	Southern States Communication Association
	IMC Plan



III. How will the competition affect your objectives?

A. What is the brand network, the competitive frame? Why?

Instead of focusing on any aspect of competition, we can look to The Eastern Communication Association (ECA) and The National Communication Association (NCA) as contributors for ideas and possible implementations for future SSCA conventions. One aspect of superior planning that we may need to focus on is the idea of continuity from year to year. We must try to accomplish a system of consistency for our members and the way each conference is run/planned from year to year. This is how our surrounding regional associations have continuously conducted leadership.

B. What do competitors now communicate to customers or prospects?

We can distribute the responsibility among more than two people so that no information and procedures are missed/looked over. To accomplish this, we must set up a central repository for information such as an online database, or an accessible location for all EC.

1.  We must set standards for SSCA membership. We can start by informing members of membership loyalties and responsibilities that are to be abided by, dates for the conferences, calendar of events and additional information about conference updates. We must make our members feel like they have paid with a purpose.

2.  The main thing that our consumers look for upon becoming a member in SSCA is the admittance/access into the conference. This emphasizes presentations at the conference and puts all weight on the funds to improve and design the convention details. This is the event that our consumers come to in order to further their research (67% of respondents), however, ECA is also a competitor for membership totals, as they host their convention around the same time of year yet in different locations. We must take any opportunity to provide our members with a one of a kind experience that SSCA can celebrate as an academic yet enjoyable experience.

3.   Scholarly Journals that our organization offers to its members is crucial for gaining and maintaining membership. Looking at our competitors, why would one person choose SSCA if ECA offers more incentives for their membership?


 Looking at our “competitors”:

· NCA offers 10 major Communication Journals available to read and use for research- a main reason why scholars want to join and attend the SSCA conference.

· ECA offers 3 journals (Communication Quarterly, Qualitative Research Reports in Communication, Communication Research Reports, as well as the ECA Newsletter)

· SSCA only offers 1 academic journal as well as the newsletter.
4. Mentoring Programs offered by ECA for students and new members are a huge incentive that are not implemented in SSCA, yet more than 50% of survey responses indicate a desire for mentor programs as well as individuals willing to lead such projects. These can be strategically executed much like the competition (ECA/NCA) by doing them online through a neatly constructed web design (mentioned in earlier presets of the plan). ECA also has a buddy system that encourages undergraduate students to submit research and further devote themselves in the organization. This program has a $20 submission fee, but provides students with the necessary contacts and initial attendance information. If we can implement such system, we can create a better sense of unity and new membership totals coming in every year.

C. How will the competition retaliate against your program?
Since we’ve identified ECA as our main competition for the purpose of this plan, we are not focusing a lot of attention to the other regional conventions (CSCA, WSCA) at this time. We do not have strict competition as far as “one over the other.” What we can do is imitate and implement these systems in order to match and exceed any expectation previously set by SSCA standard. According to the survey results, a member’s degree is negatively correlated with other association memberships.  The higher the degree achieved, the fewer associations they are members of (Fellows).

D. How vulnerable is the competition? From whom will you take business?
It is very possible to “take away” members from other regional organizations, however, many professors and scholars join a group based on their university’s affiliation. That is why we must keep in mind that not only are individual members important to entice, but also larger groups such as universities and their faculty. Also, members may submit to more than one organization, so in terms of locking agreements with one convention, it is not entirely exclusive. 

IV.  What is the competitive consumer benefit?

The ECA offers something that SSCA has not yet implemented, and that is its “Scholars Program” that utilizes distinguished members who are available for consultation to any new or existing members within the organization. Within our survey, we have asked members to give their ideas and opinions of a mentor program, which would be very similar to ECA’s existing Scholar Program. In our survey, 57% of respondents said they would be interested in an implemented mentoring program and only 26% were against it. With such a high number (more than half) of these respondents in favor of the program, why not do at least one year with a trial and monitor the success of the curriculum? Even more than implementing and becoming a mentor, 61% of respondents said they would enjoy and benefit from a mentor program. We can also look at the ECA which offers a wide variety of locations that can interfere with your annual conference. This program offers “perks” based on the enrollment of each member.

1. 27% of SSCA survey responses came from undergraduate or graduate students. These students do not get funding to attend the conference, therefore, we cannot expect these members to grow and utilize the networking and scholarly advancements SSCA offers. Your competition (in this case, the CSCA) offers students with free journal subscriptions.

