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Developing your story & communications strategy

We’re all communicators. 



Developing your story & communications strategy

Stories over just facts

Communications 101: Developing your message

Stories over just facts

Recognize that words evoke existing frames & values 
in people

The more specific your audience, the better yourThe more specific your audience, the better your 
message will be

Messengers matter as much as the messageMessengers matter as much as the message

Use words that work, not jargon 



Developing your story & communications strategy

Communications 101: Developing your message

Evaluate context/status on the issue 

Choose your audience C oose you aud e ce

Assess ‘readiness’ of your audience on the issue

Develop main themes (values)

Craft message(s)Craft message(s) 

Test messages & Re-craft 



Developing your story & communications strategy

Messaging for policy change

vs.vs.

Messaging for behavioral change



Lessons Learned from Polling & Focus Groups

1. Frame our issues in terms of ‘choices’ 
or ‘options’

‘We’re for more communities where people have the p p
option to walk, bike, or take public transportation’

instead ofinstead of

‘We’re for more communities where people don’t have 
to drive’to drive   



Lessons Learned from Polling & Focus Groups

Methodology: From February 27 - March 2, 2010, FM3 and POS completed 800 telephone 
interviews with registered voters nationwide The sample included 700 voters with landlineinterviews with registered voters nationwide. The sample included 700 voters with landline 
telephones, as well as 100 voters who mostly or entirely use cell phones. The margin of 

sampling error for the full national sample is +/- 3.8%; margins of error for subgroups within the 

sample will be larger. 



Lessons Learned from Polling & Focus Groups

2. Connect the means (a bike lane, a park, a 
sidewalk, etc.) to ends that matter to people. 

Who’s going to use the facility?o s go g to use t e ac ty

What will they use it for? 

How will they benefit?

People connect with messaging aroundPeople connect with messaging around 
‘vulnerable’ populations 



Lessons Learned from Polling & Focus Groups

3. Connect our issues to top tier concerns, like the 
economy, jobs, and healthcare costs.

Effective themes:
Biking, walking, parks are part of a broader solution to help our 

community become a competitive and desirable community thatcommunity become a competitive and desirable community that 
attracts people and businesses.

The average American spends 20 percent of his or her income on g p p
transportation costs, which is just too much. Investing in 

transportation options will help people save money/get to their jobs.

Our health depends on the places we live, work, and play. Given 
rising healthcare costs, we need more communities that help 

Americans stay healthy and active so that we can live longer and 
b tt d h lthbetter, and save money on healthcare expenses. 



National PrioritiesNational Priorities

High Priorities (60%+)g ( )

• Jobs 82%

• The economy 85%The economy 85%

• Health care costs 70%

• Federal deficit 68%Federal deficit 68%

• Cost of living 61%

• Taxes 63%
Q: Now we would like to ask you some questions 
about the issues our nation is facing today. How 

much of a priority do you think each of the following

• Taxes  63%

• Education 63%
much of a priority do you think each of the following 

issues should be to our elected officials?



National Priorities, cont.National Priorities, cont.

Medium Priorities (49%+)

• Ending the war(s) 57%• Ending the war(s) 57%

• Public safety 51%

• Reducing our dependence on oil 51%

• Addressing poverty 49%

• Clean air and water 49% 

“Just Not Priorities”

• Wall Street and banking reform 39%

• Housing market downturn 38%

• Climate change and global warming 30%
Q: Now we would like to ask you some 

questions about the issues our nation is facing 
today. How much of a priority do you think 
each of the following issues should be to our 

elected officials?

Climate change and global warming  30%

• Transportation 21%

• Land development patterns 16%



Lessons Learned from Polling & Focus Groups

4. Talk about using existing resources more wisely, not 
spending new moneyspending new money.

Effective themes:
We need to get better results from our transportation investmentsWe need to get better results from our transportation investments, 

including a more ‘balanced’ transportation system that gives people 
options.

Tell a story that emphasizes your solutions are getting better outcomes 
with the same amt of money: Complete Streets rehab, for example

Emphasize the cost-effectiveness of biking and walking solutions.



Lessons Learned from Polling & Focus Groups

5. We’re not the same community we were 30 or 40 
years ago: demand and demographics arguments.y g g p g

Effective themes:
Increasing demand for walkable, bikeable communitiesg ,

In part due to the fact that we have more retired people today than ever, 
and young people who are staying single longer and having fewer kids.

We need to have communities that meet the needs of our seniors and 
young people, but our current policies are preventing us from meeting 

th t d dthat demand.



Effective Messages

Now, some people say that we need to expand and improve our 
transportation options which would include public transportationtransportation options, which would include public transportation 

such as trains, rail, ferries and buses, as well as walking and 
biking options. I am going to read you a number of reasons that 

they say we need to expand and improve our transportation 
options, and for each one please tell me if that statement is very 
convincing, somewhat convincing, not very convincing, or not at 
all convincing as a reason to support expanding and improving
our transportation options including public transportation suchour transportation options, including public transportation such 
as trains, rail, ferries and buses, as well as walking and biking 

options.

