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I. The Consumer - Southern States Communication Association (SSCA)

A. Target Buying Incentive

The customer’s target buying incentive as members of the Southern States Communication Association is to engage in professional and social networking, achieve tenure, present a paper at the conference, and to use feedback to move towards future publication. The general product category for the overall customer is a SSCA membership.

1. How does this group perceive the products or services in the category?

The members of SSCA perceive their membership as an intangible opportunity to network and present research with others.

2. What do they buy now? How do they buy and use the products or services?

Life members require a one-time payment of $1,250, or four consecutive payments of
  $325 that establishes a standing patron membership. A patron membership is an annual fee of $190, which provides support for SSCA, including the convention registration fee, subscriptions to the four regional association journals, and listing in the convention program. Sustaining members require an annual fee of $90, which provides memberships and covers the convention registration fee. Regular members have an annual fee of $50 that provides membership privileges. Student memberships are only available for full-time undergraduate students and require an annual fee of $30 that provides membership privileges (Southern States Communication Association, 2001).

3. Lifestyles, psychographics and attitudes towards the category?

In the survey, 50% of respondents were employed as full-time faculty at an institution for higher education. Another 28% were currently enrolled as a student (either graduate or undergraduate). The lifestyle that the target audience leads is essentially busy with scholarly research and other matters of academia. Furthermore, 64% of respondents have obtained a Ph.D. Survey results revealed that money is less of a factor when it comes to participating in entertainment related categories. The audience is selective with their spending but not necessarily to the point of being cheap.

B. What is the key customer insight?

The key customer insight of the Southern States Communication Association is that there are three main benefits of being a member: networking, presenting, and research. In the survey, 51% stated that the most valuable benefit of SSCA is professional development. Customers, however, are unsure of the actual value of their membership in the long-run and why they should remain a member of SSCA.

C. What do the customers want that they are not now getting?

Customers want more information and more value from their membership.  

This includes:

1. More networking opportunities

2. Socializing and events

3. Improved communication from SSCA

4. Mentoring opportunities

Target Buying Incentive:  

According to Don Schultz and Heidi Schultz in IMC: The Next Generation, “The target buying incentive (TBI) tells the marketer what people think about a product category and why they think that way. It shows what problems they have with the category (or brand) and what it would take for a product to overcome those problems and thus make a sale. The TBI analysis provides insights into the consumer’s behavior and thought process.” For example, how does the consumer define the quality of an SSCA membership? How does the consumer evaluate SSCA overall as an organization? The incentives that SSCA members feel that they receive from their membership in SSCA are the reasons why they decide to join. According to the results received from the survey, 61% of SSCA members said that their reason for joining was to further their research; 58% of SSCA members said that they joined for professional networking. When asked to rank the importance of a SSCA membership, the top three choices were to network professionally, engage in research and presentations, and gain experience and personal knowledge (Fellows).

D. Which would best achieve the IMC goal: message, incentive, or both?

Integrated marketing communication (IMC) is “a strategic process used to plan, develop, execute, and evaluate coordinated, measurable, persuasive brand communication programs over time with consumers, customers, prospects, and other targeted individuals (Schultz & Kitchen, 2000).” To best achieve these integrated marketing communication goals, there has to be a combination of both message and incentive. The main goal for SSCA is to expand communication to help create a new brand image that will boost Association participation. To offer an incentive, there must be a message that relays to the audience that there is an incentive. Therefore, when people become aware that there is an incentive they are more likely to participate and become involved in what SSCA has to offer to their members.

II. Does the product or service fit the group?

A. What is the reality of the product or service?

The reality of the service provided by SSCA is the use and value of the membership.
	Members
	In 2010, there were 625 total members of SSCA. According to the demographics of the participants in our survey, their degree and rank were both significantly correlated with the length of their membership in SSCA. The higher the degree and rank, the longer their membership (Fellows). 

	Membership Level
	When people become members of SSCA they receive benefits based on their level of membership. Members receive newsletters each quarter and a copy of the academic journal produced by SSCA. Sustaining, Life, Patron, Emeritus, and Charter member also receive a free convention registration fee.

	Top Reasons Member Join
	The top 3 reasons members join SSCA, according to our survey, are networking, research, and presenting at the conference.

