a climate communications project at IPPR in London (the left-leaning Institute of Public Policy Research), described [4] a get-together of leading thinkers on the subject at Ankelohe in Germany.

 

"It would be unfair to say" wrote Retallack, "that the higher profile climate and energy issues are receiving has had no impact. An opinion poll survey of thirty countries (including the United States) published in April

2006 found that a large majority of people believe that climate change is a serious problem. But any change in attitudes is having little impact on behaviour.

"In Britain, for example, the statistics are sobering:• less than 1% of the population has switched to an energy company supplying renewably-sourced electricity; under 0.3% has installed a form of renewable micro-generation such as solar PV or thermal panels • many people admit to not even trying to use their cars less • purchases of highly-efficient cars represent less than 0.2% of new cars sold • just 2% of people claim to offset their emissions from flying".

Retallack devoted most of his article to a report of the United States Climate Message Project led by the FrameWorks Institute.  This " discovered that some of the ways in which climate change is commonly being reported is actually having a counterproductive effect – by immobilizing people".

FrameWorks  found  "that the more people are bombarded with words or images of devastating, quasi- Biblical effects of global warming,  the more likely they are to tune out and switch instead into "adaptationist" mode, focusing on protecting themselves and their families, such as by buying large vehicles to secure their safety".   Invoking the weather "frame" (see for example the beautiful graphic at the front of Al Gore's piece) "sets up a highly pernicious set of reactions, as weather is something we react to and is outside human control". Similarly, " focusing on the long timelines and scale of global warming further encourages people to adapt, encouraging people to think "it won't happen in my lifetime" and "there's nothing an individual can do".  And "stressing the large scale of global warming and then telling people they can solve it through small actions like changing a light-bulb evokes a disconnect that undermines credibility and encourages people to think that action is meaningless. The common practice of throwing solutions in at the end of a discussion fails to signal to people that this is a problem that could be solved at all".

Simon points out that the significance of these findings was that "they applied to modes of communication that represented the norm in terms of US news coverage and environmental groups' own communications on the issue".

They  "showed that a typical global warming news story – outlining the scientific proof, stressing the severe consequences of inaction and urging immediate steps – was causing people to think that preventive action was futile."

All good stuff (the rest of the article is worth reading too) but simply discovering this isn't in itself enough.     In 2004 some colleagues and I pointed out exactly these sorts of problems to the UK government, then planning its own version of the Gore climate communications plan.   For example exhorting personal or 'community' actions, while portraying climate change as a 'global negotiation' issue (frame requirement = action by global negotiators not Mrs Smith of 14 Acacia drive).  Researchers working for Greenpeace described this as the 'Blue Peter trap': Blue Peter is a BBC children's tv programme famously showing 'things you can do at home'.  Such actions did not 'fit' with problems like global warming, unless there was a clear mechanism through which they all visibly added together to tip a balance.

There is more.  Simon Retallack talks about 'discussions'.  This is the natural mode of thinking for politicians - from IPPR to Al Gore - discussion, argument and the consequent assumption that what we need to do is to 'get the message right' and find 'motivating messages'.  Retallack, like others, for example the UK Roundtable on Sustainable Development in its lengthy study on 'consumer' action I Will If you Will [5] essentially focuses on dialogue.  The difference between advocacy and campaigns though is that a good campaign changes things like context and interests through creating events.  This is something which most politicians are not used to, indeed the lives they lead - how they spend their time - do not equip them to do so unless they get into government.  It is unlikely therefore that their attempts to find 'golden bullet' messages, even with the help of frame analysis, will bring about much change unless the efforts feed into campaign construction.  The question is not just getting right 'what we say' or even 'how we say it' but 'what we will do'.

Lastly, and I have been guilty of this too, many of these compendious studies draw together strands of evidence from all over the place, and then talk consistently about 'people', as if these are somehow all insights into 'human nature'.   (I Will If You Will is a good example).   But we know (see for example the previous newsletters and studies at this website dealing with Value Modes) that 'people' are radically different in their needs and motivations.  'Messages' or communications attempts which work for one lot will not 'work' for another.  At its very crudest you won't need one but at least three golden bullets.

