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SITUATION


When Waukesha County Technical College (WCTC), a publicly funded educational institution, sought to convince voters of the need for a referendum calling for a $26.3 million building expansion and technology upgrade, the team at Zeppos & Associates, Inc. developed a strategy that included extensive content and polling research, the planning and execution of a broad-based public information campaign and the planning and implementation of a series of media events to facilitate awareness and raise the profile of the positive aspects of the referendum for potential voters.  The result of the strategy was the passage of the referendum. 


Zeppos & Associates provided outside public relations counsel for WCTC throughout and was also eventually hired by the “Friends of WCTC” – a nonprofit, advocacy group for the referendum.  Also working on the  “Friends of WCTC” effort was Evelyn Woods Resource Development – a consulting firm in Hartland.

GOAL & OBJECTIVES


The purpose of this campaign was to convince a number of key audiences of the value and importance of a WCTC technical education, specifically in providing a fundamental and vital link to the training of local emergency service providers and to use that persuasive effort to gain a successful vote for the referendum.  The goal was to gain a voter turnout on Election Day that would result in WCTC receiving more than 50% of the vote, ensuring the project would be built.  

Target Audiences included:

· Voters (the public)

· Community leaders

· Chambers of commerce 

· Government officials

· Police, fire, and sheriff’s department personnel, health-care providers and educators

· Elected officials

· Business leaders

· Suburban and rural media

Specific objectives included:

· To heighten awareness of the $26.3 million expansion and technology referendum as vital to the future educational needs of the WCTC district
· To encourage supporters of the referendum to vote during a spring election, historically plagued by voter apathy, and gain more than 50% of the vote for a referendum victory
· To encourage community leaders and local media to endorse and vocally support the WCTC referendum 

RESEARCH/PLANNING

To provide a solid base of information upon which to build this effort, Zeppos & Associates researched and selected an internationally known firm to conduct a poll in the summer of 1998 asking potential voters to identify their opinions on a WCTC expansion.  The research indicated two primary themes.  First, nearly 80% of voters were unaware of WCTC’s urgent need for funding to keep up with technology and would support such an effort.  Second, voters indicated they would support a measure that expanded and enhanced emergency service and health occupations programs.  The resulting research information was detailed, extensive, and proved invaluable in becoming an informational core for the formulation of key message points and the focus of the effort to get the referendum passed.  Faculty members at WCTC were also surveyed for input on the college’s educational needs and this information was incorporated into the overall message as well.  On Election Day, another poll would be taken not only confirming a referendum victory, but even more importantly, providing valuable polling data for any future potential referenda. 

Additional content analysis and discussions with community members also proved that previous referendum defeats in Waukesha County were often plagued by voter apathy and disinterest.  To combat this, key leaders and supporters in the affected communities were contacted by phone or through letters to enlist their support in what would grow to become a unified, high-profile, grassroots effort catching the media’s attention and ultimately, the public’s.

The plan details recommended or performed by Zeppos & Associates and ultimately implemented by WCTC included:

· Extensive initial and post research on voter attitudes and sentiment on issue

· Designing and launching WCTC public information campaign

· Development of coalition of community leaders and other third-party supporters

· Handling media relations and helping generate positive media attention

The budget for the WCTC project was $60,000.  The budget for the Friends of WCTC media relations effort was $15,000.

EXECUTION

The communications and public relations plan implemented utilized a number of different strategies that occurred in phases.

Phase One: WCTC Public Information Campaign

Zeppos & Associates advised WCTC to schedule a series of informational meetings with the public and community groups and drafted proactive message points on the issue to convey factual information to the public and media.  Advocacy letters and brochures were also created and distributed by direct mail to Waukesha county residents and those within the WCTC district.  These easy-to-read documents detailed facts, endorsements from community members and proactive arguments supporting the referendum.  Letters to the editor of key newspapers were also drafted offering a variety of reasons to support the measure.  Two video presentations were recorded using scripts we drafted and graphics that in one highlighted key points in the expansion of the facility and why it was needed, while the other focused on interviews with community leaders in key fields reflecting on the need for the referendum.  WCTC officials used the video presentation during informational group meetings.  In addition, we advised WCTC spokespeople to make themselves available to the media to respond promptly to any questions and/or negative attacks launched by the opposition.  The increased media access and willingness by WCTC to comment helped diffuse potentially harmful stories in the media and strengthened WCTC’s credibility in the district as a whole.

Phase Two:  Community Leaders Coalition and Other Third-Party Supporters   

WCTC used proactive letters to generate support from area governmental leaders and those in emergency services fields who would benefit from the referendum.  This effort also produced additional letters offering support for the project to the editors of key print publications.  During this time, a nonprofit advocacy group emerged entitled, “Friends of WCTC.”  Zeppos & Associates organized media relations efforts for the group by scheduling five news conferences, drafting appropriate media advisories, releases, scripts, talking points and making follow-up calls to the media.   The separate media events included firefighters, paramedics, sheriff’s deputies and police chiefs, educators and a former governor, health-care providers, the Waukesha County Executive and a prominent local business leader.  Each event highlighted that specific group or individual’s support for the referendum and encouragement to vote in favor of the measure on Election Day.  The culmination of these events was an old-fashioned Dixieland celebration and political rally with balloons and banjos that elevated WCTC’s profile once again on the referendum just prior to Election Day.  Each event received extensive coverage in local and outlying print media and on Milwaukee television stations serving viewers in the important WCTC district.

EVALUATION/RESULTS

Zeppos & Associates realized all of WCTC’s objectives in the research, creation and implementation of a strategic communications and public relations plan with the passage of the WCTC referendum. 

· The results of the election were 50.8% voting in favor and 49.2% voting against or 28,281 for and 27,386 against. 

· More than 40 favorable print articles appeared in area newspapers, nearly a dozen broadcast stories were shown on Milwaukee television stations and the WCTC referendum received major newspaper endorsements from the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel and CNI Newspapers.
· The referendum received the endorsements of more than 20 elected officials, area Chambers of Commerce, and business groups.  The effort also established numerous new relationships with the business community that continue long after the referendum