	Annual Convention
	· The annual SSCA convention is the main event hosted by the organization for members to participate in, share their research, and network.
· This is the only time during the year where SSCA members meet together. Since members only meet together once a year, SSCA should develop more ways to foster relationships and social capital (Putnam, 2000) among its members.

· The convention incorporates undergraduate students by hosting an Undergraduate Honors Conference.

· The SSCA convention is located in a different city each year and each convention is planned out 5 years in advance.

· The majority of people that attend the conference are within the communication discipline.

· The convention contains panels where scholars can present research. It also facilities networking and professional development among professors.

· 74% of people surveyed said they would travel more than 360 miles to attend the annual convention.

· In the 2010 convention in Memphis, 568 people attended the convention.

· Our research has shown that members who attend the conference would like to have tours of the host city and participate in other attractions that are located in the convention city.

· From the analysis of our survey, Dr. Kelli Fellows found that “Cost, distance, and ease of booking were all significantly correlated with past conference attendance.” (Fellows)

 

	Journal
	· The Southern Communication Journal is published quarterly in March, June, September and December by SSCA (SSCA Website).
· The journal is not limited to certain topics, methodological approach, or theoretical perspective. However, authors must establish the significance of their research, soundness of methodological choices, and appropriateness of theoretical perspectives that they use (SSCA Website).

· Only 11% of members who responded to our survey saw the journal subscription as the most valuable part of SSCA. This is because there are other ways to get articles published in the SSCA journal than through SSCA itself, for example through EBSCO Host and Interlibrary Loan.

· This journal is well known and respected in the professional field of Communication. Members of SSCA and other academic professionals can submit their research to be featured in the journal. This allows them to give back to their discipline and helps to establish a reputation and credibility in the discipline. A recurring theme among responses to what members perceive as their role in SSCA was to share and advance scholarly communication research.

	Newsletter
	· The newsletter is distributed to SSCA members twice a year, in the Spring and Fall of each year.
· Newsletter articles are written by members of the Executive Council and Administrative Committee of SSCA. They give information on the organization, such as details about the upcoming convention, registration and hotel information.

· According to the survey, 51% respondents do not read the entire newsletter.

· “The newsletter was significantly correlated with the conference distance item. Promotional messages in the newsletter regarding the conference destination appear to be effective (Fellows).”


1. What does it do? 

Presenting research at SSCA’s annual convention and submitting research to the journal improves members credibility as academic professionals. At the annual convention, presenting allows researchers to showcase their work and receive feedback. The majority of members of SSCA have their Ph.D. and have either achieved tenure or tenure track. Teaching, research, and service are the main components in achieving tenure. The annual convention allows them the opportunity to fulfill the research component by having their research papers be accepted and appear on panels. 
2. Why is it different? 

SSCA is different from other Communication Associations because it is focused on rhetoric and it appeals to Academics who teach and live in the southern region of the United States. SSCA’s convention is a more laid back convention than other conventions, such as Eastern Communication Association (K. Fellows, personal communication, January 26, 2011).
B. How does the customer perceive the product or service?

We believe that SSCA should focus its marketing efforts more on the demographic of graduate/undergraduate students and members below the age of 35. According to our survey, 46% of respondents have been members of SSCA for three years or less and 25% have been members for over 13 years. While still keeping everyone else in the loop, SSCA should stress more of a focus on marketing toward the needs of the younger demographic who will be members of SSCA for many years to come and soon become the dominant membership age group themselves. Younger people have different needs and interests such as more facilitated networking, so they will be able to create the strong bonds and friendships that will keep them coming back for years to come. SSCA should also have directors and/or members come to local universities that are close to the city of the convention. This will attract local Communication Studies students to attend the conference to network and present. SSCA could also have these students show the traveling attendees around the city and plan events around the city’s attractions. They also would like to see a better use of technology, for example more e-mail reminders about the upcoming convention or the use of social media.

