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Assumptions

¡ We are talking about policy issues, not electoral 
politics.

¡ We are talking about activities that can be 
undertaken within the constraints placed on 
non-profits.

¡ We are talking about “large issues” that have 
widespread appeal or are of general interest. 

¡ We are focused on message development, not 
message delivery or campaign design.  



Remember

The battle is not for the hearts and minds 
of elected officials, but for the hearts and 
minds of their constituents.  



Hierarchy of Public Consciousness
From most to least malleable:

¡ Opinion -- the interpretation of the meaning of 
facts.  Example: “More money won’t help wasteful 
schools do a better job.  It’s like pouring good money 
after bad.”  People change opinions like they change 
clothes.  

¡ Attitudes -- the perceptions of reality through which 
facts are filtered to form opinions.  Example: “I see a 
lot of waste in public schools.”  Perception is the 
politically functional equivalent of reality.  Attitudes 
are what most opinion polls measure.  

¡ Values -- the rank ordering of what matters most to 
people, what they will give up most to protect, and 
what shapes their attitude toward an issue.  
Example: “Public Funds should be efficiently spent.”  
You’ll have a hard time changing people’s values, 
except over a very long period, and quite often, you 
do not want to change their values, but the way their 
values are reflected in their perception of reality.  



Hierarchy Strategy

 Good political messaging offers an attitude 
that is consistent with values already held 
by the target audience but supports 
behavior change (and opinion change). 



Critical Basics

¡ Speaking in the language of the target 
audience.

¡ Listening to the audience until you can 
hear your message with their ears.

A communication campaign around a 
political issue involves use of two skills:



The Three Standard Virtues:

¡ Simplicity
¡ Symbolism
¡ Repetition

Through all stages of message developing 
and campaign implementation, strive for:



Audience

¡ Your base of support
¡ The opposition’s base of support
¡ Undecided leaders who shape                                                    

other’s opinions
¡ The undecided general public
¡ The unconcerned, the indifferent, the 

unaware.

Five levels of audience (at least) should be 
considered:



Audience Strategies – Your Base

¡ Reinforce
¡ Reward
¡ Remind 
¡ Re-arm your base with ammo.  
¡ Spread the good news of little 

victories
¡ Thank volunteers and contributors

Consolidate and fortify your base – never 
take it for granted



Audience Strategies – The Middle

Influence the attitude of the undecided leaders and 
the concerned, but undecided general public.  The rest 
will come along.  Good message redefine the “we” and 
the “they” by enlarging the “we” that you are part of.

o Keep it simple, use symbols, repeat, repeat, 
repeat.  

o Get the right messenger – one who reflects the 
values of the target audience.

o Use the language of the target audience.  
Expression (saying what you want to say in 
your own way) is the enemy of communication 
(saying what they need to hear in their way.)



Audience Strategies – The Opposition

¡ Understand their arguments as well as you 
understand your own.  What it is about their 
own arguments that they themselves doubt. 

• Mortify, demoralize, apathize the opposition. 
 
• Cast doubt, divide and conquer.  

• Talk to them as well as about them.  

• Most important, know the opposition.  Listen to 
them. 



Naming The Issue

¡ The name must run with, not against the values of 
the middle or the opposition

¡ It should not represent special or selfish interests.

¡ It should suggest or construct an attitude – a 
perception of reality through which to filter facts.

¡ It should consist of simple words everyone 
understands – or at least think they understand.


