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Chapter 1:

A Guide to Marketing and Communications

Marketing and communications were primary components of Active for Life™ (AFL). Through
the AFL social marketing campaign, AARP and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF)
sought primarily to disseminate messages about physical activity on the national level and in two
local markets: Madison, Wisconsin and Richmond, Virginia. The campaign’s communications

strategy had four major objectives:

1. To increase the public’s awareness of AFL.

2. To educate the public about the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)-American
College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) recommendation, which was endorsed by the U.S.
Surgeon General, that adults engage in moderate-intensity physical activity at least 30
minutes a day on most days.

3. To change the attitudes of midlife and older adults toward physical activity.

4. To promote specific AFL-sponsored activities and physical activity outlets in the community
that would help members of the target population change their physical activity behaviors.

AFL approached its marketing and communications efforts in a systematic way. Once its
objectives were identified, the next steps were clear: AFL needed to (1) identify its audience; (2)
develop the specific messages it wanted to communicate; and (3) choose the communication

vehicles it would use to disseminate those messages.

Audience: AFL decided to target its communications activities to three distinct audiences:
Richmond and Madison consumers who were aged 50 years and older and who were already
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A particularly successful partnership took place between AFL and the Wisconsin Senior Games,
a statewide event that Madison hosted in 2003. The games, which offered non-competitive
physical activities for older adults, were promoted in conjunction with an AFL-supported media
campaign, the first ever conducted for the Senior Games. The event enjoyed a 10-percent
increase in registration in 2003 compared to 2002. Other partners reported similar success stories
when AFL media relations staff supported their outreach activities.

Due to limited resources, AFL wasn’t able to provide media relations support for every one of its
partners. Often, local coordinators in Richmond and Madison were called upon to choose which
partner activities the campaign would support in this way. Those decisions, which were not
always well accepted at the local level, were made after local coordinators determined which
local programs had missions that most closely dovetailed with the AFL message and which ones
were likely to attract the most media attention. To mitigate the bad feelings that such decisions
might cause, AFL developed a tool kit to help community organizations conduct their own media
outreach. The kits offered tips on all aspects of media outreach, such as compiling a media
database, monitoring local media, drafting media materials, hosting an event and reaching out to
local reporters.

Conclusion

The marketing and media relations efforts conducted in Richmond and Madison served as the
voice of AFL by spreading messages about physical activity to the widest possible audience and
inviting local residents to take advantage of the many opportunities for physical activity that
AFL and its partners offered.

Smaller organizations with limited budgets might be overwhelmed by the amount of time, effort
and money that AFL spent promoting its physical activity campaign. They shouldn’t be. Small-

scale campaigns may not find it necessary or effective to spend thousands of dollars developing

and placing paid advertising in local media outlets. Instead, they may discover that media
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relations efforts aimed at garnering free news coverage of campaign events can provide all the

promotion they need.

In the end, the amount of money spent on a community-wide campaign is not the most important
reason for that campaign’s success or failure. More importantly, every campaign should do the

following:

e Involve communications experts in campaign planning work.

e Get to know the target audience.

e Develop clear messages that the campaign would like to communicate to the public.

e Create personal relationships with local reporters so that messages can be disseminated

widely and accurately.

Finally—and most important—campaigns need to be willing to honestly assess the effectiveness
of their efforts and to make mid-course corrections if necessary. Only then can a community-
wide campaign truly give voice to the important messages about physical activity that midlife

and older adults need to hear.
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