C. How does it look, feel, taste, work, and so on?

The atmosphere of SSCA’s convention has been described as a family reunion among its members and leaders. Many members are dedicated to attending SSCA’s convention and attend almost every year. This type of bond among lifetime members is a great asset to have, however some newer members feel excluded and out of the pre-existing circle of colleagues. SSCA also has a more slow-paced and relaxed feeling than other conferences such as ECA (K. Fellows, personal communication, January 26, 2011).

D. How does the customer perceive the company behind the product?

From our survey results, Dr. Fellows discovered correlations in attitudes among respondents. The following statement describes how respondents perceive SSCA. “Survey results have showed that members have a lack of passion towards the Association. When the general opinions are considered at a macro level, this suggests a malaise among the participants. However, these indications should be only a reflection of these participants.  It is not appropriate to make the blanket assumption that everyone in the Association is this way.  It is one of many indicators of the state of the Association, and should be considered in conjunction with the qualitative data and associated thematic analyses (Fellows).” 
E. The Reality – Strengths/Weaknesses-(Internal) Opportunities/Threats-(External)
The reality of the membership: our survey suggests that 67% of SSCA are members of the National Communication Association (NCA), while 31% of SSCA are members of their state communication association.  In our survey 61% of SSCA members stated their reason for joining is to further their research where as 58% stated the reason for their joining is for professional networking.

Strengths

The internal strengths of SSCA include the credibility of the journal published quarterly. Since this journal has a high level of credibility, it improves professors standing and helps them to achieve tenure. An external strength that is present in SSCA, is the dedication of its members. From our survey and focus groups we have discovered that many members attend the convention every year unless there is a health or family reason that prevents them from attending.

Weaknesses

SSCA also has several weaknesses. One weakness is that the terms of the President, Vice President, and Vice President- Elect office positions are only one year. SSCA can improve the transition of these office positions to leverage the experience of President, who has been an officer for three years. Another weakness that was pointed out during our survey was the lack of communication between SSCA and its members, especially prior to the annual convention. In the past, SSCA did not provide a sufficient amount of information and reminders about the convention. This weakness can be easily fixed by providing updated information on the website and investing in social media tools. Facebook and twitter are free websites that facilitate two-way communication between SSCA and its target audience. This is an easy way to post new information about the convention as soon as it is available.

H. Does the product fit the group?  Recommendation
We do not feel that SSCA is utilizing its unique strengths to reach out to members and prove their value as an academic organization. We recommend that members take notice of the benefits they are receiving from their membership and also the value that comes with being a member of SSCA. We also recommend focusing efforts on addressing the needs of the younger members, because they are the future of SSCA and if they are happy with their membership benefits they could possibly increase the level of membership, bring in more potential members and continue to attend the convention for many more years.
We have a wide variety of strategies that need to be suited for different age groups. For instance:

· Undergraduate and Graduate Students- We need to focus on what makes these students join and what they are looking for (Networking, research opportunities, mentor availability, and least importantly, social ties). To be blunt, these people are looking for enjoyment and opportunity. Qualitative data suggests that we should implement a social event involving a bar and entertainment. This will allow students, professors, and other distinguished scholars to meet and mingle. Lasting memories and networking are key to this demographic. We cannot ignore this. This demographic is important to reach first and foremost, because the more students we have entering each year, the bigger our base will be once they graduate and become professors and candidates for more in-depth research submissions.

· Tenure Track Professors- This group will be the easiest to communicate with because they are required to attend their regional conference and also submit to the panels we must offer.

· Tenured, Associate or Full Professors- This demographic is coming for two reasons: To be informed, and to inform others. Make this as easy and accessible as possible. Give them the opportunity to set up their own panels, offer workshops and open feedback for them and their attendees. Give them the attention they want and readily deserve for their research, while also acknowledging that they have a role to perform and execute in order for the convention to take place. We can achieve this by allowing these submitters to contact and finagle schedules with the group we decide to plan the overall conference throughout the year. Students accepted to the conference have an obligation to attend the conference and present.  Our recommendation is to ensure that professors that are accepted to the conference to receive and accept a statement stating they will attend.

· Another objective could be to increase the amount and quality of communication between SSCA and its members throughout the year, especially in the months leading up to the convention and registration. Our recommendation is to increase the amount of convention information on the website and develop a presence on social media website. Refer to the tactics section on page 22 of this IMC plan for more details.
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