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for anyone aspiring to become a Head of 
Communications, reminding us not only of 
the basics which can easily be forgotten, but 
also the range and complexity of issues and 
thinking that need to be on our radar.”

Simon Jones, Chair, LGcommunications

B
e S

m
arter

B
e S

m
arter

N
otes and

 su
g

g
estions for p

u
b

lic sector com
m

s p
eop

le
M

ark F
letch

er-B
row

n

Sponsored byA publication from

Notes and suggestions for
public sector comms people

Mark Fletcher-Brown



Be Smarter

Notes and suggestions for public sector 
comms people

Mark Fletcher-Brown

Published by Reputation Counsel Ltd. 
52 Newbold Road 
Desford 
LE9 9GS

Visit our website at www.reputationcounsel.net

Copyright © Mark Fletcher-Brown 2017

Mark Fletcher-Brown asserts the moral right to be identified 
as the author of this work.

Design and layout by Jack Statham

www.jackstatham.co.uk

All rights reserved.

This is an open access document. The terms are that 
copyright remains with the copyright holder, but users 
may download, save and distribute this work in any format 
provided (1) that reputation counsel is cited; (2) that the 
web address www.reputationcounsel.net is published 
together with a prominent copy of this notice; (3) the text 
is used in full without amendment [extracts may be used for 
criticism or review]; (4) the work is not re-sold; (5) the link 
for any online use is sent to reputation@mac.com



About the author

Mark Fletcher-Brown is a director of Reputation Counsel, 
a communication consultancy. He has been a journalist, 
columnist and university lecturer and has written extensively 
about communication management in articles and books. 
He has worked with over 70 public sector organisations 
in local government, health, housing and nationally, held 
eight director of communication roles, and has lectured 
on communication in the UK, Cyprus and at Moscow 
State University.



About this note

This note builds on smart comms, published in February 
2017 which can be downloaded from either 
www.reputationcounsel.net or www.lgcomms.org.uk. 

This is an advice note designed to help anyone working in 
public sector communication focus on areas where you can 
make a marked and measurable difference. 

It is one small contribution towards helping you to become 
an effective comms professional. In terms of organising your 
thinking and action on effective communication, you should 
look at the excellent OASIS framework on the Government 
Communication Service website. It will help you to structure 
your thinking and provide pointers and tactics to ensure your 
time is not wasted. 

I hope you will find this note useful. 

Mark Fletcher-Brown

Thank you

Thanks to those who contributed to this publication by 
commenting on earlier drafts and making suggestions. 
Thanks in particular to Tess Brown, Andy Carter, Toni 
Hall, Olivia Harris, Simon Jones, Mark Newbold, Emma 
Rodgers, Laura Skaife-Knight, Kate Stark, Giuseppina 
Valenza and Debbie Wilshire.

This booklet is dedicated to Hamish Davidson, who has 
been a constant source of ideas, challenge, insight and wise 
counsel for many years.
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Chapter 1

Unless you are changing what people know, 
feel, do or perceive through your comms 
then you are in danger of simply creating 
noise. The more tangible the results of 
your activities and the more compelling 
the important things that would not have 
happened but for your work, the more 
valuable you will be. Being effective means 
being focused. It’s not about doing more, 
it’s about doing the right things. And well.
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The big challenge we face in communication is where to 
focus our attention.

People communicate every minute of every working day. 
There are letters and emails to service users, face to face 
interactions, attempts to influence behaviour, attempts to 
motivate and inspire people, meetings, performance reviews, 
interviews with the media, staff briefings, presentations, 
articles, blogs, vlogs and staff-leaving events.

One thing is clear: there is no shortage of work.

The question for you is this: what can you focus on if you 
are to have the biggest impact on life in your council or 
health trust?

For me, it’s about outcomes. It’s not the communication 
itself or the advice we give to senior leaders or the campaigns 
we design or the crises we mitigate, it’s the outcomes that are 
created as a result of our activities.

Let’s say that there are four key outcomes you might want to 
create or help to bring about. These could apply to all of the 
audiences or publics that matter to your organisation.

You could want them to:

• Know something – building awareness of services, changes 
or policies.

• Feel something – have an emotional response to something 
your organisation is saying or doing.

• Do something – you may want to create a message that 
will change behaviour and cause people to take action. 
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• Perceive something – here you may want to change the 
way that key people or your organisation is perceived by 
key audiences.

In other words, the four key outcomes are:

• Knowledge

• Emotion

• Action

• Perception changes 

So if you are to deliver maximum value for the money they 
pay you, then focusing on those outcomes that are most 
important to the organisation and influencing them in some 
way – through advice, action or production – is one way of 
ensuring that you deliver.

The truth is that there is so much communication going on 
that unless we focus, then we may have no impact at all. Or 
our input may be negligible. Or worse, it may contribute to 
unhelpful “noise”.

Sadly, even in areas where we are working, where we have 
a role to play, we might find that the impact of our work is 
marginal, given the overall outcomes we are trying to create.

Take media relations. You might have a responsibility for 
ensuring that your organisation gets a good press. And to 
that end, you might build relationships with journalists, 
manage difficult issues, present news positively and advise 
on the way that key documents might be presented 
at meetings.

All that will matter.
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But you won’t be able to manage all relationships between 
the media and your organisation. Journalists will seek to 
build deep connections with a wide variety of individuals. 
Nor will you able to control everything that journalists see. 
There will be leaks, private briefings, “helpful” comments, 
misdirection and game-playing.

By building excellent relationships with the media, by 
staying abreast of their agenda and by becoming a trusted 
friend and adviser of the key people on your side, you could 
have a bigger impact.

To do this, you will need to set aside time: to understand all 
of the key players, to anticipate their needs and to ensure 
that you are thought credible and helpful. Even so, whilst it 
may have an impact on the nature of media coverage, your 
input may have little or no impact on the net outcomes – if 
these are measured in terms of what local people will know, 
feel or do as a result of your media relations activity.

Focused activity will get you one step closer to having an 
impact. And you could apply this logic to every area of work 
that involves communication in your organisation.

So…

To have maximum impact:

• Identify the key outcomes that matter to your 
organisation and how you would measure their delivery

• Look at how you can contribute to the realisation of these 
outcomes alongside the other activity that will help in 
the delivery
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• Avoid being drawn into activity that has little or 
no impact

• Avoid doing things that you may enjoy but have little 
or no impact

• Keep reviewing your effectiveness and your impact on 
outcomes to learn and improve your work
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Chapter 2

It’s no accident that you’ll find the 
basics, milk and bread, at the back of a 
supermarket; that you’ll find compelling 
offers on the ends of aisles; that there are 
lots of tempting things at the check out; 
that they keep changing where products 
are so you have to keep searching. 
Everything is geared towards creating an 
outcome: getting us to buy more. When we 
are very clear about what the outcome is, 
when we know what success looks like and 
when we do things that we know will work, 
we will be effective.
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People are going to ask you to do things at work. The key is 
to focus on those that create outcomes that matter the most 
to the organisation. And when you have agreed what those 
will be, to then define what success looks like. This sounds 
easy but it is anything but. 

First, it is worth politely challenging any request so that 
your commission is linked to something real and deliverable. 
There is always a risk in chasing ghosts where the outcomes 
are neither real, achievable nor measurable. 

For example, you may be asked to help improve the 
reputation of the organisation. You will find that there 
probably isn’t a single shared measure of reputation around 
the table. Further, you won’t know (in almost all cases) your 
starting point – what value do different groups of people 
put on your reputation today? You may not be clear about 
what factors affect reputation or determine how audiences 
make judgements about your organisation. And finally, you 
may discover that reputation is broadly affected by activity 
– what the organisation does or doesn’t do (sometimes 
in relation to promises or expectations) rather than by 
communication. 

You could engage in all sorts of activities – sending out 
communications, creating campaigns, supporting all sorts of 
proclamations (promises to the community and so on) – but 
unless you have a starting point, and a clear definition of 
what success looks like (or should look like), then your work 
may be marginal, ineffective, or worse, counter-productive. 
You might even attract criticism.

Some of the things you may be asked to do will look as 
though they are contributing towards outcomes: improving 
your organisation’s profile in the media; increasing the 
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number of twitter followers; getting features in the trade 
press; sending out news releases; publishing internal 
newsletters. 

Activity is fine but you should still be absolutely clear about 
how it will contribute towards core outcomes – what your 
organisation wants its key audiences to know, feel, do 
or perceive. 

Deliver what you can measure

Delivering communication results is not easy. We do not 
communicate in hermetically sealed spaces. We engage 
audiences in the real world where there are multiple 
distractions and many others seeking to talk to them. 

I would argue that the whole point of communication is to 
have an impact on what key audiences know, feel, do or 
perceive. The reality, though, can be quite different. 

We might want an audience to know something or to 
know more about something. We might want an audience 
to feel something. We will want audiences to do things – 
recycle, care, involve themselves in communities, behave as 
reasonable citizens. And we will want audiences to perceive 
things – perceive our organisation to add value to their lives, 
perceive it to be good value for money, perceive it to 
be important. 

But to have any impact on any core outcome, we will need 
to focus. 

We simply cannot communicate with everyone all of the 
time. In the real world, people won’t listen to us all of the 
time. We will blend into the background. Sometimes, we 
will come to their attention because of things we have 
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done. This may result in our organisation being perceived 
differently or negatively so we may need to intervene to shift 
perceptions again in our favour. 

The key is in focusing on communication that will cut 
through, gain attention and stand some chance of delivering 
an outcome. Pumping out endless stuff may provide ever 
more reasons for your message to be ignored. 

Ask: what does success look like? 

The more you can force whoever is commissioning your 
work to be specific in terms of what success looks like, the 
easier it will be for you to determine whether or not their 
outcome is deliverable. 

For example, you may be tasked to get a better press for 
the organisation. But what does that mean? If it means that 
there will never be any criticism of the organisation in the 
local media, then that’s not going to happen; unless your 
organisation does nothing challenging henceforth, there will 
always be negative press from time to time. 

You could be asked to reduce dropped litter. That 
seems straightforward but what, practically, would the 
commissioner be looking for? In which area should there be 
less litter? How would you measure the effectiveness of your 
communication activity?

Once you know what success could look like (in the minds 
of those who commission your services) you will still have to 
assess whether or not it is deliverable. Arguably, anything is 
doable if you have enough money and time. But since both 
are limited in the public sector, you will have to take a look 
at the challenge and work out what you would have to do, 
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when and in what way in order to deliver the 
outcome sought. 

What you will be doing is appraising the challenge and then 
establishing whether you can deliver. It will leave you in one 
of three places.

First, you may determine that it is simply not doable. 
Second, you may determine that it is doable where all 
actions and communications are within your scope. Or third, 
you may determine that in order to create the outcome, 
communication activity will work alongside other actions 
(things that the organisation and its leaders will have to do).

By collating all of the above information, you should be able 
to address the following questions:

• What would we have to say and do in order to create the 
outcome we seek?

• What skills, resources, finances and time would we need 
to do so?

• On a cost-benefit analysis, should we recommend 
doing this?

You may advise that the outcomes in their present form are 
not deliverable. Or you may advise that the disbenefits of 
delivery are greater than the benefits.

Crucially, you will know what you are trying to achieve, 
whether it is achievable, what success should look like and 
how you would measure it.
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Some complications

Even with the above approach, you are not out of the woods. 
Here are some things to bear in mind:

Contradictory outcomes

You may be part of a team tasked with delivering 
contradictory outcomes. For example, I was once tasked 
with helping an organisation to improve how local 
communities perceived it. Within two weeks of arriving, 
it was announced that the organisation was both closing a 
number of care homes and reorganising its school system 
which was to result in the closure of several valued and 
popular schools. These two bedfellows sat oddly next to one 
another. 

