
                                     

Spreading the Word: 
Building an Effective Communications Strategy 

A WORD UP Communications training workshop !



INTRO
    
In this three and half hour online training session, WORD UP aims to 
help you gain a better understanding of the importance and purpose of a 
strong, effective communications strategy. We’ll explain how the 
development and implementation of the goals within the strategy can be 
used as a vital tool to support an organisations’s business objectives.

Using practical exercises Mairi Damer of WORD UP will demonstrate the 
essential elements required for an effective strategy, and provide 
examples and suggestions of how your own strategy can be designed to 
work with existing resources, or identify where additional expertise 
might be needed. A central plank of the session will be to emphasise the 
setting of achievable communications goals.

The session will include topics such as:

• What exactly is a communications strategy?

• Why a good communications strategy really, really matters

• Supporting a business plan through comms

• Identifying and agreeing key messages

• Designing and developing a comms strategy

• SWOT analysis 

• Setting appropriate and realistic ambitions

• Agreeing priorities and designing an action plan

1.What is a communications strategy?

Simply put, a communications strategy is a planning document which 
describes how and where an organisation is going to spread the word 
about itself to the outside world. 

The strategy document itself can be a very simple, just 4 or 5 pages 
long, or it can be an in-depth multi-page outline of comms objectives. 
It’s not something to write up and then hide away in a drawer or on a 
shelf, ideally it’s a “living” document which guides how your 
organisation promotes itself to external audiences and communicates with 
staff and trustees.

The strategy should detail how and what you are going to communicate, to 
whom and how often. It should include information about HOW you will 
communicate e.g. digital only, or digital and traditional. The document 
should outline the benefits which can be gained from delivering great 
comms, but it should also outline the risks, barriers or difficulties 
you might face as you try to put it into place. 
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2. Why a communications strategy matters

If you don’t spend the time working out exactly what you should be 
telling the outside world about your work and why it matters, then your 
organisation may have its head buried deep in the sand. There’s also a 
good chance that some of your own staff will be in the dark too.

Taking a strategic (i.e. planned) approach to comms rather than doing it 
in an ad-hoc or scattergun way is what really delivers results. That’s 
because proper comms planning supports organisations to:

• improve internal communications (and can even boost morale)
• significantly increase their profile
• raise awareness of the kind of work that they do 
• raise awareness of the kind of people people they work for
• demonstrate and illustrate the impact of their work 
• fundraise more effectively 
• increase engagement with clients, partners and other audiences
• act as influencers and campaigners  

 

3. Using a comms strategy to support a business plan

The best comms strategies include detail about how communications 
efforts will be used to support an organisation’s business plan and 
objectives. However, communications are sometimes seen as little more 
than marketing “fluff”. At WORD UP we argue that effective, dynamic and 
authentic communication about an organisation’s work, its purpose and 
values can work wonders in terms of profile and fund raising. 

When an organisation has a small staff team, the addition of comms tasks 
can feel onerous, but the delivery of planned and achievable comms 
activities e.g. a quarterly attention-grabbing newsletter, a single (but 
regularly updated) social media stream, or a website featuring real life 
stories or case studies can significantly increase awareness and 
engagement, and put simply, that is good for business. Good comms can 
also transform an organisation’s attractiveness to clients, funders, 
supporters and partners.  

4. Identifying and agreeing key messages 

Before you start drafting your splendid new comms strategy, it’s a very, 
very good idea to make sure that everyone in your organisation is on the 
same page when it comes to communicating what you do. 

If your organisation hasn’t ever had a comms strategy, or hasn’t updated 
an existing one in a long time, it’s essential that you go back to 
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basics to identify and get agreement on your key messages and your 
preferred methods of communicating those messages. 

Incidentally, a key messages session can also play an important role in 
ironing out internal communications issues and identifying other 
barriers which are preventing effective external comms. 

WORD UP suggests that you start the ball rolling by setting aside time 
(two half day sessions, at least) for the whole team to participate in a 
key messages exercise, working methodically through The Dubyas - WWW.W/H

WHAT exactly does your organisation want to say about itself? 
WHY does it need to say these things i.e. for what purpose? 
WHO are your organisation’s main audiences? 
HOW are you going to communicate? What style, tone and language? 
WHERE exactly are you going to communicate i.e. which platforms?

This is not necessarily an easy process but once you have laid the 
foundations, you can do some further research and begin to build your 
communications strategy. 

  
5. Designing and developing a comms strategy

There are numerous examples of comms strategy templates online, and only 
you can decide how detailed you need your own strategy document to be. 
However, you can use some or all of these headings to help you populate 
the document e.g.