A. We wish that the website would have a better organization and presentation than ECA.

B. We wish to gain higher conference attendance rates than our “competitor” regions.

· ECA Member totals (2005-2011): Approximately 670-815 members

C. After the 2012 SSCA Convention, we want to achieve higher approval rates of conference (as a whole) than previous conference responses (2011 survey results).

 D. At the 2012 convention, we want to achieve higher approval rates of the convention site.

V.  How will marketing communication make the benefit believable to the consumer? 

By SSCA increasing their marketing communication, it will make all members of SSCA more informed to what the current trends are among new members and acknowledge major news with members, directors and research.  

 A. Product or Service Reason Why

Having marketing communication that has updated membership information will allow members to communicate throughout the association so that involvement increases.

 B. Perceptual Support

Increasing communication from directors, to members, will make everyone feel more comfortable within the association.  This type of perceptual support will have a cause-effect relationship.  If the members feel more connected and comfortable with the things going on in the association, they will put more time, effort, and money into it.

· Ethos- “Reason to believe.”  Journal publication improves the authors credibility.  Being a member of a well-known association also improves credibility because of the people you surround yourself with and associate with academically and socially.
· Pathos- Forming relationships between members is key. We must offer events and opportunities to form bonds not only between members, but also between mentors, students, and professors. These relationships and social ties will keep people coming back. How to accomplish this: Social events, mentor programs, online forums and follow ups between members throughout the year.
· Logos- 67% of SSCA members are also members of NCA.  31% of SSCA members are also members of their own state communication association.  Only 25% have been members of 13+ years  and 46% have been members of SSCA for 3 years or less.
C. Communication Support

1. Facebook- free, convenient, up to date, easy to read and keep up with. Facebook allows for dialogic communication between SSCA and its members, but does not require it to be dialogic.

2. Twitter- free, convenient, up to date, easy to read and keep up with. Twitter is a free source that could be used at conferences to let participants know where popular panels are, or social events throughout the night.

3. SSCA.net- Though it could cost a portion of SSCA’s profit, an updated website will create a less stressed and more informed community. The current website is designed in a way that makes finding information difficult. Navigation through links presents problems for locating specific information, documents and inquiries. The website and social media allow people to access information posted by SSCA 24 hours, 7 days a week.

4. Considering more than two thirds of SSCA members also have memberships with NCA, NCA can be used as an indirect advertising strategy.  

5. The SSCA Newsletter- Make this medium more accessible and desired. After all, the newsletter was significantly correlated with the conference distance. Promotional messages in the newsletter regarding the conference destination appear to be effective.

6. Word of mouth advertising from directors to their associates is a wonderful source of free advertisement to their students and colleagues. State school systems (UNC school systems for example) can advertise on their campuses or through their social media outlets.

VI.  What should the personality of the brand, company, or product be?

Passion, pride in an organization, open communication, friendliness, sense of community, collaboration, cohesiveness and kinship are all words that one might think of when brainstorming for a southern organization. An updated and bold logo will help SSCA make a known presence in their communication efforts. 

A. What unique personality will help further define the product or service? 

SSCA is known for a more laid back conference where you can discuss research topics with friends, not just colleagues. This close knit association will further its unique brand personal atmosphere. ECA is fast paced and has a larger membership base. Because this allows for more people to attend conferences, it is more difficult to meet up and see friends conveniently.

We want to make the SSCA conference a place for scholars to come to discuss and gain information, but also to enjoy themselves. SSCA needs to find the fine line between enjoyment and scholarly research and blend the two together. People won’t come if they do not enjoy themselves. One response to the survey gives us an idea that “I leave ECA with more than enough information, while SSCA leaves me shorthanded on information.” This needs to change. 
Another way to promote SSCA and its brand is to invest in merchandise that can be purchased by members at the conference (or online) that displays a logo or statement of SSCA. This will help advertise SSCA outside of the convention walls, as well as build pride in existing members and purchasers. According to the survey, the most sought out items to be potentially purchased by members were as follows:

· 35% Coffee Mugs

· 25% Pens

· 19% Water Bottles

Contrary to a previous belief that non-profits cannot purchase and sell memorabilia, such as the previously stated items, we may do so ONLY if the proceeds go back into the net assets for the improvement of quality of an educational organization. The IRS has declared, "Nonprofit organizations that are granted Federal tax exemption based on their mission-related purposes are allowed by the IRS, within certain limits, to generate income from unrelated business activities." (Non-Profit Law, Harvey Mechanic: Attorney At Law). So although some paper work may have to be filled out, a trial should be put into place for the next convention. This implementation will also provide more income to assist in recovering from budget issues.
VII.  What main message should the consumer take away from the communication?