Look at your tasks from the point of view of the audiences 
you are trying to reach. Would they make sense from their 
perspective?

Don’t be afraid to point out the implications of 
communication plans that conflict and to seek further 
clarification on the brief.

The top team may want different things (and be 
unaware of the fact)

You may equally find that the top team want your team 
to focus on achieving different outcomes with the same 
audiences. These may not be expressed through a discussion 
on strategy but through a series of independent commissions. 
You could even find that the executive or members of it want 
additional outcomes that never reach print.
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Seek guidance if you find yourself facing in several 
directions at the same time. 

Lack of evaluation

You may embrace evaluation, seeking to know whether your 
approach and advice actually works. Others, though, may be 
less committed to finding uncomfortable truths. Sometimes 
people will want to put the best gloss on activity. You may 
find it easier to do this too. Whatever public messages you 
send out about your activity, ensure that you extract as much 
learning as possible.
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Chapter 3

We will all make judgements about people 
on the basis of information that may have 
nothing to do with anything. We may meet 
someone for the first time, discover they 
have a firm handshake, find them to be 
likeable, like that they make eye contact 
and enjoy the attention they pay to us and 
perceive them very positively. They may 
simply be using the proxies we use to judge 
people to manage our perceptions.
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So let’s be straight here. Some of the things you will be 
doing and will be asked to do may have no direct impact on 
what people (in a variety of audiences) know, feel or do. You 
may not gather data. You probably will have neither the time 
nor the resources. But you will still do these things. We all 
live in the proxy world. 

That is to say that proxies – things that stand in for other 
things – can form the basis of the perceptions. How do we 
know a restaurant is good? We could look at TripAdvisor 
or the like and see how many people rate it. That will tell 
us what they think on a 0-10 scale but nothing of the basis 
upon which they have made those judgements. They may 
favour magnolia walls and bright smiles. Who knows? Or we 
could ask our friends. That would at least enable us to probe 
their thinking. 

I asked this question of a group of leisure managers in a 
session on perceptions some years ago. They listed 29 things 
they would look at – proxies – the loos, staff friendliness, 
car parking, the lighting, ambience, the number of people in 
the restaurant, the quality of the cutlery and so on. Nobody 
mentioned the food. 

So in seeking to manage perceptions, which is one of the 
things that we are employed to do, we will need to determine 
the basis upon which people (those in our target audience) 
make judgements. We will need to know what they’re 
looking at, what matters to them. 

Why the local media matter

Coverage of your organisation in the local media will be one 
proxy. Practically, most people who will read, see and hear 
news about your organisation will barely notice it. Levels of 
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trust in public services are rarely high. Expectations, given 
the scale of cuts, may be low. Unless you do something 
that shocks people, then much of it will wash over readers, 
listeners and viewers. There may be two reasons. First, most 
people know that the news media focus on either negative or 
exceptional events. Good news simply doesn’t sell – except 
for in human interest or “and finally” slots. Second, to many, 
the local media will be a key source of information (maybe 
the only source) about what you do. 

So whilst media activity may not change what people know 
about you, feel about you, do as a result of reading about you 
or how they perceive you, it will still matter. Media coverage 
is a proxy. It will be looked at very closely inside your 
organisation. Politicians and senior officers will obsess over 
it. They will want good news to be promoted and bad news 
to be mitigated or suppressed. 

If your organisation is constantly lambasted in the local 
rag it won’t be long before someone says, “Does the chief 
executive know what they’re doing?” And unsurprisingly, 
that question will soon be framed in a headline, no doubt 
prompted by someone keen to see that they have a change 
of career:“CX future ‘uncertain’”.

And this is where you can come in, by keeping stories out of 
the public eye that might otherwise garner coverage. How? 
By putting stories in that are far more interesting, by giving 
journalists “exclusive” access to things that might otherwise 
be out of reach, by fixing up private conversations with the 
editor and the like.
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Finding out which proxies count

Communication is important in organisations both in terms 
of tangible and measurable outcomes and the ways in 
which you can have an impact on perceptions. But not all 
perception management takes place on a large stage. 

Not all audiences are equal. Of course, you will focus your 
time in ensuring that external audiences know about the 
things that might affect them – and potentially change the 
way that they perceive or value the organisation. But you 
don’t talk to them every day – if at all (although as a resident 
you’ll also probably be a service user). 

But you do talk to editors and journalists. You may even 
talk to bloggers. And they can shape the kind of coverage 
that you get. So understanding how they make sense of your 
organisation and its key leaders will matter. They might be 
looking for consistency – something that can break down 
when people are not “singing from the same hymn sheet”. 
They may be listening to inside voices who are “telling it 
like it is”. They will have moles and they’ll be taking a feed 
from them. 

The leadership of the organisation – political and managerial 
– is not immune to this kind of thinking. Good coverage can 
act as a proxy for good leadership. It can show that you are 
doing good things and being competent. Government may 
monitor how local authorities are being covered. Where 
stories grow and appear to be building momentum, they may 
feel compelled to step in and “do something”. 

Similarly, inside the organisation, a run of bad front pages 
can say to political groups that those in charge are not 
competent. One council leader said to me that his group look 
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at the press and make judgements about him on that basis. 
In the absence of other information about the activities of 
leaders, the local media stands in as a proxy. 

Similarly, knowing how staff judge the leadership will be 
important. There will be objective data that staff could use – 
whether they have progression opportunities, whether they 
have good conditions, a future and this kind of thing. But 
staff may not use such objective criteria to judge whether 
they are being well-led. 

Whether or not the chief executive is visible to staff may 
not have any direct impact on what they do or how they 
work. But being conspicuously absent might “signal” to 
some that the chief executive doesn’t care, isn’t interested or 
won’t make time for people who matter. Staff and managers 
may want to read, in a blog, what the chief executive is 
doing. The words act in a symbolic way by referring to good 
practice, talking about successes and what’s coming. 

I worked in one organisation – which experienced a major 
crisis of faith in the leadership – where directors were judged 
on the basis of having reserved named parking spaces in 
which no-one else could park. These were deemed to be 
indicative of their attitude to the organisation and their sense 
of aloofness. 

Crucially, if you are going to spend time navigating around 
the proxy world, you need to be clear that this is what 
you are doing. These are outcomes of a different kind. 
They relate to the way that different audiences may make 
judgements about leaders or the organisation. As such they 
may contribute significantly to perceptions. But unless you 
are clear that you are actively helping, you may in fact be 
hindering by promoting activities or comments that confirm 
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prejudices or stoke up unhappiness.

What could this mean to you?

You should understand how key figures in the organisation 
are being judged and by whom. Once you understand 
the basis upon which different audiences are judging 
the leadership and the organisation, you can advise 
on the actions they might take and the nature of their 
communication. You may also advise on the actions that 
they may avoid. And you can look at the potential impact of 
different scenarios on their credibility (in the minds of target 
audiences) or the degree to which different audiences may 
have faith in them. 

In fact, it’s worth asking the question: To what extent (on a 
scale of 0-10) do you have faith in the leadership? Followed 
by: On what basis would you make this judgement? 

The answers may be uncomfortable but can prove invaluable 
if your leadership is perceived negatively. When asked, and 
assured of anonymity, staff (and partners asked the same 
questions) will be frank. Importantly, they can identify 
the proxies that they use. And armed with those, you 
can literally transform the way that key individuals and 
organisations are perceived. 

Ensuring you are valuable to the organisation 
(and its leader)

Importantly, both looking at the outcomes that matter 
(rooted in the communication strategy) and at proxy 
communications, you can ensure that your time is focused on 
those areas which are likely to perceived as valuable 
(to the people who make decisions). This is about linking 
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your time to meaningful outcomes. Ideally, there should be 
a read-across.

The difference here is that you are trying to maximise your 
contribution to the outcomes that matter the most. The 
more you actively contribute towards the achievement of the 
outcomes that matter to senior leaders (and the organisation 
– these may be different), the more valuable you will be 
judged to be. 

But, in the midst of it all, find meaning in what you do. 
Appearing to be responsive, for example, matters. By 
responding positively to things that are not immediately 
tangible, you may secure more influence in the future – or 
put yourself in a position to hear helpful things. 

In other words, there should be a net benefit to all activity. If 
there is none, then seriously question (to yourself, in the first 
instance) the value of how you are spending your time. 

If you find that your week is crammed full of unrelated 
and inconsequential activity, talk to your manager. To be 
effective – and to be thought so – there needs to be a clear 
link between what you do and the delivery of outcomes 
that matter. 

There should be a golden thread between your activities and 
the key organisational outcomes. Here’s a story to help you 
keep this in mind. It’s said that when President Kennedy was 
supporting the space programme, he visited Cape Canaveral. 
During the visit he wandered into a warehouse where a man 
was sweeping the floor. “Tell me”, he said to the man, 
“what do you do?” “I’m helping to put a man on the moon”, 
he replied. 

How often do you put people on the moon?
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Chapter 4

Communication is both art and science. 
The art bit is about creativity and finding 
new ways of solving problems when dealing 
with audiences inured to perception 
change. The science helps when triggering 
knowledge, emotional and perception 
shift, particularly when we need to create 
outcomes that matter to senior leaders.
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Maybe it’s the result of the communication profession being 
a confluence of different ideas, backgrounds, skill sets and 
experiences but I’m conscious that we don’t often talk about 
the key principles behind our work. 

We spend time dealing with channels, with media (social 
and traditional), with managing crises and with being at 
the top table, a constant preoccupation for all directors of 
comms, particularly for those who aren’t asked to attend. 

So I thought it might be worth restating some points on 
method. Forgive me if you find this patronising. 

The basic comms formula

The key outcomes we’ll look at here are in changing what 
people (our target audience) know, feel, do and perceive as a 
result of our communication. 

The basic engine for this change is sending messages in 
a variety of forms to them. At the heart of this shift is the 
availability heuristic - which suggests that people will 
make up their minds about something on the basis of 
available information. 

So when we put our key message to an audience, the idea 
is that they will use that to reach a view about what we are 
saying. Our message will (theoretically) influence what they 
know, what they feel, what they do and how they perceive 
us, or the thing that is the subject of our message. There are 
complexities and we’ll get to those in a minute. 

In its simplest sense, our audience will only be able to take 
account of our communication if we put it there. But, of 
course, it is not as simple as this.
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An audience will not only take our message into account 
when reaching a view, it will listen to other voices. So our 
message might be competing with others talking to the same 
audience but saying different things. 

The extent to which the audience will believe any message 
will depend upon multiple factors: trust, history, prejudices 
and biases. You will know that people are more likely to 
believe something when it fits with their beliefs. That’s 
confirmation bias.

And we might only get attention for our message in the first 
place – so that it can be taken into account – if it is presented 
in such a way as to be interesting to our target audience. 
Here we need to think about the benefits our message might 
offer and whether the messenger is credible.

To make our message more interesting to a particular 
audience, we will frame it in terms that are meaningful to it. 
We may use their language, specific words or references. We 
may also use the concepts that this audience uses to make 
sense of the world.

We will also choose other factors to help our message 
connect. We will choose a speaker that has credibility with 
this audience. We will choose a location that will add weight 
to our message. We may align our message (and our speaker) 
with another known credible figure. We will time our 
message so that it is more likely to be heard and listened to. 
And we will ensure that the message is not too long so that it 
doesn’t exhaust our audience’s attention.

Our message may also play to the prejudices and biases 
that our audience has. That way, we’re saying what they’re 
thinking. We might also tune into the Zeitgeist or other 
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current issues so that our message resonates with 
the audience.

