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Overview and Definition of Concepts  
 

All organizations depend on effective communication in their everyday operations. 
Communication, defined as “the imparting or exchanging of information,”1 plays an 
essential role from the beginning to the end of an organization’s projects and its 
lifecycle.. Everything you do involves some form of communication.  Whether you are 
gathering information, forming partnerships, sharing ideas, engaging and mobilizing the 
community, or raising funds, you are using some form of communication. It’s important 
to communicate clearly and effectively within your organization, as well as with the 
community and the media. Effective communication can allow organizations to grow 
and flourish and to accomplish their mission while engaging with their communities.  
Poor communication can result in missed opportunities: you could lose out on chances 
to strengthen your organization and its contribution to increasing community 
development and capacity.2  In the end, “everything you do—or don’t do—
communicates a message to your audience, whether it’s those you serve, your 
volunteers, donors, staff, the media or the government.”3 
 
Strategies and Approaches 
 

To be effective, organizations and community developers should create a 
communications plan or strategy. The communications strategy should “articulate, 
explain and promote a vision and a set of well-defined goals, while creating a consistent 
and uniform ‘voice’ linking diverse activities and goals in a way that appeals to your 
partners and/or stakeholders.”4 It should be viewed as an on-going process, a two-way 
dialogue or exchange of information between your organization and its community. 
Thus, organizations should listen (what does the audience/stakeholder/community 
want), design and “deliver audience-informed strategies, and then gather feedback to 

                                                 
1 Oxford English Dictionary, “Communication,” accessed March 25, 2012, 
http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/communication  
2 United Nations Development Program (UNDP), “Communicating for Results: Why Community Now?,” 
accessed March 8, 2012, http://web.undp.org/comtoolkit/why-communicate/why-core-concepts-com-
strat.shtml#Components 
3  Cause Communications, “Communications Toolkit: A guide to navigation communications for the non-
profit world”, accessed March 8, 2012, http://www.causecommunications.org/resources.php, v  

4 The World Bank, “Regional Workshop Promoting Disability Data Collection”, Bangkok, 8-10 April 2008 

http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/communication
http://web.undp.org/comtoolkit/why-communicate/why-core-concepts-com-strat.shtml#Components
http://web.undp.org/comtoolkit/why-communicate/why-core-concepts-com-strat.shtml#Components
http://www.causecommunications.org/resources.php
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assess their impact.”5  
 

The Essential Elements of a Communication Strategy 
 

Review How have we been communicating in the past? How effective 
has that been? 

 

Objective What do we want our communications to achieve? Are our 
objectives SMART? (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 
Realistic, Timely) 

 

Target Audience Who is our audience? Do we have a primary and secondary 
audience? What information do they need to act upon our 
message? 

 

Message What is our message? Do we have one message for multiple 
audiences or multiple messages for multiple audiences? Think 
of no more than three core messages that are consistently 
made in your communications. Be sure to clearly tie in your 
organization’s strategic goals. 

 

Basket What kinds of communications “products” best capture and 
deliver our messages?  

 

Channels What channels will we use to promote and disseminate our 
products?  

 

Resources What kind of budget do we have for this? Will this change in the 
future? Add communications to all grant requests.  

 

Timing What is our timeline? Would a staged strategy be the most 
appropriate? What special events or opportunities might arise? 
Does the world (or future work) of like-minded organizations or 
ministries, etc. present opportunities? Be flexible to respond to 
changes.  

 

Brand Are all of our communications products “on brand”? How can 
we ensure that we are broadcasting the right message?  

 

Feedback/Evaluation How will we know when our communications strategy is 100% 
successful? What will have changed? How can we assess 
whether we used the right tools, were on budget and on time, 
and had any influence?  

