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hen public interest organiza-
tions reach out for support
(financial or otherwise), it’s
almost always advisable to
forget about engaging “the

general public” and focus on a more
manageable audience closer to the heart
of your cause. But that’s only step one.

With target audience in mind, you have
to craft a message that will cut through
the clutter, grab their
attention, and pluck a
heartstring or two. No easy
feat,and even with that
accomplished, your work
is far from done.

Now you need to select
spokespeople and choose
media that will deliver your
message with the utmost
impact. And should you
make the right choices
at this stage, it’s still no
guarantee of success.
Because in the end, virtually
every form of public out-
reach comes down to the

“ask,” that make-or-break moment
when your audience — having stopped,
looked, and listened — says, “So, what
exactly do you want me to do?”

The right kind of ask can seal the deal,
while the wrong kind can let your audi-
ence slip away. Inside you’ll find classic
examples of each, and they’re worth
studying. Some time soon, lessons
learned here might just save your ask.
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GOOD IDEAS FOR GOOD CAUSES

You have their attention. Now, are you closing
the deal, or are you

Falling Flat on Your Ask?
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Do You Know the Four Connecting Points?

Storytelling iSchool Returns in March

very time you reach out, there are
four potential points of connection
between you and your target audi-
ence. When you know all four points

and build your campaign around them,
everyminute and dollar you invest have
a better chance of paying off. (“The Ask,”

detailed in
this issue, is
connecting
point #4.)
Fail to con-
nect on even

one point, however, and you give your
audience an opportunity to walk away.
And don’t kid yourself: in this Age of Too
Much Information,most people are looking
for opportunities to tune out anything
they can quickly categorize as noise.

Next month, you can learn about “The
Four Connecting Points” in a new online
seminar designed expressly for public
interest communicators. In two hours
(spread over two consecutive days), we’ll

cover framing, message design and
delivery, best practices in strategic
communications and even some worst
case scenarios that will help you know
what to avoid as you plan your next
campaign. Whether you are new to the
public interest sector or a long-time doer-
of-good, “The Four Connecting Points”
can serve as a fast and comprehensive
survey course or just a helpful refresh-
er. For more information and to register
online, visit www.agoodmanonline.com/
fourpoints.

The Four Connecting Points
will be held on March 11 and 12

from 2-3p Eastern (11a-12n Pacific)
each day. Tuition for the 2-hour
class is $195 per student.
Organizations sending five
or more students will receive
a discounted rate of $150

per student.
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The January class sold out, so we’ve scheduled another semester of
Storytelling iSchool on March 4, 11, 18, and 25 (12n-1p Eastern each day).
To learn more and register online, visit www.agoodmanonline.com/ischool.
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Falling Flat on Your Ask?

Take It Outside
To protect children from secondhand smoke, the Kansas Health Foundation (KHF)
launched a campaign aimed at parents who smoke. The objective: reduce in-home
smoking. The first hurdle that had to be crossed: parents believing their home is
their smoke-filled castle. This ad was typical of the campaign and displays all the
characteristics of a compelling ask:

• Clear and easy to do. If you must smoke, do it outside.

• Compatible with the audience’s values. Parents love their children, and smoking outside
is positioned as an expression of that love.

• Actionable now. Allow too much time
between your ask and the audience’s
opportunity to act, and your request
will probably be set aside and
forgotten. Moving smoking to the
stoop or backyard can begin immedi-
ately.

• Clearly makes a difference. Remove the
smoke and you remove the hazard.
You don’t need a PhD to understand
the campaign’s premise.

• Measurable. KHF was able to establish
a baseline of public attitudes on
smoking and monitor shifts as the
campaign progressed.

Within three months, KHF was able
to reduce by 50% the number of
parents who still agreed with the
statement, “I have a right to smoke
in my own home.” A well considered
ask was one reason for the campaign’s
initial success.

Youth Smoking Prevention
As part of the Tobacco Master Settlement Agreement in 1998, Philip Morris was
required to produce advertisements intended to reduce smoking among teenagers.
This ad was part of the company’s Youth Smoking Prevention campaign. Note how
the characteristics that make KHF’s ask so compelling are entirely absent here:

• The ask is indirect and vague. “So if there are adult smokers in your home,” the body
copy reads, “please ask them to keep an eye on their cigarettes.” This means the
ad is not talking directly to the target audience and expects the reader to deliver
its message. And that message — keep an eye on your cigarettes — is not exactly
a clarion call to action.

• The audience’s values are not engaged in a serious way. If you want parents to think about
their children, which would you show: a child’s face staring right at you or a bowl
of fruit?

• The action can be taken now, but…

• It’s not clear how it will make a differ-
ence. The red text reads, “It’s
within your reach to help keep
cigarettes out of theirs.” Fine.
And…?

• It’s not measurable in a meaningful
way. Even if you could determine
howmany readers actually went
on to deliver the message,
can you reasonably project any
amount of reduced smoking
among teens as a result?

Some critics have wondered
if the ask is deliberately weak
given that the advertiser is
not genuinely invested in the
campaign’s success. To which
I must reply: do you really have
to ask?