We may go further and draw upon an audience’s hopes and 
fears to frame our message. We may play to their biases and 
prejudices. We will certainly frame our messages differently 
depending upon what outcome we want. We may use 
killer facts (e.g. if you eat two digestive biscuits a day for a 
year on top of your normal diet you will put on one stone 
in weight) to build knowledge and awareness. We will use 
emotive language and images to change how people feel. We 
will draw upon knowledge of people’s needs and wants to 
cause them to take action. We may even bring others with 
powerful associations into the mix to create interest 
or excitement.

Finally, we’ll find as many ways as we can to ensure our 
message is repeated over and over and over. The more that 
our message is repeated to a key audience (assuming that 
they find it interesting and credible), the more there will be 
awareness – and the more likely it will be taken into account 
when they (collectively) are making up their minds about us 
and what we are saying.

Repetition is possibly one of the hardest to achieve. We can 
risk becoming patronising or boring if we say something 
trite repeatedly. At the same time, well-crafted messages can 
resonate with an audience to the point where they use our 
messages in their own conversation.

So let’s look now at how we might apply this to the 
outcomes we’re trying to create.
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Knowledge

If we want to build awareness of something, to ensure that 
people know something, then we will repeat a form of words 
until they acquire it. We will say the same thing over and 
over again.

But for this to even begin to work we need to know:

• Who they are – who is the audience (or public)?

• How they see the world and how this might influence 
how they perceive our message

• Their values and other factors that might affect 
perceptions

• How we might reach them – the communication channel

• What words they might find attractive 

• How we might initially get their attention

• What other things might affect their level of attention 

• How we might hold their attention – the potential 
benefits we might offer

• What would make them want to listen to us – the things 
that make us credible in their eyes

All of these factors will or should have an impact on our 
choice of words. We will choose words that are meaningful 
to the audience. We may even sample the language they 
use since we know that people are more likely to respond to 
words with which they are already familiar.

If we know all of these things and we put a proposition to 
them repeatedly, then over time, they may know it.
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Emotion

If we want to cause people to feel something, to have an 
emotional response to something, we should know all of the 
above plus:

• Which emotion we want our public to feel – love, hate, 
disgust, fear, guilt, envy

• The things that might cause them to feel that way

• The words that might elicit this response

• The actions that might elicit this response and who might 
take them

• The stories we may use to package our message that will 
elicit a particular emotional response

We should also know what their emotional starting point 
is since it is the journey between there and our destination 
emotion on which we will need to focus.

For example, if you are communicating with patients in 
a medical setting, it’s worth assuming that their initial 
emotional state might be anxiety rather than a state of calm. 
Hospitals and medical appointments (particularly if they 
could involve the revealing of bad or worrisome news) will 
cause high levels of anxiety.

Action

If we want to cause people to do something, to take action, 
again we may put a proposition to them. Here we may need 
to focus on a clear call to action. But to ensure that our 
message is heard, understood and acted upon we will need to 
think about what might motivate our audience to act. 
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The form of words we choose will need to be informed by 
quite detailed insight. 

We could, for example, adduce others’ actions and use this 
to make them feel that they can belong to this group if they 
too act in this way. Amazon routinely uses this technique to 
cause us to buy things we might not otherwise have bought. 
You will have seen this form of words: people who bought this 
also bought (whatever).

This message is a form of norm-referencing. We let 
people know what other people like them are doing so that 
they will want to be part of the norm by doing the same 
thing. Another version of this message is the construct 
“most people”. 

Perception

Finally, if you want to change how people perceive 
something, you will need to understand first how they 
currently perceive things. It’s a basic point but all too 
often we will talk about improving the reputation of our 
organisations (a perception of a thing) with no starting point. 
So if we don’t know how people perceive something to begin 
with – and in particular, why – then it can be hard to change 
it, one way or the other. 

The crucial points in the above are: 

• The need for clarity – what perception you are trying 
to create 

• The need for insight – all outcomes require an 
understanding of the audience 

• The need for careful constructions of forms of words
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• The need for repetition 

• The need for evaluation – we need to know whether what 
we have done has worked, or not

Creating powerful messages 

In all of the above, we will use a variety of rhetorical devices 
to make our messages more attractive. There are a number 
of rhetorical devices you could use to help package 
your messages. 

Three part lists – ask me what my priorities are and I will tell 
you that they are education, education and education. Three 
part lists help to package up different ideas (not in this 
case) into a single phrase. Audiences listen out for them 
and expect them. It’s a rule that is regularly broken where 
communicators add in an extra, thus helping the fourth 
stand out. 

Contrasting pairs – this is where we tell people what 
something is and what it is not: ask not what your country can 
do for you, ask what you can do for your country. It can help to 
fix an idea in an audience’s mind by telling them both what 
something is and what it very definitely isn’t. 

Alliteration – words that start with the same sound are 
more attractive to use than those that don’t. Most recently, 
we heard of fire and fury. The challenge here is not losing 
meaning in the search for sound. 

Allusion – here we will hint at something, put our meaning 
between the lines, causing our audience to search for it 
and to speculate about what we actually mean or might be 
saying. This will only work where an audience is particularly 
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interested in our message. Where we are already having 
to work hard to get attention, this technique might fall on 
deaf ears.

Metaphor – we can convey complexity by telling audiences 
what something is in other terms that may be more 
meaningful to them. There are more supertankers being 
turned around in organisational change than there are boats 
in the sea. It’s a popular metaphor. 

Simile – similarly, we will tell audiences what something 
is like so that they can make a direct comparison between 
something they already know and something we want them 
to know.

Teeing phrases – maintaining attention can be difficult, 
particularly when matters are complex. So we may use a 
rhetorical device to tell people whose attention will have 
waned when to really listen: phrases such as, “There are two 
key points to remember and they are…” as well as “This is all 
about one key thing…”.

Trigger words

Some words will have particular meaning and attract 
considerable attention, either because they are said or 
because they are left unsaid when audiences might expect 
them to be uttered. When choosing words that may have 
a particular resonance for an audience you will need to 
consider how this may be read by others as messages spread.

To find the trigger words, we will spend time listening to 
our audience so that we’re using vocabulary that already 
resonates or has meaning to them. 
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Slogans

These can be a powerful way of lodging an idea in the 
minds of our target audience. The Trump campaign used 
slogan-based calls to action to frame the presidential 
campaign. Each was three or four words: lock her up; drain 
the swamp; build a wall. The slogan “jobs not bombs” 
probably still resonates with audiences of a certain age given 
its prevalence and use in previous decades. 

Framing messages: who is speaking?

But something is missing from the above. All of the outcomes 
could change depending upon how we, the organisation or 
the key individuals uttering the words (or in some cases, 
taking action), are perceived.

The same words uttered by different people may mean 
different things. First, each individual will add meaning 
to the words depending upon who they are and what they 
mean. They may bring professional credibility, adding 
weight and making their words more meaningful and 
believable. They may bring a historical legacy, bringing 
into play things they’ve said before, causing trust to be 
undermined.

Some professions have significantly higher levels of 
credibility and trust than others: doctors versus estate agents. 
It is important in choosing the person who will frame the 
message by uttering it that you judge this carefully. It’s a 
matter of calibration. If you add too much weight to the 
message by using a high credibility and powerful figure, you 
can distort the meaning. You might beg questions: why is the 
chief executive talking about this? Equally, if you do not add 
enough weight when that is what is needed, you can cause 
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people to believe that you are not sufficiently concerned.

Just as the choice of messenger is a matter of judgement, 
so we have to think in similarly nuanced terms about the 
people with whom we are communicating: publics or 
audiences. Even within a single audience this will not be a 
homogeneous group. Even a discrete audience, one that can 
be defined by a single over-riding quality, won’t all think 
the same.

In the midst of any group, there will be those to whom 
others listen. We need to know who they are since they can 
not only help to convey our message, or worse, they can 
distort it or cause it to be dismissed should they express 
contrary views.

And, of course, all of your messages, your carefully crafted 
forms of words, are in competition; they are bidding for 
attention. Like all bidding processes, ours have to offer more 
to the recipient than other competitors.

Any public sector message is in competition with social 
media, television, Netflix, work messages, sales messages, 
advertising, conversation, gossip, politicians, business. You 
name it. It’s a massive noise out there.

So whilst the method may be perfectly straightforward – 
credible person repeating a form of words until awareness, 
emotion, action or perception change is achieved – the 
reality is far from this.

It’s a tough job.

And it could be worse. Not only does the public sector 
have less money to spend in grabbing attention, it also has 
a historical issue to deal with. Levels of trust in the public 
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sector, according to Ipsos MORI’s Veracity Index, are low. 
Whereas 55% of us would trust a person in the street to tell 
us the truth, just 19% would trust a politician to do the same. 
Some results on public trust in public sector managers make 
similarly grim reading.

Now add in the real world

None of us lives or operates in a closed sphere, where 
all of the elements can be managed or controlled. 
Communication does not take place in a pollution-free 
environment. We simply cannot control for the complexity 
of everyday life. 

You might, for example, put together an internal 
communication campaign to help motivate staff and drive 
up productivity. To make this work, you could develop core 
messages, campaign materials and train all managers in the 
art and science of engaging their staff. You might also advise 
on the best time of the day and location in order to achieve 
maximum engagement. Feels pretty comprehensive. 

But you won’t be able to have any significant impact on the 
mood or mindset of staff who are being briefed. You won’t 
be able to control for the historical relationship between 
managers and their staff. You will have no insight into the 
factors affecting the outlook of the staff on that particular 
day, the things that might have happened to them on their 
way to work, or the issues with which they may be wrestling 
in their personal lives.

Equally – and oddly – there may be change taking place in 
the organisation, driven from the centre or elsewhere, that 
could impact on the organisational frame of mind (if there is 
such a thing). Or it could impact on the perceived “mood”. 
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Or factors way beyond your influence – such as the Zeitgeist 
– may sway opinion, outcomes or both. And at the point of 
planning none of these “externalities” may be visible.

So you should have a Plan B, a range of “What ifs?” that 
could be brought into play if your original approach does 
not work.

And, to stress a point repeated in this booklet, that is why 
you need to have clear outcomes and a clear sense of what 
success looks like. In a word: evaluation. If you spend all 
your time firing out messages without regard to how they are 
being received or whether they are delivering the outcomes 
you want, then you may not be able to adjust your approach 
to take account of the reality.

So you will want to have indicators that will tell you that 
your approach either is or is not working. If you run an email 
campaign, how many people are opening your emails? How 
many are acting on the call to action? Who are they? Are 
there patterns?

Keep in mind metrics that matter – awareness, 
trust, credibility, faith

In the midst of creating the kinds of outcomes talked about, 
keep in mind the importance of trust, credibility and faith. 
It is unlikely that you will have reliable metrics on any of 
these factors. But we want people to trust our organisation 
and its leaders. Without trust, any messages emerging 
from the organisation – or those associated with it – will be 
undermined. We want the organisation to be credible, to 
be believed.

And we want people to have faith in the organisation. 
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All of us will rely upon faith in public organisations – that is, 
we will not necessarily seek out proof before we use or 
recommend services. 

But each of these can be undermined through the actions or 
inactions of our organisation.

As a communication professional, you can play a key role in 
both understanding the extent to which your organisation 
and its key leaders are trusted and perceived to be credible 
as well as in offering advice on ways in which trust and 
credibility can be enhanced. 

Protecting your organisation’s voice

There will be times when you will have to challenge (on 
behalf of the organisation) the things that are said about 
you and the things your staff and politicians are or may be 
doing. If you are going to be able to successfully refute any 
uncomfortable claims, you will need people to believe you 
(the organisation) when you speak.

So you may want to think about what your voice looks and 
sounds like – its tone, its personality, its credibility and how 
you can augment its trust over time.