 

 

Source: International Development Research Centre (IDRC), “Research Matters: Designing a 

Communications Strategy,” http://web.idrc.ca/uploads/user-
S/1226604865112265957811Chapter_6%5B1%5D.pdf, 2  

 
 

Modes of Communication  

There are different ways that communication can take place within a community setting. 
Some of the more common techniques are outlined below:  
 

 Word-of-mouth  

 Bulletin boards 

                                                 
5  IDRC, “Research Matters: Designing a Communications Strategy”, accessed March 25, 2012, 
http://web.idrc.ca/uploads/user-S/1226604865112265957811Chapter_6%5B1%5D.pdf 
 

http://web.idrc.ca/uploads/user-S/1226604865112265957811Chapter_6%5B1%5D.pdf
http://web.idrc.ca/uploads/user-S/1226604865112265957811Chapter_6%5B1%5D.pdf
http://web.idrc.ca/uploads/user-S/1226604865112265957811Chapter_6%5B1%5D.pdf
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 Newsletters and newspapers 

 Community television or radio 

 Telecommunication (e.g. telephone, e-mail, Skype) 

 Community webpage 

 Social media (e.g. Facebook, Twitter) 
 

Local bulletin boards are a very efficient way of contacting people within a community. 
The information posted within each is completely controlled by the community itself. 
Bulletin boards placed in high traffic areas like schools, stores and churches are ideal 
for posting upcoming events but are less suited for informing citizens of community 
news that can potentially affect their lives or their future.  
 
The newsletter can fill this gap: it can be released as often as necessary. One problem 
with both newsletters and mail outs is that they require time and effort from volunteers 
within the community. The more frequently updates are done the more time it will take 
from volunteers. Another potential difficulty with posters, mail outs and newsletters is 
the need to understand how to attract and interest people using sound design 
principles. Although it is not always essential, a strong and captivating print ad is more 
likely to attract and to make an impact on people. For organizations lacking resources to 
invest in print communications, it can be worthwhile to advertise for volunteers at local 
high schools or colleges with graphic design programs—this provides experience and a 
portfolio for the student and benefits the organization.  
 
Telephone trees are also a great tool for use in getting a message out quickly in your 
community, for example, in an emergency. In a telephone tree, each person is 
responsible for calling two people on the tree directly below them. In this way a 
message can reach many people very quickly and the responsibility for phoning is 
shared within the group or community. 
 
Telecommunications is a good alternative when face-to-face communication is difficult. 
When an area is large it can be cost effective to hold meetings over the telephone or the 
Internet. E-mail is an important tool for not only communicating with individuals, but 
groups as well. Unlike a newsletter that is delivered to everyone in a community only a 
few times a year, an e-mail can be sent daily if required, with minimal effort. The other 
advantage is that you can target specific individuals, including those that have been 
engaged in the community and that have signed up for any mailing lists. The difficulty 
occurs in getting members of the community to subscribe to these mailing lists. This can 
be particularly challenging if the area lacks the availability of high speed Internet. It also 
excludes the people within a community that are not familiar with computer and Internet 
technology unless you can provide training or assistance.  
 
Other tools related to e-mail and the Internet that can be used include:  
 

 E-Newsletters or e-zines: Regularly distributed headlines and blurbs that often 
link to a website with more complete stories. Keep subject lines short, hyperlinks 
plentiful, and graphics on the e-newsletter simple.  
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 E-mail campaigns: Involves sending a series of targeted messages to a segment 
of your audience. Interactive e-mail campaigns can create a strong emotional 
bond with the organization. For example, tell subscribers about opportunities and 
solicit opinions that will influence an event.  

 Viral Marketing: Refers to the process of getting individuals to pass on your 
marketing message electronically to their friends, family and colleagues.  

 

Video conferencing has the added benefit of allowing people to show presentations or 
do demonstrations. While videoconferencing can be expensive, low cost options exist 
such as Skype.  
 
A community webpage is a great way to post news and events and even allows for 
user feedback. A website can be expanded to have discussion areas where users can 
engage in meaningful dialogue. The difficulty with a webpage is that it requires someone 
with technical knowledge to design and update it. Creating a website from scratch can 
also be a daunting task, but luckily there are sites like Wordpress that allow you to 
create a functional community website for free and with relative ease.6 
 
Finally, social media provides an almost endless selection of methods for 
communication. It can provide the tools to share information within a community and 
also to branch out and network outside the community. Social media is a long-term 
investment, however. You cannot simply make a Facebook page and consider the “deed 
done.”Social media is a slow process that requires time and effort to make those new 
connections. It can be an intimidating task but ultimately can also be very rewarding.7 
 

Media Relations 

Before you start planning a media campaign, you should decide what you want to 
accomplish and who your target audience is. Your goals should be realistic and clearly 
defined. Developing two or three core messages will clearly and effectively 
communicate your position and your organization’s strengths and accomplishments. 
(See the Tools section of this Toolkit for “Dos and Don’ts” when working with the media.)  
 

