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GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
The who, what and why of communications planning 

 

Why?  Set simple objectives 

 Begin your plan with a set of objectives that are clear, simple and measurable.  
 Ensure that the objectives of your communications plan don't simply restate the 

objectives of the research itself.  
 Build in some simple evaluation measures at the start so that you'll know if and how you 

have succeeded in meeting your objectives. 
 

What?  Be clear about what you want to communicate and why 

 Develop clear concise messages, including a ‘call to action’ where possible. 
 Write a top-line summary in just 1or 2 sentences to capture the essence of what you 

want to communicate.  

 

How?  Keep the message clear 

 Set out your key messages in clear, accessible language and avoid jargon – audiences 
such as journalists and policymakers are overloaded with information and may not 
remember your messages if they are too complex. Even researchers working in related 
fields may be unfamiliar with technical terminology and acronyms. 

 

Who?  Know your audiences 

 Prioritise your target audiences and user groups according to their importance and 
influence relative to your objectives.  

 

Where? Find your audience 

 Think about how best to reach your target audience and the communication channels 
that your audience prefers.  

 

When? Set a plan and budget 

 Draw up a project plan that includes all the activities you intend to carry out, with 
deadlines, responsibilities and costs.  

 Don't underestimate the time and money involved. Remember to include staff time as a 
cost.  

 Ensure value for money by focusing on high-impact/low-cost activities and buying in 
specialist help where necessary. 
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Understand your audiences 
Who are the audiences you wish to communicate with? What do you know about them; how influential 
are they; how do you want them to respond? 
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Reaching your key audiences 

It is important to consider the most appropriate ways (channels) to reach your target audience – for 
example through regular user groups, workshops or conferences, a newsletter or blog, or some media 
activity. This will help you to frame the main activities of your communications plan, for example: 

 
 Why plan an event when a podcast, digital story or photo gallery may convey your key messages 

more widely? 
 Why publish a regular newsletter rather than a more occasional briefing? 
 Why organise a large national conference rather than a series of smaller regional seminars? 
 Why use an email bulletin rather than face-to-face contact? 
 Why invite people to come to you when you can go to them? 

 

Here is a sample grid you could use to help plan how best to reach your different audiences 

Example audience/messaging grid 

 

PRIORITY 
AUDIENCE 

DETAILS COMMUNICATION 
OBJECTIVE 

MESSAGE/CALL 
TO ACTION 

COMMUNICATION 
CHANNELS 

 
Parliamentarians 

e.g. Reach All 
Party 
Parliamentary 
Group (APPG) 
on specific 
interest area 

Engage/consult on 
specific interest area 
to increase 
awareness and 
interest 

Our evidence 
supports 
argument for 
policy change 

- Invite 
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ACTIVITY BUDGET STAFF AND 

OTHER 

RESOURCES 

DEADLINE/ 

TIMEFRAME 

EVALUATION 

MEASURES  

Internal 

communications 

 

Publications 

    

Digital 

Communications 

    

Events     

Stakeholder 

engagement 

    

Media relations 
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Further resources 
 

This guide is intended as a starting point for communications planning. Please contact the Research 
Communications and Engagement Team for further ideas and advice on all aspects of 
communications planning, profile-raising activities, publicity materials and events planning.  

Caroline Cross, Business Partner for Research Communications and Engagement 
(c.e.cross@reading.ac.uk) 

 

In addition, most research funders provide advice and guidance on communicating research and what 
they expect from their grant holders. For example, the ESRC have the following resources. 

 

Planning http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/evaluation-and-impact/developing-an-impact-
strategy/step-by-step-guide/planning-activities 

Allocating resources http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/evaluation-and-impact/developing-an-impact-
strategy/step-by-step-guide/allocating-resources  

Measuring success http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/evaluation-and-impact/developing-an-impact-
strategy/measuring-success 
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