Simply, if people don’t trust your organisational voice – 
because of your record of taking positions in the past – then 
it will have limited impact should you have to challenge 
claims or statements about you. This is about Crying Wolf 
Syndrome. If every time you are challenged, you hit back 
with both barrels and it transpires that some of the criticisms 
levelled at you were fair and reasonable, the value of your 
voice will diminish over time. People will stop believing 
what you say.
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There are two important consequences. First, you will find 
it harder to gain ear-time, never mind sympathetic space. 
Second, other voices will be listened to in your stead. 

Given what MORI say about trust in public organisations, 
this could be an issue you choose to address early. Start 
by assuming that a percentage of what you say is already 
doubted or disbelieved. Then think about how you can gain 
trust. One thing that can cause people to increase trust is to 
show vulnerability and fallibility. Everyone makes mistakes. 
And when they do and apologise for their errors, trust in 
them is likely to be maintained. When organisations do the 
same, they can similarly benefit from this. But, as we know, 
public organisations are notoriously reluctant to countenance 
such behaviour.

Whether you go down the fallibility route or not, keep in 
mind that maintaining the credibility of your organisational 
voice is vital. You will have to use it to protect your 
reputation at some point. 

Analytics

In terms of basics, nothing matters more than having some 
form of measurement of the effectiveness of your activities - 
be they offering advice, creating products, writing or 
originating communication materials.

Evaluation is about gaining feedback to know whether what 
you have done is having the desired effect and it should be 
integral to everything you do.

If you don’t know that what you’re doing is working, then 
why are you doing it?
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Where our communication is electronic, it is relatively easy 
to gather in evidence of our efficacy. If you post something 
online you will know whether you are gaining traction 
through the number of views, shares and likes. It’s good 
practice to A/B split test ideas with smaller representative 
groups prior to releasing messages into a wider sphere.

This kind of analytical approach is no less important in areas 
where metrics are difficult to gather. So if you offer advice 
to a senior leader, you will want to know whether your 
advice has been heeded and, if so, whether it resulted in the 
outcome you anticipated.

Similarly, where you create a campaign, you should be 
very clear what outcomes you are trying to bring about 
so that you can determine whether your approach has 
been successful.

The continuous cycle of plan, perform, review, re-plan 
sits at the heart of virtually all successful practice, not just 
in communication.
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In a conversation with a chief executive 
I asked how receptive he was to people 
presenting ideas and potential solutions 
to organisational problems. “Very”, he said. 
“All they have to do is knock on my door.”

“How many times in the last three months 
have people knocked on your door?”

“None.”

Chapter 5
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It’s important to recognise that even as a director of 
communication you might have a limited impact on the 
workings of your organisation. It’s easy to assume that 
directors all have influence. It doesn’t always follow. There 
may be many people seeking to influence the top team – 
even other members of that team. 

Things may be slightly harder for directors of comms now. 
Whereas the majority of directors might have reported 
directly to a chief executive, now it’s around one in four, 
although many will still have a “dotted line” connection. 

Even so, directors will be amongst a number of people who 
might influence decision-makers. They, like others, will be 
competing for attention and influence. 

But you don’t have to be a director to influence what goes 
on in your organisation. 

Some of the ways you can exert influence will be entirely 
in your control. Others will be less so. Let’s look at each 
in turn. 

How you present yourself

You will find that the way you present yourself will be a 
factor taken into account when others decide whether or not 
to take you seriously. That doesn’t mean that you will need 
to wear a suit to be listened to. It will in some places. But 
your approach to presentation should take account of the 
way that the most powerful people present themselves. 

Maybe it shouldn’t be so, but there it is. 

In one sense, this might be straightforward: adopt standard 
business dress and you’ll be there.
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Ideally, though, you should consider how senior people 
present themselves and take account of that. They will 
demonstrate not only the dress code but the dominant 
forms of language that matter to them. If you work in a large 
organisation – such as a county council, a large metropolitan 
council or a big hospital trust – you will find a wide range 
of such behaviours in play at any time. You will also see 
patterns. Similar phrases and behaviours will be used by 
leading figures. There will be “ways of putting things”. You 
should learn these. You are more likely to be heard if you 
sound like other people who are being attended to than if 
you adopt what might appear to be alien vocabulary. 

Now, here’s the dilemma: you may want to say something 
about yourself in your choice of clothes, behaviours and 
words. Fine. You may want to say that you are creative, 
dynamic, and so on. And you may believe that if you simply 
act in a chameleon-like way, you, the person, will disappear. 
And into what? Some people I have encountered don’t feel 
comfortable in the public sector and see themselves as fish 
out of water, there but under sufferance. 

Looking like you belong, that you have accepted the cultural 
norms and both behave and dress accordingly will have an 
impact on the extent to which you are listened to. Maybe 
it shouldn’t. If you look and sound like them, they’re more 
likely to pay attention, not least because they will know that 
you know (because you are a communication expert) that 
visual presentation matters. 

You can control this.
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How you work 

Ask bridge builders how they work and I suspect one 
bridge builder will follow the same methodology as another. 
Doctors, dentists, lawyers and other professionals are taught 
methodologies, ways of working, that they follow in going 
about their work. 

Not so in communication. GCS has made great strides 
in creating a powerful shared methodology through the 
excellent OASIS framework but it is by no means a universal 
approach across the public sector. 

Maybe it’s because communication professionals come 
from a wide variety of places: journalism, marketing, public 
relations, policy, customer relations, as well as many other 
places. It’s not a problem in terms of the richness of the 
profession; it brings a wide variety of perspectives and 
knowledge bases but it could be a problem in terms of how 
we work. 

Consistency of approach may be one of the means by which 
we make judgements. Does someone asking for advice from 
more than one person in your team get the same answer – 
and do you even follow the same route to coming up with it? 

In the many teams I’ve worked with, I’ve found that, 
broadly, people don’t follow a consistent methodology. 

So three things emerge for me. 

First, it’s worth capturing your methodology so that you can 
be clear about how you reach the views you do. Broadly, 
I look at the situation (or problem as it’s often defined), 
understand the outcome that is wanted, gather insight, 
then look at the communications and actions in the context 
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within which we are working that are likely to help create 
the outcome. That may lead me to believe that the wishes 
of decision-makers are unrealistic – if you want to go there, 
I wouldn’t start from here. This might lead me to alternative 
advice or other suggestions for resolution. 

Second, if you are going to methodically work through a 
problem, it’s worth writing things down. Passing comments 
in the corridor might feel fine but it’s not only harder to 
review something not captured in print, it doesn’t feel very 
weighty. You might, for example, follow up a conversation 
with a senior leader with an email or note setting out your 
thoughts (FOIA notwithstanding). 

Third, it is worth having a team approach to method. It’s 
part of the way you do things – or team culture. It can help 
to ensure that everyone is on the same page. It can also help 
you to ensure that you are learning from each other. Different 
members of staff working on the same problem should come 
up with broadly the same solution. If you have massive 
diversity in your solutions, others may wonder whether you 
have any methodology at all. 

You can control this. 

How you build relationships – and with whom 

One of the wonderful things about communication in the 
public sector is that you have the licence to talk to just about 
anyone in the pursuit of your work. Quite apart from the 
need to have a strong understanding of audiences, you need 
to have a clear pulse, a source of live and useful information. 
Additionally, you can’t really do much unless you know both 
what’s going on and what it means. Relationships are the 
lifeblood of comms. 
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The challenge is getting people, particularly senior decision-
makers, to give you one to one time. You will no doubt be 
invited to meetings where you can be space for “comms”. 
This can be helpful but you won’t know the things you 
need to know – what’s upstream, where concerns may lie, 
leaders’ worries and so on. 

The better connected you are, the more you will know 
what’s going on and the more you will be in a position to 
help and grow your influence. 

You should understand the people who drive your 
organisation. That means finding out who they are, what 
they want, how they work, what they value, how they 
measure credibility and what causes them to lose sleep. 
Each powerful person will have a range of advisers and 
confidantes. You should make it your business to get to 
know them too. 

Make time in your diary for coffees and drop-ins. Get to 
know the PAs and executive assistants of key decision-
makers. Make them your friends. They will know far more 
about what’s going on than virtually anyone else (sometimes 
than their bosses). This is a talented and capable slice of 
the organisation. Talk to people who talk to people. Find 
those people who have worked there forever. Listen to their 
wisdom – there will be much of it. Get a feel for the lie of 
the land. 

This you can control (depending on your interpersonal 
skills) to a degree. 

How you manage communication channels 

Some communication channels will be within your scope. 
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So whilst you may not be able to control their shape in 
the first instance – you will have inherited them from your 
predecessors – by improving them and making them more 
effective, you will be able to exercise more control.

So take stock. Which channels do you have and how 
effective are they? Do you know? How many people see 
your messages? How often are posts further shared? Do you 
have a mechanism for “liking” content? 

Look beyond your own channels for insight. Find out who 
else in the organisation is publishing content. You might find, 
for example, that IT staff have control of the intranet or that 
human resources manage internal communication. You could 
start a huge battle arguing that you know more about these 
things than either computer or people experts. But valuable 
time is likely to be wasted. Better to work with them to help 
them improve their channels so that they are more effective. 
Make them look good and they’ll give you more influence 
over their content – they may ask you for views and ideas. 

Look across the organisation, initially, at each of the 
audiences. Are you clear about how each gets messages? 
You might have inherited an e-centric system – only those 
connected to the networks find out what’s going on. If 
staff are briefed by managers, do you know (and can you 
influence) what they say, how they say it, and when they say 
what they say? 

Similarly, when you look at external audiences, do you know 
who is talking to whom? You may have a direct connection 
with the local media but you may find that many people are 
talking to journalists. What about partners, key stakeholders, 
opinion-formers, MPs, LEP members, hard to reach groups, 
regional people, national figures?
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You may have no role in reaching these audiences, nor might 
you have time. But if there are channels that you can either 
directly control or influence significantly this could be a way 
of influencing outcomes. 

Content is another matter. And we’ll get to that in a bit. 
But ensure that communication channels are at least fit 
for purpose. 

As a team, you should have control over this area. 

The insight and research you use to help 
inform decisions 

Insight is gold. Strong insight will tell you how an audience 
thinks, how they make judgements, what matters to them, 
how they see your organisation, the factors that will play 
into their actions and their motivations. It’s critical stuff. 
Importantly, strong insight will give you sureness of foot 
when you offer advice. 

In the pressured comms world, it can be easy to assume that 
what works for one audience should work for another. In 
our hearts, we know that this isn’t so. But often we are not 
confronted with the results of our labours so we don’t know 
whether our efforts work or not. (Evaluation is your friend – 
always look at the results of your work and learn from them.) 

In my view, insight and research is the step that comes 
immediately after being handed a problem to solve. 
Anything that involves communicating with an audience 
means understanding as much as you can about them.

You don’t have to go and talk to an audience to find out how 
they see things but you can. You could set up focus groups 
to gain some insight on how an audience sees a particular 
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problem. You can share your initial solutions. Here you need 
to be ego-free. Left to express a view some of the things 
that focus groups could say might hurt. But it’s better to 
have hurt feelings than to waste public money sending out 
messages that are ignored, or worse, resented. 

There’s plenty of strong material on the Internet. You will 
find published research on just about everything. Whilst 
it won’t be definitive, it may give you ideas and a basis 
on which you can begin to dig deeper. PhD theses and 
academic texts will give you reading lists – books and 
journals – that will provide insight. 

We talk a lot about evidence-led thinking and action. But 
sometimes we will be tempted to retrofit our research to 
allow us to do what we wanted to do anyway. In some ways, 
the clarity of the private sector can help focus our thinking. 
If, on behalf of your client, you advocate a social campaign 
the success of which will be measured in clear metrics, you 
will know very quickly whether your ideas have fallen flat 
on their faces. I’ve been there and it doesn’t feel good. The 
better your research and insight is, the lower the chances of 
this happening. 

