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Strategy of the Month – Over Here !

The Hier Project www.hier.info is an unusual and clever campaign.  Whether it works or not remains to be seen but it is at least designed to try and solve a real problem defined by observing why change has not come about.  Here’s the problem template:

· In countries like the Netherlands ‘climate change’ is often seen as a problem ‘for tomorrow’, and /or, one that ‘people’ can do little or nothing about  

· Climate change is also a classic ‘collaborative’ problem – tackling it patently requires the cooperation of many actors, not just governments, businesses or organisations but all of them (see the excellent account in The Wisdom of Crowds* by James Surowieki)

· Put these together and a lack of visible action reinforces the idea that nothing can be done, or is being done; in contrast, enough visible signs of action induce most others to follow suit – normative behaviour

The brainchild of campaigner Sible Schone of Klimaatbureau sible@klimaatbureau.nl , the Hier project sets out to signal action in a multiplicity of ways.  ‘Hier’ means here – a basic concept for all human beings, which immediately translates into any language, and which Sible hopes will come to mean “climate action is here”.  At present the campaign is running in the Netherlands and Belgium, while groups in several other European countries are considering it.

In Holland some 40 Dutch Nature Conservation, Environment, Development and Humanitarian NGOs have joined Hier under the simple green dot logo, to develop a Joint Climate Change Program. The coalition includes Oxfam, Red Cross Netherlands, Unicef, PLAN, and WWF.  The project came about after the Dutch Postcode Lottery, one of the main financial supports of the Dutch NGO community, told groups that it thought their efforts were too fractured to have an effect and invited them to step up with a bigger more collaborative programme.

Hier therefore ‘labels’ activities ranging from disaster risk or poverty reduction, and sustainable development efforts to climate ‘witnesses’; emissions policy programmes and protests, and aims to convince at least one million consumers to take action and to influence government and business policies.  Its well-researched Paris-based ‘top-ten’ consumer website http://www.topten.info  showing which are the ‘best’ cars, washing machines, fridges etc on climate grounds, is a model other campaigns might emulate.

On various conditions adapted from Greenpeace policy, commercial companies, such as DeLonghi (air conditioner) or Peugeot (car), are allowed to use the Hier logo in conjunction with any product which features in the ‘top ten’.  

A key question for Hier is whether it can spread into more countries without the financial incentive provided by funders like the Dutch Post Code Lottery. One strength it has is the opportunity it creates to engage organisations which would like to do something significant about climate change without getting entangled in the policy labyrinth of emissions politics, which has ensnared most NGOs ‘working on the issue’ and which all too often submerges their efforts in a sea of jargon and policy-literalism (www.campaignstrategy.org/newsletters/campaignstrategy_newsletter_2.doc), all too unattractive to ‘the public’.

Campaigns and Social Marketing

As environmental issues move further into the ‘mainstream’, many organsiations, particular in the public sector, are trying to use the techniques of ‘social marketing’ to achieve ‘behaviour change’ by individuals. In countries like the UK, social marketing is already the default choice for communications in sectors such as health promotion but does it work ?

The answer, as with campaigning, is sometimes.  Well known British examples include publicly funded campaigns to discourage drunk driving, often executed over decades and with huge public expenditure. 

‘Social marketing’ has its roots in social policy and uses some marketing techniques. One consultancy www.socialmarketingpractice.co.uk defines it this way: "At its heart, social marketing applies systematic strategic policy, market innovation and marketing communications to achieve specific behaviour change and behavioural goals for social good."
I’d be interested to hear what others think but to my mind, several features distinguish campaigns from social marketing exercises.

· Campaigns tend to flow from an analysis of power, and usually involve trying to change the balance of interests, and/or their exercise of power and influence (in this sense campaigns owe more to politics and war than to marketing or social theory)

· Campaigns, following from the above, are usually a struggle – there is a clear dialectic, and so they can create drama and a story (see pages 27-9, 123-4 and 21-4 of How To Win Campaigns http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/1853839620/202-9402211-7215018 ) 

· Campaigns invite joint action to a common objective, usually at a higher level, eg a decision by others in a position of greater power, and are ‘come with me’ exercises 

In contrast, social marketing exercises generally are more conservative, and often confine their ‘improvements’ to communication efforts to things such as choice of channel, or context for delivering ‘messages’ (see the CAMPCAT http://www.campaignstrategy.org/newsletters/campaignstrategy_newsletter_20.doc  communications factors).

