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How to Choose an Issue
By
Forrest W. Anderson

A few days ago one of my colleagues suggested I do a blog on being sustainable, because
it is a hot topic right now. I'm all for sustainability, recycling and being green. But is
sustainability a good topic for me, as an independent message development and
communications research consultant, to write about?

Issue Parameters
What are the right issues to align your employer or client with? As a general rule, it's a
great idea to identify a hot topic and find ways to link your organization or client to that
topic to get media coverage and create buzz. Get in front of the parade. But what if that
topic has nothing to do with the messages you are trying to communicate to your
stakeholders? What if your stakeholders don't care about the topic?
Ideally, the issues you associate your organization or your client's organization with
should: 1. Be appropriate for that organization and its messages, and 2. Be something of
interest to the stakeholders you are trying to reach.
If your company sells hand power tools and women's dietetic supplements is a hot topic,
would it make sense to link your organization or its power tool products to women's
dietetic supplements? Not unless women, who might be interested in these supplements,
are one of the groups of people you are trying to sell your power tools to. But even if they
are, I question how appropriate the topic is for a hand power tool manufacturer. An issue
that might make more sense to get involved in could be Habitat for Humanity and
building houses for people who need them because of disaster or poverty. This seems
appropriate, because hand power tools are used to build things, and that's what Habitat
for Humanity does. Does it appeal to the stakeholders our imaginary company wants to
reach. We don't really know. However, when I checked the Habitat for Humanity
International web site,it had a "Women Build" section encouraging women to take part.
So, women may be a good target.

Identifying an Issue for a Major Computer Company
How could we find out if an issue is good for us? Some years ago, when I was SVP,
director of research and account planning at Golin/Harris, I worked with a major
computer company on a pilot community involvement program. The pilot program was
to be in Indianapolis, Indiana, so we wanted to determine what issues the city was facing
that might be appropriate for the computer company to help with. We went to the
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Indianapolis city library and read through local papers to come up with a list of pressing
issues. Then we spoke with city leaders to identify what they thought were the most
important issues they faced. Finally, as I recall, we spoke with members of a target
audience our client was interested in reaching, owners of small companies that the client
thought would grow and become bigger customers. We asked the owners of these
companies which of the issues were most important to them personally as well as which
seemed appropriate for our client to address.
All these sources of information converged to suggest education was a top issue for
Indianapolis, important to the respondents with whom we had spoken and appropriate for
the client to address. Fortunately, education already was a part of the client's
philanthropic plan. Consequently, it was easy for the company to put in place in
Indianapolis a program supporting education. I believe they did it through a "Computers
in Schools" effort.
So this issue passed our test with flying colors. It was both appropriate to the computer
company and important to its stakeholders. Unfortunately, I don't have any followup
information on how successful that program was.

Identifying an Issue for a Bourbon Manufacturer
Another example, and one of my favorites, also comes from my time with Golin/Harris.
We were pitching the maker of a bourbon. After reviewing data from the Simmons
Market Research data base, it was clear there were two different groups of people who
drank the brand. A group of lower-income, high-school educated blue-collar men and a
group of mid- to upper-income college-educated white-collar men.
This was a dilemma, because, as with all programs, resources were limited, and we were
faced with either focusing on one group or the other or communicating to both groups,
but with fewer resources for each.
As a part of the pitch we did focus groups with both kinds of bourbon drinkers (some of
whom were disappointed to learn they had not be recruited to do bourbon taste testing!).
During one of the groups one respondent mentioned his interest in Duck's Unlimited, an
organization that buys wetlands and grasslands to preserve for waterfowl breeding. When
he did, a light bulb went off in our heads, because he had come upon the perfect issue or
cause for us. From the Simmons data base, we knew our blue-collar men were interested
in hunting and our white-collar men were interested in conservation. So Ducks Unlimited
was the perfect bridge issue and cause for us to recommend to our prospect.
As it turned out, the prospect was already contributing to Ducks Unlimited, but they liked
our thinking so well they hired us.
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Putting it all Together
As communications practitioners, it is critical that we understand what trends and issues
are current at any given time. But it is just as critical that we understand our clients and
their stakeholders so we can make sound judgments on how to put them all together.
###
I work with organizations that are going through a change in strategic direction (merger,
acquisition, building program, new product launch, change program) and that are
concerned about what will happen with their relationships with key stakeholders
(customers, employees, investors) if they send out the wrong, or confusing, messages.
After working with me they have a clear understanding of what their messages should be.
I also provide them recommendations on other actions they can take to enhance their
relationships with their stakeholders.
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