You can control how much research you read and do. 

One thing that should help you to differentiate your 
contribution from others who may have a view on how 
audiences will think should be your deeper understanding of 
the way that people make up their minds. 

Good insight is more than a theoretical understanding of 
heuristics. (More people talk about “Nudge” than have 
actually read it.) To be useful, knowledge and insight often 
has to be specific; not just how will they see us but how do 
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they see us today? How might they perceive us if we do this? 
Who should take this action and what difference might it 
make to our credibility? What will make this group of people 
want to do this rather than that? 

If you can bring real insight to the decision-making table, 
you will be worth your weight in gold. Bear in mind that 
you will not be the only influencer offering advice. Others, 
some with strong links in key audiences, may offer an 
alternative perspective. 

By bringing insight to the party you will be able to advise 
this course of action over that. And with strong links in key 
audiences, you will be able to determine whether people 
have reacted as you predicted or otherwise. 

Insight is not there to be spun to enable you to retrofit 
your advice or justify your advice, often through selective 
readings of the evidence. Rather, it’s there to support 
evidence-led action and advice.

Strong insight can help secure your influence. 

The advice you give 

Which takes us to the nub of the matter: you will be seeking 
to influence decision-makers, persuading serious people 
who may be planning to take one course of action to take 
another. This is not an action under any circumstances to 
be undertaken lightly. Sometimes your advice could have 
a marked impact on the future of services and success of 
careers. It will carry a lot of weight.

Bear in mind that the value of your advice will grow where 
it is seen to deliver results. Conversely, the more disaster 
follows advice you have given the less listened to you will be. 
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When you are asked to give advice, what matters is not 
just what you say but also the form in which you put your 
advice. What you might say in a corridor when asked 
between meetings and what you might put in a note might, 
in terms of substance, be broadly the same. But the latter will 
carry more weight. 

In public sector organisations the written word is important. 
What you might write down may be contextualised by 
an additional commentary, where you can add further 
information and flesh out some of the caveats in more detail. 
So if you are going to give advice, be prepared to put it 
in writing. 

When giving advice, your methodology will be important. 
You may have a view about whether one course of action is 
better than another but you should set out your assumptions 
and the basis upon which you would advise one thing over 
another. You should expect your advice to be scrutinised 
and challenged. If it is no more than common sense and 
wouldn’t be any different from a view expressed by a random 
individual walking past the building, then your view may 
carry no weight at all. 

You might want to begin by defining the problem as it has 
been presented to you. This simple stage ensures that you 
are trying to solve something that actually exists rather than 
something you have misheard. You may then want to set 
out the issues or factors that require further consideration. 
All the while keep in mind the outcome that you are 
aiming towards. Again, stating this as the potential solution 
towards which you are working will make it clear that your 
interpretation of the ideal outcome and the “client’s” are 
the same. 
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Then it’s a matter of systematically working your way 
through the actions and communications that you believe, 
based upon your reading, will “resolve” the issue. You should 
also consider risks. As we all know, nothing in this sphere 
is guaranteed. No action is without risks. And whilst they 
cannot be fully measured in an area where you may not 
have all of the facts – you might not have any measure of 
current perceptions from other audiences’ points of view, for 
example – that should not obscure the need to be clear that 
your advice may have associated risks. Be clear: risks not set 
out at the beginning and wittingly taken on board may be 
raised after the event should your advice prove to be way off 
the mark. 

The quality and consistency of your advice, particularly 
where it results in better than otherwise outcomes, will help 
you to grow your reputation and your sphere of influence. 

In time, if you are successful, you will be approached for 
views on a wide variety of matters. You may, in time, find 
that people do not want you to write down your advice. Two 
things may cause this: the Freedom of Information Act and 
the possibility of deniability. It is always wise, however, to 
keep a file note of your activities for your records. 

Strong, evidence-led and well-presented and argued advice 
can help to secure your influence. And it is entirely in 
your control. 

How you manage your time

You should find that you have considerable autonomy at 
work. There will be things that are prescribed: one to ones; 
team meetings; “client” meetings; external events. But you 
should nonetheless have considerable flexibility. 
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So you will have time to think about what a good week 
looks like. If you are going to be productive, you should 
know first where your time goes. Most people I’ve worked 
with don’t really know. In fact, when they carry out a time 
audit (see Peter Drucker, The Effective Executive), they are 
often surprised to find out where their hours actually go. 

Let’s say, for the sake of the argument, that you have 37 
hours each week (yes, I know that you live and breathe the 
stuff, that you are in at seven and leave when the cleaners 
come in) and that your fixed commitments are 10 hours 
each week. 

That leaves you with 27 hours – over a hundred hours a 
month – to do stuff. If you’re not careful, you’ll find that 
the tasks you are given or choose to do, neatly fit the time 
available. That may be your optimum delivery. But if you 
look critically at how you actually spend your time, you 
might find that you don’t need to send as many emails, take 
as long to draft features or news releases, consume days 
coming up with strategies. 

The UK is the least productive economy in Europe (and 
probably far less so than the US where staff rarely venture 
from work and where two weeks’ annual leave, in total, is 
commonplace). Productivity, your ability to get the stuff 
done that matters, is an area where you can completely 
control your own destiny. You determine whether you do 
multiple drafts of products. 

So, take a look at what your employers get from you for 
their money. Examine it critically in terms of how much 
your activity actively contributes to the outcomes I talked 
about above. Put simply, if you are spending ages writing 
postings, features or news releases that make little tangible 



Be Smarter

62

(or measurable) difference to what your organisation’s key 
audiences know, feel, do or perceive, then what’s the point?

On the other hand, if you spend a day on an advice note for 
a director and it alters the way that they handle a particular 
crisis, which results in better outcomes for service users, then 
you may want to shift your activity from writing copy to 
giving advice. 

Be honest with yourself. Your autonomy may allow you to 
spend time doing things that interest you but which may 
have little overall impact on any of the key audiences that 
matter to the organisation. If you really want to be effective, 
strip the stuff that has little or marginal impact and focus 
on what really makes a difference (as measured by the 
organisation’s leaders). 

Broadly, this is something you can control. 

The need to read the runes

Much of what goes on in your organisation will be beyond 
your direct control. It’s not that communication won’t 
matter – it may be pivotal – but senior leaders might 
consider their own skills and judgements superior to yours, 
or anyone else’s. 

Sometimes they will be right. They may have a better 
understanding of the audiences that matter to them. They 
will know how members (in local government) and board 
members (in health) think and what kinds of things might 
motivate them. 

But there may be many places where your input could 
be decisive in altering or affecting decisions and actions. 
Sometimes these relate directly to communication. At other 
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times, they are about the application of communication, 
helping to tackle the things that are on leaders’ desks. 

So here are some ways in which you can exert influence. 

Whether you understand the big issues 

Much that creates perception problems and reputational 
challenges emerges from written documents going public. 
These documents, presented by officers to decision-makers 
(and sometimes developed to flesh out policy ideas but not 
presented) are considered in the final analysis in public. 
They are put on websites and pored over by a wide number 
of people – opposition members, stakeholders, bloggers, 
journalists and interested parties. 

You will be drawn in often after the matter becomes public, 
by which time it’s way too late. 

If you are fortunate, you might find yourself on a 
pre-circulation mailing list so that at least you will get some 
time to consider the potentially negative consequences of 
emerging policy advice before it goes public. But again, this 
is stable-door-after-horse-has-bolted territory. 

The best place in the chain is in the management team 
meetings during which these emerging ideas are discussed 
in the first instance. It is at this point that you will be able 
to have an input into emerging papers and be able to offer 
your advice on the focus, framing and choice of words and 
concepts in the papers before they go to the senior leadership 
team and then on to decision-makers. (Sometimes, the 
senior leadership team are the decision-makers.) 

And here is the problem. There is just so much business 
going on across the organisation that you could swiftly 
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be swamped. So two things will matter. First, ensuring 
that every member of the team, not just the director of 
communication, is able to offer advice and make early 
interventions to affect the shape and framing of documents. 

Second, you will need to prioritise. You can’t do everything. 
So look at those pieces of work that will have the maximum 
impact on the things that matter to the organisation. You can 
work with your manager on making decisions. 

Broadly, if you can find ways of being part of the 
conversations about emerging challenges or undoable things, 
you will be better placed both to have an influence and to do 
the work when it comes along. 

Keeping one eye on what’s happening upstream can help to 
increase your influence.

How you create messages that help  
deliver outcomes 

We frame and phrase messages to produce outcomes. 
We want people to know, feel, do or perceive something. 
And nobody should be more expert in this than you, as a 
comms professional. 

Yet, it isn’t always so. Managers and leaders will come up 
with forms of words that nobody should even write, never 
mind speak. One way to ensure that your version gets used is 
to build your messages from the concepts, ideas and (some of 
the) words that managers and leaders are keen to convey. 

You can market test them with different audiences to ensure 
that they help to deliver the outcome you want. 

You may also sample the language of those with whom you 
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are communicating. We are more receptive to people if they 
appear to talk our language. Armed with evidence, it is easier 
to persuade managers and leaders of the value of your text. 

So you would look at audience insight. Understand who 
they are, how they see the world, what motivates them, 
what excites or interests them, what channels they use, what 
messages might work, and so on. 

You would look at what obstacles might be in the way. 
There may be many. You would need to establish whether 
you could overcome them. 

It would be useful to consider whether anyone might want 
an alternative outcome and how you can take account of this 
in your communication. You might be seeking to persuade 
people to eat less fatty food. But you will be up against the 
financial and cultural might of big food. The best nudging in 
the world will on some challenges only take you so far. 

In time, as your versions get traction with the audiences you 
are trying to reach, you will find that your ideas are sought 
in advance. 

Sometimes, leaders will talk in code. They may want to 
signal subtle shifts in thought to highly-tuned audiences. 
This might result in abstruse forms of words that talk 
to nobody but five people who need to hear what your 
organisation is saying at a particular time. Ideally, you want 
to be on the inside track on such thinking so that you are still 
able to make a meaningful contribution. 

The more you understand the thinking that leaders and 
managers engage in prior to communicating, the better able 
you will be to influence the outcome.
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Sometimes, you will have to post or put out stuff that is so 
nuanced as to be meaningless. These “forms of words” may 
actually be meaningful but to a very small audience. 

The stronger and more evidentially successful your work on 
messages is, the greater your influence could be. 

Whether you create solutions

Communication is rarely just about talking and listening 
to people. Whilst we may believe that it’s a good idea to 
communicate for its own sake, life is too short to engage in 
such niceties and resources too pressed to give it houseroom. 

It’s vital that you understand the problem that leaders are 
trying to solve in communicating. There will usually be one 
but they may be reluctant to share it. 

The problem might be as simple as needing to appear 
to be doing something. Mostly, though, it will be more 
complicated than that. 

We often talk about communication not being a “bolt-on” 
and about “integrated communication”. 

Find the problems by asking questions. What are leaders 
planning to/hoping to do? Why now? What has created 
these circumstances? What does success look like? 

You won’t have to come up with all of the answers yourself. 
You will be tempted to. We all suffer from Not Invented Here 
Syndrome. But as you build your standing and credibility it 
can help to bring in solutions that have both been tried and 
have demonstrably worked elsewhere. 

Your solution may be one of a number on the table. And it 
may not be chosen. But at least you’ll be seen as someone 
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who thinks this way rather than someone brought in at the 
end to help with presentation. 

This can help to increase your influence. 

How you offer alternative perspectives

If you are an ex-journalist and you meet with people who 
have never seen this world from the inside, you can find 
that they are shocked by your clarity of thought and focus. 
Similarly, if you are highly creative you can quickly surprise 
people by challenging traditional ideas and thought patterns. 