For example a review of UK government-funded social marketing exercises notes how research on preferred communication channels used by farmers led a project on farm wastes to switch to phone and post rather than the internet – farmers had the internet but didn’t like getting information that way. Obviously any communications effort should make such checks.

However the same study found that large a number of multi-million pound communications efforts were unable to show any result. This study was unpublished and because of its findings is perhaps likely to remain so !

Having been involved with a number of government ‘social marketing’ exercises, it seems to me that common causes of failure include the following:

· they seek to change ‘consumer’ behaviour but fall foul of the ‘too-big too-small’ problem (see p 29 How To Win Campaigns), particularly when government itself is the messenger http://www.campaignstrategy.org/newsletters/campaignstrategy_newsletter_20.doc and government is not seen to be doing ‘its bit’. A classic example was the UK Environment Department climate campaign “Are You Doing Your Bit”, which exhorted individuals to bike rather than take a car ride, fronted by John Prescott well known for his two jaguar cars and followed by a massive government-funded expansion of road building

· they seek to change consumer behaviour without understanding motivation. The work of the UK Energy Savings Trust and much of the ‘sustainable development’ community – government and NGO efforts – makes this mistake.  Social policy theory and social-economic segmentation tells you little or nothing of any use about why people do or don’t behave in particular ways.  Many studies on energy efficiency (for example the last UK House of Lords Inquiry) identify the need for behavioural research but then fail to commission psychological, behavioural research, instead falling back on socio-economics. Instead they should use qualitative psychological studies, the most quantifiable and widely applicable of which is Value Modes (www.cultdyn.co.uk) – see for example the values and voters study at this site. If for instance people are buying or using 4x4s for reasons of esteem, then the alternative has to be made more desirable – there needs be a ‘sustainable development advantage’ in adopting it, in their terms, not simply a ‘case’ for it in terms which appeal to economic rationalists or moralising environmentalists.

· They are one-to-many exercises, which is fine if all that matters to individuals is consuming a product or service themselves but not if the gain or benefit comes about through interaction.  Collaborative and sometimes coordination problems – described by Surowiecki as noted above – can both fall into this category – they simply can’t be solved without interaction. Often it is government’s desire not to lose control by allowing individuals to interact and decide together how to go forward, that leads their ‘social marketing’ efforts never to achieve any head of steam or momentum.  They are at best, as someone once put it, “hot air balloons kept aloft by spending public money”.  As soon as the spend stops, so does the effect. In contrast, a campaign with ‘legs’, a conversation with society rather than advice to it, can develop its own momentum. 

In the UK at least, government recognizes it has a problem. In 2004, the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit wrote in ‘Personal Responsibility and Changing Behaviour’: “Nearly all public policies rest on assumptions about human behaviour.  However, these are rarely made explicit, or tested against available evidence”.  The government would do well to consider the lessons of what works in campaign design and in commerce (where psychological rather than economic analysis rules in sales and marketing), and combine that with what social marketing has to offer.

What is most worrying though is an increasing tendency, most obvious in the case of attempts to ‘change behaviour’ over things such as domestic energy use or car purchasing under the banner of ‘sustainable development’, is if NGOs begin to adopt the mistakes of the public sector.
One to watch

http://www.sonyclassics.com/whokilledtheelectriccar/electric.html
 

And Lastly
Regular readers will remember that this newsletter has boldly predicted that air travel – or rather not air travelling – could become an iconic campaign.

The Times of London recently reported: ‘JET TRAVEL is a sin, says the Bishop of London, and of course he is right’ – www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,1062-2285559,00.html
While The Guardian had ‘Boom in green holidays as ethical travel takes off  Gas-guzzling industry is belatedly catching up with growing market’ - http://travel.guardian.co.uk/news/story/0,,1822239,00.html

Justin Francis, managing director of the firm responsibletravel.com, said to The Guardian:  "Our bookings are double what they were this time last year. We have had this consumer demand (for ethical products) in food and fair trade for 15 years, but not in travel."  According to consumer research firm Mintel, by 2010 the outgoing "ethical" holiday market from the UK will have swollen to 2.5m trips a year.

More on the air travel and climate issue – see previous editions of this newsletter eg numbers 18, 24, 22 and 23
* The Wisdom Of Crowds: Why The Many Are Smarter Than the Few, James Surowiecki, pub Abacus 2005
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