1.  Title page
2.  Intro
3.  Purpose
4.  Aims & Objectives
5.  Key Messages
6.  Implementation
7.  Target Audiences
8.  Platforms & Channels
9.  Considerations/SWOT analysis
10. Timetable
11. Measuring Success
12. Date ratified 
13. Recommendations

Some of the very best comms strategies are very simple, just a few short 
pages outlining how you are going to achieve your ambitions. However, 
working through this process can reveal quite a lot about organisational 
dysfunction, and fixing that before moving into a profile-raising phase 
is essential. In itself, that process can present an opportunity to 
redevelop organisational aims/business planning with comms playing a 
central role to support those objectives right from the start. 
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Your strategy is a good place to clarify your commitment to the use of 
an organisational “voice”. WORD UP stresses the importance of finding 
and agreeing on that voice and using it consistently and confidently 
across all platforms, and in person. Do not be afraid of developing an 
attractive, eye-catching organisational personality which demonstrates 
your work and your values, but make sure it all accurately reflects how 
you want to be seen by the outside world.

As part of the process it is important that you also consider how long 
your strategy might run for - 1 year, 3 years, 5 years etc - or if it’s 
better to avoid a hard and fast timescale in favour of regular review. 

Your planning should factor in a degree of experimentation, analysis and 
evaluation. If something’s not working well, agree that you will go back 
to the drawing board and update your strategy and action plan 
accordingly.

Your plan may include an appendix detailing a series of recommendations. 
This can be very useful when seeking board approval and ratification of 
your strategy. Your recommendations may include a draft timetable for 
completion.

6. Considerations/SWOT analysis

It makes sense to spend some time working out which factors may help or 
hinder progress with the actual implementation of your strategy. A 
simple SWOT* analysis will help you assess the challenges and benefits.

Exploring the potential/opportunities offered by comms is an excellent 
way to help you bring any doubters in your organisation on board. Being 
able to demonstrate how comms can support business objectives can help 
overcome uncertainty or fear (many organisations feel the fear, 
particularly about the potential risks presented by social media). It 
can be useful to think about risk versus benefit.

You might not be able to do much about some of the obstacles to comms 
success e.g. tiny staff team v large ambitions, but by acknowledging 
them, you may be able to come up with workable solutions. 

*Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats

7. Setting realistic ambitions

The main reasons why organisations' comms strategies don’t succeed is 
because they were far too ambitious, they’re not the right fit for an 
organisations’ needs or because they haven’t evolved or adapted. 

At WORD UP, we believe that simplicity and achievability are essential 
for successful communications. You MUST spend some time working out what 
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you can actually manage - the ambitions of your comms strategy must 
match your capacity, your ability and your budget. 

Crucially, you must also find out what your most important client 
groups/audiences prefer in terms of comms. Do a survey, or even informal 
focus group chats to find out. You’ll never please all of the people all 
of the time, but if the vast majority use Facebook, don’t bother with 
LinkedIn or Twitter. If you’re already doing a newsletter and hardly 
anyone’s opening it, let alone clicking the links, why bother? 

Consistency of good quality comms across a couple of channels will 
always be more effective than trying to post content on 5 or 6 platforms 
every day. You do not need to try and do everything all of the time, 
especially if you have a tiny team. A well-written monthly newsletter or 
a regularly updated website may be all that you need, or perhaps only 
two social media streams. If you don’t have in-house content writing 
skills, perhaps images, videos or short pieces of text will work.

If you’ve got big ideas but don’t have the skills, you will need to do 
some up-skilling or outsource that work, or maybe you just need to rein 
in your ideas and stick with what’s actually achievable.

8. Agreeing priorities and action

Once your shiny new comms strategy is finished you then need to decide 
your priorities for implementation and get an action plan into place. 

What do you need to do first? What can be tackled in the medium and long 
terms? Can you get a big piece of comms work rolling e.g. tender for a 
new website build at the same time as designing a new monthly 
newsletter, or posting daily/weekly social media content? 

Your action plan can be a simple To Do list or a sophisticated multi-
tabbed, colour-coordinated spreadsheet, the important thing is that it 
is designed in a way that works for your organisation especially if 
several people are involved. It’s essential to agree who is doing what 
and by when and detail that on your plan.

It’s sensible to include some kind of timetable for implementation, and 
set deadlines for tasks which must be completed. At the same time, you 
need to consider pro-activity v reactivity - what can you do on a  
regular basis and how will you factor in time for comms when unexpected 
things happen? Don’t forget, modern comms are fast-moving, be ready to 
join in with current conversations. 

9. Measuring success

There isn’t much point in doing all this hard graft if you don’t then 
spend time working out whether your comms are working. 
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Digital comms have the benefit of analytics, back-end tools which can be 
used to assess whether or not your efforts are paying off. These include 
analysis of social media engagement, website traffic and newsletter 
opening rates and link clicks etc. 

However, digital analytics don’t tell you anything about emotional 
engagement with your comms, so that’s where the gathering of feedback 
and anecdotal evidence is crucial. Think of ways that you can gather 
some evidence of engagement e.g. a quote folder, an annual survey, 
social media commentary from clients etc. This material is what will 
really bring your comms efforts to life when you’re reporting back to 
the team.

 

© Mairi Damer, WORD UP Communications 
March 2021
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