As communications people climb the promotion ladder 
they can lose their USP – that which marks them out; their 
ability to see the world differently and to offer non-standard 
solutions to complex problems. 

Try to maintain your outsider’s point of view. There is a 
danger in becoming too corporate.

You can secure influence if people seek out your unique 
perspective and your ability to think outside whatever boxes 
are in common usage. 

Let comms be comms 

A few years ago, a senior editor speaking at a local 
government communication conference called upon 
delegates to pitch ideas to him in the coffee break. I caught 
up with him afterwards and asked how many people pitched. 
“None. I get more pitches from chief executives – they’re 
always calling me up.” 

I get the feeling sometimes that comms people are reluctant 
to be comms people. In one organisation, the chief executive 
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asked for the organisation’s magazine to be repositioned. He 
wanted some radical thinking. We had a team meeting to 
discuss the brief. I was surprised that most team members 
assumed we’d simply outsource it to a creative agency. 

It’s easy to see why this tendency to outsource happens. 
In-house people can be nervous and reluctant to offer up 
challenging or radical solutions. Ideas that come from 
outside somehow can seem more palatable. Nobody likes to 
be knocked back. If your creativity has been given a wide 
berth by senior leaders, it can be tempting to bring outsiders 
in. You won’t get the blame when things go wrong. Equally, 
you won’t get all of the credit when things go well. 

But there is great merit, in my view, when in-house comms 
teams show just how creative they can be. It’s one thing to 
fit in with the dominant culture but it’s equally important to 
retain a creative edge. 
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Evidence

As resources get tighter, you may find your comms budget 
squeezed. Senior leaders are going to want to know that you 
are delivering as much as possible from what might be far 
more limited resources. And when you offer advice or put up 
potential solutions for consideration, they will want to know 
that your ideas will work. 

That’s why evidence matters. 

In a nutshell, unless there is clear evidence that a course of 
action or an approach will deliver the outcomes you want 
then why do it? The key distinction here is between outputs 
and outcomes. We can produce output day in, day out but 
we won’t know whether any of it results in outcomes unless 
we have evidence. 

Take social media. We can accumulate more followers and 
get more likes for our content but what impact do these 
things have on more important outcomes such as changing 
what key audiences know, feel, do or perceive about our 
organisation and its leaders. It may be that having more 
followers will help when there are winter problems and you 
need to be able to inform people what they can do in the 
event of road closures or shorter school hours. 

Similarly, you might find that the more content that is 
“liked” by your followers, the more likely that they will look 
at your side of a particular story when your organisation 
picks up negative coverage in other media. 

But do you know that your outputs are leading to better 
outcomes? Do you routinely look at the evidence and make 
judgements accordingly? Do you change the way that you 
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communicate or the activities that you engage in as a result 
of the evidence that you are gathering? 

Of course, you don’t have to rely upon reviewing your own 
work to have evidence to hand. You could use other people’s 
research or experiences. When you go to conferences, for 
example, how much do you learn from other communication 
officers’ successes and failures? Can you bring their data and 
learning into play in your own work? 

Evidence-led decision-making is informed by data and by 
being absolutely clear about the relationship between actions 
and outcomes. In the complex worlds in which we operate, it 
can be hard to determine why audiences might know, feel or 
do things. The advantage of reviewing evidence based upon 
others’ observations or experimentation is that it may have 
been peer reviewed before we consider it. 

When your advice is closely scrutinised or challenged by 
senior leaders it can help you if you are able to draw upon 
strong evidence that suggests your approach is more likely 
to work than alternative, ill-informed or “common 
sense” approaches. 

You may already have found that others’ voices are listened 
to in discussions about campaigns, internal communication 
or stakeholder engagement. After all, everyone 
communicates. 

The difference you can bring to the table is in your approach, 
your methodology, your experience, your insight and 
evidence that your work actually delivers outcomes.
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Evaluation

Evaluation is critical. You should know whether what you 
are doing or what you are advising others to do actually 
works. Again, you will need to separate out outputs 
from outcomes. 

You may send out hundreds of press releases every year, post 
thousands of things on social media, arrange events, write 
speeches, draft articles and put together presentations but to 
what end? 

The mere act of communicating does not in and of itself 
produce outcomes. So before you engage in any form of 
activity, you should be clear about what outcome you are 
seeking to achieve. Don’t make the mistake of retrofitting 
the outcomes around the results you have achieved. We can 
all spin things, playing down the negatives, ignoring the bits 
that don’t fit and talking up the positives. But that’s not the 
same as evaluation. 

Here’s an example. I once advised a client to put stamped 
postcards into delegates’ packs at a conference. The idea 
was that the delegates would be able to send a postcard back 
home to a loved one and send on a freepost enquiry to the 
client. The client’s administrator took an age sticking on 
the stamps. All in all, time-wise and cash-wise, it was not a 
cheap venture. 

But it failed. Almost completely. Very few freepost cards 
were returned. 

But we learned a lot. That delegates’ habits were changing; 
that there was too much bumf in the delegate pack so 
they would struggle to find the postcard (even if they 
were looking for it); that they didn’t send postcards – and 
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wouldn’t have. (This was before mobile phones were 
ubiquitous.) 

Soundings established that few even saw the card. Recall 
was very low. And probably would have been unless we’d 
put live turkeys into the pack; delegates were there for 
other reasons. 

Personally, my standing as an adviser took a hit. But 
advice-wise, I was able to use the evaluation to improve 
future solutions. 

Evaluation is your friend. It will help you to establish what 
works and what does not. It will also help you to set out to 
bring about realistic and achievable outcomes. It will help 
you to focus your efforts. It will save you time and your 
organisation money. And it will mean that when you say 
something will work, it you will have a strong idea of the 
likelihood that it will. 

There are no guarantees in complex communication 
but evidence and evaluation will help you to strengthen 
your promises. 

Enough

How much activity should you undertake to bring about an 
outcome? If you want an audience to know something, how 
often should you repeat it? Who should say it? Who should 
reinforce it? How long should the message be? Should there 
be pictures to accompany the text? Should you use a poster? 
What about a radio advert? Should you use TV? Or an 
advert in a cinema? What about the programme? Back of 
the ticket? 

How much is enough? 
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Knowing how effective your efforts are, what works (because 
you have used evidence) and what is working (because you 
evaluate as you go along) is one way of ensuring that you use 
the optimal amount of time, energy and resources in bringing 
about an outcome. 

For example, you may advise your chief executive that 
they should do a walkabout to have “positive impact on the 
culture and to model good behaviours”. This might look like 
a good way of reinforcing the new culture. How long should 
the walkabout be? Some chief executives may like to breeze 
through the building taking no longer than 30 minutes so 
they can get back to meetings and the like. 

But that could be interpreted as the actions of someone who 
really doesn’t care. Still, at 30 minutes a week, it represents a 
chunk of senior leadership time. 

On the other hand, you could advise the CX to spend half a 
day a week in a department. Outcome wise, managers and 
other members of staff will be talked to – and importantly, 
listened to. But you would be eating up around 8% of their 
time. Would it be worth the investment given the outcomes? 

If you are going to be effective, either in taking action or 
through advice you give, you should have a clear idea about 
the optimal mix of activities and communication that will 
bring about the outcomes you want. 

E is also for efficiency and effectiveness. Where resources are 
finite and pressured, you should spend as much as needed 
and no more. It’s important to establish how much is enough 
so that you are not wasting resources that could be better 
used in other areas of work.
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Chapter 7

Knowing yourself is at the core of being 
effective. Be clear when you’re at your best 
and what happens when you’re not. Under 
pressure, some people improve and then 
dip but they may not always spot when 
they’re off the pace. Stress can affect our 
judgements and our ability to see the wood 
for the trees. Make the most of your talents 
by managing yourself, looking after yourself 
and developing yourself.
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This section could apply to anyone working in any 
organisation, particularly at a senior level. 

We all have limitations. We could all know more, do more, 
learn more and develop more. No matter how good we are, 
we can always be better. Often it’s best to assume that we 
know little – that way, we’re always in search of better ways 
of working and self-improvement. 

Practically, if we are going to get better, then we will need 
to set aside time, energy and money to make it happen. 
Our organisation, particularly as finances are tight, may be 
reluctant to support our development. 

But we should keep moving forward. If we don’t we will 
stand still as everyone else – those who are keen to improve – 
waltzes past. 

So some tips. 

Know what brilliant looks like

We should be moving towards something. Identify not what 
good or excellent looks like but jaw-droppingly brilliant. 
Take examples from all fields of comms: brilliant writing, 
campaigns, adverts, internal comms, influencing, persuading. 

Gather them together and identify the gaps between you 
and your ideal. Now plot a timeline between here and there. 

Keep an eye on the destination – it will move as more 
brilliance comes on to the market. If you get a chance, talk to 
or go and listen to those who are fantastic at what they do in 
this field. 

And read. There’s a ton of stuff in publication already. For 
the price of three lattes you can buy a book written by some 
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genius who might have spent three years in their study 
dragging out everything they’ve learned or know about 
something about which you are really interested. 

Acquire a mentor

Sadly, my key mentor passed away a couple of years ago. 
He was brilliant – not in comms – but a fantastic thinker who 
introduced me to amazing stuff, new thinking, research and 
ideas. He challenged my thinking, helped me to consider 
new ways of working, and guided me. Without his input I 
would have achieved far less than otherwise. 

Find a mentor if you can. This should be someone who can 
give you time, offer you a perspective, challenge you, and 
support you as you embrace new ways of working. It can 
also be someone who can offer advice, a different point of 
view or a haven in the midst of corporate chaos. 

There are many current and ex comms people out there 
many of whom would be happy to support emerging talent. 
Surprisingly, many are never approached. 

Get critical and honest feedback 

It always helps to get feedback from other people, 
particularly those who are expert in this field. I send things 
I write to practitioners all of the time. They offer views, 
advice and ideas. Their feedback is not always comfortable. 
On more than one occasion I’ve completely abandoned 
publications (thousands of words) following challenging 
feedback. Painful but very helpful and I would not do 
without it.
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There’s a serious risk of living in a balloon in comms. Maybe 
it’s because we get used to putting the best gloss on things. 
If you start from the premise that anything you do could 
always be better then you will go in continual search of new 
ideas and improvements. 

Take it in the spirit in which it is (usually) intended – to help 
us improve and deliver better outcomes. 

Deconstruct your practice 

From time to time, it can help to have a very close look at 
what you do. Understand your approach. Think through 
why you do what you do. Re-examine the results that you 
produce. Think about what really works and what could 
work better. 

You could take a single thing and follow it from inception to 
execution. A feature might start as a passing remark, a senior 
leader saying that he or she would like to be more visible. 
You put together some thoughts, get agreement, pitch them 
to a journalist, get a brief, write a piece, get it cleared, send 
it off and it appears in print. Good. But did it work? Did it 
attract attention? Did it lead to greater visibility? Or could 
you have pitched a better feature, taken different line, chosen 
an alternative medium? Was the senior leader’s idea about 
visibility or were they asking about something else? Could 
you have tested that before taking action? What was the real 
problem you were trying to solve? 

As a team you could critically review a piece of work by 
each team member once a month to look at your objectives, 
approach, assumptions, activity and outcomes. It would have 
the effect of sharing practice and collectively examining 
method as well as potentially finding better ways of working. 
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Learn from failure and success 

The ideas you have and the approaches you take will 
not always work. It’s natural to spin our failures, often 
because we don’t want to be seen to be poor practitioners. 
But communication is not formulaic. Whilst a consistent 
methodology will help structure your approach, you will find 
that, probably because of the complexity of communicating 
in the real world, that some things work and some don’t. 
Don’t be tempted to spin failure. Be open. Put it on the 
table. Review it. Share it with others. Dissect it. Extract 
as much as you possibly can from each major piece of 
communication. Look for patterns. Take each part to bits. 
Talk to audiences. 