To position your institution as a valued news source, pitch only stories that are 
newsworthy and a good fit with the news outlet. It is important to know when to pitch as 
deadlines vary greatly depending on what outlet you are targeting:  
 

 Daily newspapers—at least 2-3 weeks in advance for feature stories; 1-2 days for 
news 

 Weekly newspapers— 3-4 weeks ahead for features; 1-2 weeks for news; 

 Monthly magazines— 3-4 months before publication  

 Bimonthly magazine--  5-6 months before publication  
                                                 
6 J. Haydon, “29 tips to improve your non-profits site’s landing pages,” accessed March 24, 2012, 
http://www.socialbrite.org/2011/05/10/29-tips-to-improve-your-nonprofit-landing-pages/. 
7
 Cause Communications, “Communications Toolkit: A guide to navigation communications for the non-

profit world”   
 

http://www.socialbrite.org/2011/05/10/29-tips-to-improve-your-nonprofit-landing-pages/
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 Local TV/radio—3-4 days for features; 1-2 days for news8 

E-mail Etiquette 
 

These tips focus on e-mails but can be applied to any written response online. The first 
and easiest thing to do is read an e-mail a second time before sending it to ensure that 
there are no typos or other mistakes. E-mails should be concise but also personal. 
Avoid using templates or form e-mails with no personal content at all. Answer e-mails as 
timely as possible, normally in 24 hours or less. Avoid writing in all capitals, using 
emoticons (characters) or using acronyms as these practices are unprofessional. Use 
proper formatting to make the text easier to read. One large paragraph can be 
intimidating and is often more difficult to read.9 
 
Overcoming Challenges 
 

Factors like remoteness, a small population that may be scattered over a large area, 
technological challenges and weather all present challenges for rural communication.10 
Many of these challenges deal with a need to travel to deliver news or attend meetings. 
Luckily we live in an age where we can send and receive information and messages 
instantly. Web pages, e-mail and telephones can all deal with some of the issues of 
remoteness and low-density populations. 
 
Technology itself presents a more difficult challenge. Not all areas have high speed 
Internet and not all individuals have Internet access.  In most communities, people can 
use computers with Internet access at their local libraries.  Another issue is that not 
everyone is proficient enough with technology to be able to use the Internet to its full 
potential.  You can host workshops for those interested in learning more about 
computers. Just be sure to advertise these events by means other than just Facebook 
or your website! 
 

Conclusion 

Whether you are speaking to someone face to face, or speaking to them on Facebook, 
remember that everything you say and do is a form of communication. When you’re 
communicating on behalf of your organization, be sure to present your message in a 
clear, concise manner that reflects your organization’s values and point of view. For 
more information on communicating effectively, see the Tools section of this toolkit. 
 

                                                 
8
 Cause Communications, “Communications Toolkit: A guide to navigation communications for the non-

profit world,” 52-53 

9 Email replies, “Email Etiquette,” accessed March 24, 2012,http://www.emailreplies.com/ 

10  K. Morris, Crisis Communications: Challenges faced by remote and rural communities in North 
Eastern Ontario (2009). 

http://www.emailreplies.com/
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About this Community Development Toolkit 
 

This community development toolkit was created by Andy Flood and Raïsa Mirza, with editorial 
review by Kelly Vodden, Gail Collins and Janelle Skeard. The toolkit was created as part of a 
community-based research project undertaken by students in an undergraduate course at 
Memorial University, Department of Geography, instructed by Dr. Kelly Vodden (Geography 
3350 – Community and Regional Planning and Development). The project was completed in 
partnership with the Central Region Community of Practice – Community Development. Using a 
‘Community of Practice’ learning approach the project was intended to provide resources that 
introduce students and community development practitioners to several key community 
development and regional planning tools and concepts. The financial support provided by the 
Rural Secretariat-Executive Council and the support and participation of Regional Partnership 
Planners Linda Brett and Tanya Noble are gratefully acknowledged.  
 

 

 

  