Methodology: On behalf of Smart Growth America and Transportation For America, Public Opinion Strategies 
and Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin, Metz and Associates conducted a national telephone survey of 800 registered 

voters, including 700 landline interviews and 100 cell phone interviews. 

The survey was conducted February 27-March 2, 2010, and has a margin of error of + 3.46%.



Effective Messages

% Very Convincing

Income
Expanding and improving our transportation options will help 
those of poor or modest incomes or those without cars have a 

way to get to their jobs, training programs or school.

Health
A better network of roads and trails that are safe for walking 
and bicycling would help Americans stay active and healthy. 

Kids co ld alk o bike to school families and o ke s o ldKids could walk or bike to school, families and workers would 
have better transportation options, and those who choose to 

walk or bicycle can be healthier.

ProgressProgress
It has been 50 years since government really looked at our 

transportation needs. We need our leaders to have their eyes 
on the future and invest in modern transportation options, 

including public transportation. We cannot rely on yesterday’sincluding public transportation. We cannot rely on yesterday s 
transportation options in our 21st century economy.



Effective Messages

% Very ConvincingEconomic Boost
Expanding and improving our transportation options can serve 
as a boost to our economy because it will not only create new 

jobs to build and run the system, but will spur economic 
development around rail stops, transportation centers and bus 

lines.

Energy Independence/70%
Today, seventy percent of the oil we consume is for 

transportation. Expanding and improving our transportation 
options will help us reduce our dependence on foreign oil.

Safety
Car accidents claim the lives of forty thousand people each year, 
so investing in safe alternatives to driving can save lives while 

reducing congestion for those who do drive

p p p g

reducing congestion for those who do drive.

Affordable
The typical American family spends twenty percent of their 

household income on transportation, second only to housing and p , y g
more than on health care. Expanding and improving our 

transportation options can help family budgets, by making it 
possible to use their cars less and spend less on insurance and 

maintenance.



% Very Convincing
Effective Messages

% Very Convincing

Clean Air
We need cleaner transportation options - from rail to bicycling 
and walking. By making it easier and more convenient to drive

% Very Convincing

and walking. By making it easier and more convenient to drive 
less, we can reduce air pollution and smog that causes lung 

disease and asthma.

Mobility for Ally
Expanding and improving our transportation options will enable 

all people, whether they have a car or not or whatever their 
incomes, to have the opportunity to get to jobs, school, or 

wherever they need to go.

Efficiency
Smarter, more responsible investments would allow communities 
to connect roads, public transportation, and walking and biking 

options in a transportation network that is efficient andoptions in a transportation network that is efficient and 
convenient.

Less Time in Traffic
Expanding and improving our transportation options will help 
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reduce traffic congestion and give people an alternative to sitting 
in traffic. Less time in traffic means more time to do what you 

want, and less money spent buying gasoline.



Effective Messages

A clear distinction between talking about all workers 
versus workers of more modest incomes.versus workers of more modest incomes.

INCOME

% Very Convincing

Expanding and improving our transportation 
options will help those of poor or modest 

incomes or those without cars have a way to 
t t th i j b t i i h l

MOBILITY FOR ALL
E di d i i t t ti

get to their jobs, training programs or school.

Expanding and improving our transportation 
options will enable all people, whether they 
have a car or not or whatever their incomes, 

to have the opportunity to get to jobs
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to have the opportunity to get to jobs, 
school, or wherever they need to go.



Effective Messages

% Very Convincing Message Grid: Party

Republicans Independents Democrats White DemocratsRepublicans
(31%)

Independents
(30%)

Democrats           
(35%)

White Democrats       
(22%)

A t bl A t bl I IAccountable 
(51%)

Accountable 
(49%)

A t blI

Income 
(63%)

Income 
(56%)

Economic Accountable 
(55%)

Income 
(36%)

Health
(45%)

Economic 
Boost
(56%)

Income 
(42%)

Energy 
Independence

/70%
(31%)

Health
(56%)

Health
(52%)

(31%)
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Effective Messages

% Very Convincing Message Grid: Income Groups

Under $40K $40K-$80K Over $80KUnder $40K
(31%)

$40K-$80K
(28%)

Over $80K
(35%)

Accountable AccountableHealth Accountable 
(57%)

Accountable 
(50%)

Health
(56%)

Income 
(53%)

Income 
(47%)

Income 
(44%)

Safety
(46%)

Energy 
Independence/70%

(41%)
Clean Air 
(51%)
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Effective Messages

% Very Convincing Message Grid: Geography

Big City 
(16%)

Suburban 
(35%)

Small Town 
(25%)

Rural 
(23%)

Income 
(54%)

Accountable 
(47%)

Accountable 
(56%)

Accountable 
(55%)

Accountable 
(51%)

Income 
(46%)

Health 
(53%)

Income 
(49%)

Affordable 
(43%)

Economic 
Boost
(50%)

Clean Air 
(47%)

Income 
(46%)

(50%)
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Effective Messages: Health‐Specific

SSource:
RWJ 

Foundation:
A New Way to y
Talk about the 

Social 
Determinants 

of Healthof Health