The problem with success is that we can often fail to 
question why things worked. We can be too grateful that 
our ideas have. But there may be many factors behind any 
success, some of which will have something to do with 
our efforts. 

Ask for help 

This is an obvious but easily missed thing: recognising your 
limitations and asking others to help you out. This could 
mean asking people to do things for you or simply offering 
you advice on how you might do them yourself. 

It’s fine to pretend you know until you do, something 
Richard Branson amongst others has advocated. The 
trouble is that in learning on the hoof, it’s easy to miss the 
shortcuts that those who already do the job know. Why 
reinvent wheels? 
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The shortest route between two points is that which is taken 
by those who know where they’re going. Talk to them. 

Avoid guilt and burnout

Let me put your mind at rest: if you don’t do something 
(and you are not a brain surgeon) then the world will not 
stop. You can check your email at 11 pm or write strategies 
at 4 am but actually, for most of the time, most of what we 
do or don’t will not be business-critical. 

Yes, some things will have to be done – on time and to a very 
high standard. But if you treat all of your tasks as though 
they were life-dependent, then you will quickly take on a 
significant stress load. Some people thrive on this kind of 
pressure and where it doesn’t exist, apply it to themselves. 
But for others, it can be unhealthy causing us to skip meals 
and lose any sense of balance in our lives. 

Recognise and heed the warning signs. 

Set realistic targets and goals 

Which leads into being realistic about what you can achieve. 
Two things: make sure your stretch targets and goals are not 
at breaking point; manage expectations. If you make large 
bold statements about what you are going to achieve, then 
you may create hostages to fortune, piling on the pressure 
and increasing the possibility of failure and public failure 
at that. 

By understanding how you work, where you work best, and 
the conditions that help you to be productive, you are more 
likely to get the best out of your own resources. 
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Use tomatoes

One way to deliver more is to use time-blocking. The 
Pomodoro technique (reference below) is about breaking 
your day into 25 minute blocks of time with breaks so that 
you can focus on one thing at a time and achieve more. It 
can help in dealing with the constant distraction that is 
daily life. 

You will learn quickly what you can do in that time. You 
may find, for example, that you can write a feature in three 
tomatoes, a news release in one and a strategy in eight. At 
the start of each day, you set out your plans and then you 
work your way through each tomato block. At the end of the 
day, you can review your effectiveness – or otherwise – and 
adjust your tomato planning for the next day. 

Enjoy

This is a fantastic field in which to work. Savour every 
experience. And recognise when you stop enjoying your 
work. When you see the warning signs – or when someone 
points them out to you – take heed. Focus on another area of 
work if what you are doing no longer interests you. There’s 
so much to go at, you’ll always find something interesting. 
The key is to add value in whatever you do.
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Appendix 1

This checklist is an aide-memoire to 
communications leads and their teams in 
the public sector. It builds on the earlier 
chapters. It should make your life easier 
by ensuring that you don’t miss things 
that matter. For more on the effectiveness 
of checklists in improving practice and 
outcomes, read Atul Gawande’s book, 
The Checklist Manifesto.

It is a work in progress. Please let me know 
by emailing reputation@mac.com about 
things that may be missing or amendments 
that might help to improve the checklist 
and make it more helpful. Updates will be 
published and may be downloaded free 
of charge.
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Setting baselines

Internal communication outcomes

 � Whether you have the channels in place to reach all 
 staff (particularly hard to reach/not on email)

 � Whether your channels and previous content is 
 sufficiently credible so as to get staff attention

 � The percentage of your staff who are aware of the 
 corporate goals

 � The percentage of staff who are aware of and working 
 towards their own goals

 � The percentage who trust their manager

 � The percentage of staff who feel sufficiently informed 
 about the organisation’s future

 � The percentage of staff who feel secure in their work

 � The percentage of staff who feel confident in the 
 organisation’s leadership

 � The percentage of staff who feel happy at work

 � The percentage of staff who feel valued and recognised 
 for their contributions

 � The current average sickness rate (organisation wide)

 � The current average sickness rate (in relevant 
 department)

 � The percentage of staff who would recommend your 
 organisation to their friends and family
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External communication 

 � Do you have a clear idea of the audiences you want 
 to reach?

 � Do you know how best to reach your audience?

 � Do you know which channels each prefers?

 � Do you know how aware each is of your organisation?

 � Do you know how much each currently values 
 your organisation?

 � Do you know how much each currently trusts 
 your organisation?

 � Do you understand the basis upon which each audience 
 makes judgements about your organisation?

 � Do you know what percentage of each audience 
 would recommend your organisation to their family 
 and friends?

Stakeholder communication

 � Do you have a list of the individuals who matter most 
 to your organisation?

 � Do you know who, in your organisation, regularly 
 communicates with each of these people?

 � Do you know what each thinks of your organisation?

 � Do you know the basis upon which each makes 
 judgements about your organisation?

 � Do you know what their current perception of your 
 organisation is?
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 � Do you have the means to track how their perception of 
 your organisation might change?

 � Do you know what the potential impact of changes in 
 their perception could be?

Strategy

 � Do you have a communication strategy?

 � Has it been approved by the senior leadership team?

 � Has it been approved by the Executive or Cabinet?

 � Is it tied to the organisation’s corporate strategy?

 � Does it have SMART goals?

 � Do you have clear baselines against which you can 
 measure success?

 � Is the strategy regularly reviewed by the senior 
 leadership team?

 � Is it linked to your team and individual plans?

 � Is progress at team or individual level regularly 
 reviewed against both the communication strategy and 
 the corporate strategy?

 � Do you alter your team activity following the evaluation 
 of the strategy?

 � Do you have individual communication strategies 
 for discrete pieces of work (e.g. fostering, behaviour 
 change etc.)?
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 � Are these considered at a team level prior to discussion 
 with the “client” department (to consider skill levels, 
 workload implications)?

 � Are individual communication strategies linked to clear 
 business goals in client departments?

 � Do they have SMART goals?

 � Are they regularly reviewed?

 � Are they linked to team and individual work plans?

 � Are team or individual activities reviewed following 
 evaluation of these strategies?

Strategy support 

 � Are you clear about the outcomes you are trying to 
 bring about?

 � Does it involve changing what key audiences know?

 � Does it involve changing what key audiences feel?

 � Does it involve changing what key audiences do?

 � Does it involve changing the perceptions of 
 key audiences?

 � Do you have clear evidence of your starting point or 
 baseline in relation to any/all of the above?

 � Have you reviewed previous strategies to enable you to 
 take on board lessons that may have been learned?

 � Are you clear about which key audiences you are 
 intending to reach?
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 � Are you clear about what will capture their attention 
 and for how long?

 � Are you clear about which media you will use to reach 
 these audiences?

 � Do you have clear messages?

 � Is there any evidence that your messages will deliver 
 the outcomes you seek?

 � Will you support your messages with actions?

 � If so, are you clear about who will take these actions, 
 when and where?

 � Have you anticipated and mitigated any potential 
 obstacles to the achievements of key outcomes?

 � Have you identified and mitigated any additional risks?

 � Do you have sufficient resources (skills, time, money, 
 relationships) to deliver this strategy?

 � Does it impact on any other work within your influence 
 that may impact on these audiences for the duration of 
 the strategy?

 � Do you know how you will determine whether your 
 approach has been successful or not?

 � If it is unsuccessful, do you have an alternative 
 approach?

 � Have you set review dates for this strategy?

 � Have you consulted with all affected parties?

 � Do you have the authority to act?
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Internal communication

 � Do you have an internal communication strategy?

 � Has it been approved by the senior leadership team?

 � Do you have clear baselines against which you can 
 measure success?

 � Do your outcomes relate to areas over which you have 
 either control or influence (e.g. building awareness of 
 corporate goals, updates on change etc.)?

 � Do you have communication channels that enable you 
 to reach all audiences outlined in the strategy?

 � Do you regularly measure the effectiveness of your 
 communication channels?

 � Do you know how different audiences in your 
 organisation want to receive information, about what 
 and how often?

 � Do you have a clear sense of the effectiveness of each of 
 the channels (reach, credibility, reliability, timeliness 
 of message delivery)?

 � Do you have a means of measuring the success of your 
 content or messaging?

 � Is your internal communication strategy linked to 
 either/both the HR/OD strategy and/or the change/ 
 transformation strategy?

 � Are any of the goals in the strategy benchmarked 
 against comparable indicators in other organisations?
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External communication 

 � Do you have an external communication strategy?

 � Do you have a relationship management strategy that is 
 understood by the board or senior leadership team?

 � Do you have clear baselines against which you can 
 measure success?

 � Do your outcomes relate to areas over which you have 
 either control or influence (e.g. building awareness of 
 corporate goals, updates on change etc.)?

 � Do you have communication channels that enable you 
 to reach all audiences outlined in the strategy?

 � Do you have a clear sense of the effectiveness of each of 
 the channels (reach, credibility, reliability, timeliness of 
 message delivery)?

 � Do you have a means of measuring the success of your 
 content or messaging?

 � Is your external communication strategy linked to your 
 customer care strategy?

Media relations

 � Do you have a separate media relations strategy?

 � Has it been approved by the senior leadership team?

 � Has it been approved by the cabinet or executive?

 � Does it determine who can speak to the media?

 � Are you clear about your overall key messages?
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 � Are you clear about your key messages on individual 
 issues/matters?

 � Are you clear about how you measure success?

 � Do you measure outcomes or outputs?

 � If outcomes, are you clear about the other factors that 
 might affect the achievement of these?

 � If outputs, are you clear about how they are measured?

 � Are your results/successes reviewed regularly by the 
 senior leadership team?

 � Do you regularly adjust your strategy in the light of 
 successes/failures?

 � Do you have a programme of regular media training?

 � Do you select people for interview based upon 
 competence as well as position?

 � Do you use key people to position the organisation 
 through the media?

Stakeholder communication 

 � Do you have a stakeholder communication strategy?

 � Has it been approved by your senior leadership team?

 � Does it contain a named list of your current key 
 stakeholders?

 � Does it include a list of how key stakeholders want to 
 receive updates and on what subjects?

 � Do you understand how they make judgements about 
 your organisation?
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 � Are you clear about how they gather information about 
 your organisation?

 � Do you have channels that you may use to 
 communicate with each directly?

 � Do you know how effective your channels are?

 � Do you know who else in your organisation 
 communicates with your key stakeholders?

 � Do you know what their current perception of your 
 organisation is?

 � Do you know what the impact of changes in their 
 perceptions of your organisation could be?

 � Do you have the means to mitigate the negative impact 
 of changes in their perceptions of your organisation?

Issue management strategy

 � Do you have an issue management strategy?

 � Do you have list of issues that could negatively impact 
 on the reputation of the organisation, its key leaders or 
 its services?

 � Is it up to date?

 � Do you have a clear plan which will help to maintain 
 confidence and trust in the organisation as these matters 
 become public?

 � Do you work with key partner agencies in the 
 implementation of your strategy?
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 � Is everyone involved in this plan fully aware of its 
 existence and trained/briefed so that they can play their 
 part should the time arise?

 � Do you regularly run exercises to determine 
 organisational readiness?

 � Do you have contingency arrangements in place should 
 any member of your team be absent or ill?

 � Do your arrangements cover the organisation 24/7?

 � Do you have remote access to enable you to respond?

 � Do you have the right equipment to respond 24/7?

 � Do you have a list of the key phone numbers of all key 
 individuals who might be expected to respond in the 
 event of an incident or emergency?

Publics/audiences

 � Are you clear about which publics you are trying 
 to reach?

 � Does insight inform the way in which you communicate 
 with them?

 � Are you clear about how each public sees the world?