Here the traditional vanguard campaign has an advantage.  It can better afford for most of its 'messages' to fall on stony ground. Campaigners may be able to afford to work with only a small fraction of the population, for example as activists and other allies, and by careful planning of a critical paths, to bring about a series of events which create the desired outcome. Very few significant campaigns have ever tried to progress by changing the populations ways with a broad brush, one person at a time.  Many for example, will have been led and pivoted around the actions of a small part of the population such as the 'Concerned Ethicals' and a few other Value Modes (see www.cultdyn.co.uk)

But that's not what a lot of the would-be climate 'campaigns' are now all about.  Instead they aim to get large numbers, sometimes all the 'people' or 'the public' to, in Retallack's words, to "choose to behave differently".  For this Herculean task, not to segment your population psychologically (motivationally) is absolutely fatal.  To then target them all at once is inadvisable.  The majority US or UK 'Prospectors' for example follow the 'Pioneers' - curbing your air travel for instance is a behaviour they've only just started.  Another way to target likely actors, not so good but practical, is to simply look at those already taking some sort of relevant action.    So forget 'messages' for 'the public' or 'people' and find out which people, and which events, signs, signals, messengers and other factors are motivational.  'Frames' are just one small part of that.

Quote used at the An Inconvenient Truth website:  "It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends upon him not understanding it" - Upton Sinclair

Worth a read

The actual 2005 speech by Lee Scott, CEO of Walmart

 http://walmartstores.com/Files/21st%20Century%20Leadership.pdf 'Twenty First Century leadership' - may yet turn out to be one of the most significant speeches for the environment in decades.  Much-discussed and sending shock-waves around the Walmart global empire as practices are changed, with huge implications for many sectors it touches.

    

Time For Open Source News?

The Independent newspaper reports [6] that "Federal authorities are actively investigating dozens of American television stations for broadcasting items produced by the Bush administration and major corporations, and passing them off as normal news.  Some of the fake news segments talked up success in the war in Iraq, or promoted the companies' products".

'Real' news in the report is taken to be news that has been created/ discovered by the news media.  Here the issue is the re-presenting of VNRs (video news releases) by news channels, as if they had no source other than the news organisation itself.  For example the report notes: "an Iraqi-American in Kansas City was seen saying "Thank you Bush. Thank you USA" in response to the 2003 fall of Baghdad. The footage was actually produced by the State Department".

Sometimes campaigning NGOs have fallen foul of the same system, though often the boot is on the other foot, for example when tv stations use their material without crediting it (when the NGO would have quite liked a credit), and then disowned it afterwards. 

One solution to all this would be for all news media outlets to be open about their sources.  Of course they could still protect sensitive sources but there is nothing to stop them from naming NGOs, government officials and departments and the host of PR and public affairs companies who actually provide the great majority of material repackaged as 'news' in the press, on radio and on tv.  Some web based news magazines get close to this but it's uncommon elsewhere.  News operations ought to post links to the press releases and other raw material which their reports are based on - then readers or viewers could also make their own minds up.  What have they got to lose apart from some status, and good relations with the PR industry ? Perhaps that's why it doesn't happen.
[1] Al Revere, David Roberts, Grist Magazine, www.grist.org  09 May 2006
[2] see eg The Sway of the World, Gore-backed group will spend big to convince Americans climate change is real, By Amanda Griscom Little, Grist Magazine, www.grist.org  19 May 2006

[3] see eg http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/36613/story.htm
[4] Ankelohe and beyond: communicating climate change, Simon Retallack, 17 May 2006 www.opendemocracy.net 
[5] www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=367 - 9k
[6]  Andrew Buncombe , Bush 'planted fake news stories on American TV'  in Washington The Independent 29 May 2006
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