 � Are you clear about the issues that matter to 
 each public?

 � Are you clear about how they make decisions/ 
 judgements in relation to your organisation?

 � Are you clear about the units in which each 
 measures value?
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 � Are you clear about which concepts each uses to make 
 sense of the world?

 � Are you clear about which factors will nudge changes in 
 behaviour/attitude for each public?

 � Are these factors directly referenced in your 
 communication strategy?

 � Are you clear about how each sees your organisation?

 � Do you have baselines in terms of what you want to 
 achieve with each public (level of awareness of key 
 messages, value of your organisation, view about key 
 people/policies, current behaviours in areas that you 
 want to change)?

 � Does the baseline link directly to your communication 
 strategy?

 � Do you have clear and credible channels which enable 
 you to reach each audience?

 � Do you regularly check the effectiveness of these 
 channels?

 � Do you have the means of tracking changes in the key 
 metrics you will be measuring as your strategies or 
 tactics are implemented (changes in behaviour/attitude, 
 levels of awareness etc.)?

Skills 

Do you or your team have the following skills?

 � Leadership

 � Strategy
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 � Creative (e.g. originating campaigns)

 � Media relations

 � Copywriting

 � Speechwriting

 � Social media

 � Presentation

 � Data analysis

 � Research

 � Crisis management

 � Project management

 � Influencing

 � Report writing

 � Political nous

 � Corporate identity/brand management

 � Video/multimedia

 � Event management

 � Training

 � Coaching/mentoring

 � Interviewing

 � Listening

 � Team building

 � Conflict resolution
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 � Have you carried out a skills audit on your team?

 � Are you clear about your own skills and training needs?

 � Do you have a training and development plan in place 
 which builds on the outcomes of your skills audit?

 � Is the current skills profile of your team linked to the 
 current business needs of the organisation?

 � Have you linked future skills requirements to the needs 
 of the organisation?

 � Do you know the gaps in your team’s skill set?

 � Do you share good or best practice as a team from 
 different sectors/organisations?

Understanding and influencing 
corporate business

 � Do you have regular access to senior leaders and 
 decision-makers?

 � Do you understand the challenges they face and how 
 communication can support a solution?

 � Do you know how you are perceived by each?

 � Do you have access to these individuals?

 � Do you have “walk in” rights?

 � Do you know what keeps each “awake at night” 
 (i.e. the problems they have that may not be soluble)?

 � Do you understand how their key stakeholders make 
 judgements about them (i.e. those upon whom they 
 depend for support)?
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 � Do you understand how each of them sees the world?

 � Do you know which key concepts they use to frame 
 the world?

 � Do you know which specific forms of words are likely 
 to engage each senior leader and decision maker?

 � Do you know the other people who influence senior 
 leaders and decision-makers?

 � Do you have a relationship with them?

 � Do you know how they perceive you?

 � Do you understand what drives each of them and what 
 they might want?

 � Are you in a position to meet their needs or offer 
 them benefits?

Campaigns

 � Are you clear about the outcomes you want to create for 
 the campaign?

 � Does it involve changing what key audiences know?

 � Does it involve changing what key audiences feel?

 � Does it involve changing what key audiences do?

 � Does it involve changing the perceptions of key 
 audiences?

 � Have you taken account of insight based upon 
 desktop research?

 � Have you carried out field research?
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 � Have you developed creatives?

 � Have you market tested them?

 � Have you improved creative ideas as a result of 
 feedback, insight or critical comment?

 � Have you identified the channels that will enable you 
 to deliver your product?

 � Do you have clear metrics which will enable you to 
 determine success or otherwise?

 � In what units will you measure success?

 � Have you set a clear timeframe which will enable you to 
 evaluate the success or otherwise of your approach?

 � Do you have a clear budget?

 � Is your budget fit for purpose? 

Media relations

 � Are you clear about which media are important to 
 your organisation?

 � Do you have a media policy?

 � Is there awareness amongst staff of the policy?

 � Can media access you/your organisation 24/7?

 � Do the media know how to access you/your 
 organisation 24/7?

 � Do you have a good understanding of each publication 
 or programme in terms of what their market is and how 
 they position themselves (e.g. campaigning, partial, 
 trade, mainstream)?
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 � Do you have a good relationship with the editor?

 � Do you know who the key writers/journalists are?

 � Do you have good relationships with the key writers 
 or journalists?

 � Do you have regular meetings with editors and 
 journalists to ensure that you continue to understand 
 their business?

 � Do you know who else in your organisation regularly 
 provides information to the media?

 � Do you know how editors and journalists procure 
 information about your organisation? 

 � Do you have a rebuttals policy?

 � On a scale of 0 – 10 (where 10 is excellent) how would 
 you rate your relationship with the media?

 � Where your score is less than 10, do you have a 
 SMART plan to improve relationships?

Social/bloggers/twitterati

 � Do you know which bloggers or twitterati matter to 
 your organisation (in terms of reach and access to your 
 key audiences)?

 � Are you clear about the basis upon which you 
 choose different social media for different activities 
 or outcomes?

 � What do you use to monitor social media activity 
 in realtime?

 � Do you segment social media by audience?
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 � Do you know what the key goals of each are?

 � Do you know how they regard your organisation?

 � Have you prioritised bloggers and twitterati to 
 determine which you need to allocate time to?

 � Of those you have prioritised, how many do you have a 
 good relationship with?

 � Do you have a content strategy to ensure that you are 
 able to meet their needs, as far as possible, and enable 
 them to promote your organisation and its goals?

 � On a scale of 0 – 10 (where 10 is excellent) how would 
 you rate your relationship with the media?

 � Where your score is less than 10, do you have a 
 SMART plan to improve relationships?

Governance 

 � Are you clear about your scope of work?

 � Do you have authority to operate in all of the areas in 
 which you work?

 � Is every major project that you are involved in within 
 the scope of your job description?

 � Has everyone who has given you instructions on work 
 which may be outside the scope of your job description 
 had the authority to do so at the point where they 
 were issued?

 � Do you have clear lines of accountability?

 � Do you comment on, or check, board or executive 
 papers before they go into the public domain?
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 � Do you attend board or executive meetings to hear 
 their discussions?

Information and knowledge

 � Do you have easy access to information that enables 
 you to do your job?

 � Do you have access to pre-agenda papers?

 � Do you have access to directorate agendas, minutes 
 and meetings?

 � Do you have access to unpublished forward planning 
 information within your organisation?

 � Do you have networks that provide access to sensitive 
 information that could impact on the reputation of 
 your organisation?

 � Do you have access to and understanding of significant 
 matters that could impact on the organisation? 
 (This could include anything that could alter the future 
 viability of the organisation, its reputation, its ability to 
 deliver core or important services.)

 � Do you have reliable sources that give you the “lie of 
 the land” inside your organisation?

 � Do you have early warning systems in place?

Team resources

 � Do you know how many hours/week are available if 
 your team is at full capacity?

 � Do you know how that time is currently allocated?
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 � Do you have a clear means of determining the ROI (the 
 return in terms of key outcomes you would expect from 
 the available resource)?

 � Do you have access to specialist skills should you need 
 them (i.e. skills that are not currently available in 
 the team)?

 � Do you have a plan in place to enable you to increase 
 the ROI from your team?

 � Do you have contingency arrangements in place should 
 your team be reviewed and resources reduced?

 � Do you have good quality mid year and full 
 performance reviews?

 � Do these feed into changes in or improvements to 
 your practice?

 � Are there development plans for each team member?

 � Do you diarise sufficient time for brainstorming/ 
 creativity/innovation?

Personal resources

 � Are you clear how your time is used on a weekly basis?

 � Are you getting a return on investment for the 
 organisation (as measured in the units that matter)?

 � Have you recently reviewed your ROI per day?

 � Do you have a plan to address the areas of your current 
 work that are not producing a good ROI?
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Impediments

 � Are there obstacles in the way of you providing a good 
 service to your organisation?

 � Have you tried to address them?

 � Where you have been unsuccessful do you have a plan 
 for dealing with them?

 � If you are unsuccessful, will you still be able to perform?

 � If not, do you have a sense of the likely impact on your 
 organisational longevity?

 � Do you know what you will do next if you are unable 
 to successfully resolve these matters?

Management

 � Do you have regular one to ones with your direct 
 reports?

 � Do you talk about successes and failures?

 � Do you set a clear standard for good or excellent 
 performance?

 � Do you demonstrate good or excellent performance in 
 your own work?

 � Where you are unable to demonstrate a particular skill 
 or attribute as the leader, are you able to show your 
 team or individual members this in some other way?

 � Where there is under performance, do you address it 
 in a clear way that enables the individual member of 
 staff to improve?



Be Smarter

108

 � Where there is under performance, do you address it at 
 the earliest possible opportunity?

 � Where there is good or excellent performance, do you 
 regularly praise those demonstrating it?

 � Do you enable staff to share examples of good or 
 excellent practice with each other?

 � Do you have a clear sense of the extent to which your 
 team feel supported by you?

 � Do you have a clear sense of the extent to which your 
 team feel well-led by you?

 � Do you have regular team meetings?

 � Do meetings have clear agendas that are informed 
 by your work plan, key priorities, urgent matters and 
 concerns or issues raised by the team?

 � Are clear notes taken and shared prior to the 
 following meeting?

 � Are they reviewed at each meeting so that progress 
 against identified tasks can be determined?

 � Do you have a communication toolkit that is available 
 to the wider organisation setting out your “offer” as well 
 as a team who’s who?

Your team brand

 � Do you have a clear set of protocols shared and owned 
 by the whole team which determines how you work?

 � Do you have a clear set of standards that determine the 
 quality of work you will produce?
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 � Do you consult with “clients” and key relationships 
 to ensure that your protocols and standards reflect 
 their needs?

 � Do you regularly assess the quality of work, enabling 
 improvements to be made across the team?

 � Do you review successes and failures as a team to 
 extract lessons that may lead to future improvements?

 � Do you demonstrate in your leadership the standards 
 that you espouse?

 � Would your team standards be recognisable to people in 
 your organisation?

 � Do you benchmark your work against other 
 organisations’ communication functions to establish 
 the level at which you work?

 � Do you induct new team members using your protocols 
 and standards?

 � Do you seek feedback on your team’s work which is 
 used to inform service improvements?

 � Is there a clear vision and values for the team?

 � Do you have a clear team offer which is sent to 
 prospective “clients”?

 � Do you have pictures of all team members, CVs and 
 contact details on display?

 � Are you clear about what work you will leave to 
 organisational managers and the extent to which you 
 will support them?
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Your standing 

 � Do you know whose opinion of you matters in terms 
 of your ability to do your job?

 � Do you know the basis upon which each makes 
 decisions about you?

 � Do you know how you are perceived by each of those 
 people today?

 � Are you able to mitigate any negative perceptions that 
 may be currently affecting your ability to do your job?

 � Do you know what things could change their 
 perception of you positively?

 � Do you know what things could change their 
 perception of you adversely?

 � Do you know how you would mitigate negative 
 perceptions?

Networks

 � Do you regularly network with key individuals inside 
 your organisation?

 � Are you clear about the benefits you can offer 
 internal networks?

 � Do you regularly network outside the organisation?

 � Are you clear about the benefits you can offer to 
 external networks?

 � Are you clear about the benefits you gain from 
 external networks?
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 � Do you share such benefits/value with your team?

 � Do you know who the “movers and shakers” are in 
 your organisation?

Progression

 � Do you have a career plan?

 � Are you clear about what will be required of you at the 
 next stage of your career?

 � Are you acquiring the knowledge you will need to 
 enable you to move to the next stage of your career?

 � Are you acquiring the skills you will need to move to 
 the next stage of your career?

 � Are you acquiring the social capital you will need to 
 move to the next stage of your career?
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