The main message SSCA wants the members to take away from the communication is to create a new brand image to boost association participation.

A. What main incentive will be offered?

The main incentive offered is that members will enjoy being able to network at the regional conference and give back to the discipline by presenting their research.

B. What action do you want the consumer to take as a result of the communication?

Become a member of SSCA and attend the regional conference for research and networking opportunities not offered anywhere else.  

1. Tactic # 1: Redesign the SSCA website

The current SSCA website does not efficiently communicate the desired story of SSCA to its members. According to our survey, only 30.7 % of responses said they agree with the statement: “the SSCA website is easy to navigate.” Therefore, the current SSCA website designs navigation tools should be re-examined. Furthermore, 28.9% of responses agreed and 27.5% of responses strongly agreed to using the SSCA website. As a result, SSCA needs a website that will attract more visitors where the purpose is clear. SSCA should design a website where members better understands the intended purpose of SSCA and can more easily find information. For example, on ECA’s website they have an entire tab dedicated to membership. This tab describes an overview of membership to the association, clearly states benefits of joining, and potential interest groups to become involved in. SSCA’s website does not have to directly mirror ECA’s, but it can incorporate and adapt successful components.

Recommendation: SSCA should hire a web designer or team of web designers, who are currently SSCA members, and would be willing to work for free so as to not affect the budget. Another possibility is that the website redesign can also be a service-learning project for the Fall 2011 Advanced IMC course at UNCW. If these ideas are not possible, a portion of the SSCA budget will go towards hiring a web designer. The new and improved website should be updated regularly and provide up to date information about the convention and other news regarding SSCA. We recommend there be a page on the website designated to informing members on all the positive benefits they receive by becoming members. This will reinforce the perceived value of membership. 
2. Tactic # 2: SSCA should utilize social media outlets.

According to our focus group from the 2011 SSCA convention, the majority of the participants expressed great interest of how social media will help increase awareness of the annual convention. A theme that emerged during coding of the qualitative survey and focus groups was that there is a lack of communication between SSCA and convention attendees. Since we will be increasing focus on the younger demographic of members, social media is a strong communication avenue to invest in because of its high usage among this particular demographic.

Recommendation: SSCA can utilize social media website such as Facebook and Twitter to communicate with its publics and provide updated and current information about the convention. Social media and live blogging can be used during the convention to inform members and attendees about what is going on throughout all the convention events. SSCA needs to decide on which member(s) would be in charge of the social media accounts.
3. Tactic # 3: Create SSCA logo to establish new brand image.

This logo could represent what SSCA wants to be recognized as and help further develop their brand personality. Once a logo is established, SSCA will generate brand recognition among members and other Communication Associations. The designed logo would appear on merchandise produced by SSCA that will be sold at the annual convention. According to the 2011 convention survey, 42% of responses said they would buy merchandise at both the convention and online. This merchandise will help generate revenue for SSCA.

Recommendation: SSCA should hire a graphic designer to create a logo to be voted and agreed upon by SSCA members; or SSCA should announce a logo design contest in which SSCA members can compete to create the SSCA logo.
VIII.  What will the perceptual or promotional effect of the communication be?


     A. If the communication is successful, SSCA members will see SSCA as 


          a more valuable membership experience in 1-2 years.


     B. If the incentive is successful; more members will submit and attend 


                
          SSCA conferences and in turn facilitate more income.

IX.  Consumer Contact Points

Currently, SSCA contacts its members through networking prospects, presentations and social events at the annual conference, the quarterly newsletter, and the website. Surveys collected from the SSCA convention in Little Rock, Arkansas and from the online survey (SurveyMonkey.com) of members have shown that members want SSCA to improve on communication so members can hear about more events and opportunities for research. Many members and conference attendees find that they tend to miss social events and opportunities to network because SSCA has lacked with communicating details.

To most effectively communicate with the members about networking, socializing, better membership opportunities, and more research presentation options, we suggest using social media, improving the SSCA website, using word of mouth at the conference, and sending out flyers through email and the newsletter. 

Social media includes setting up a SSCA Facebook as a page, so members can “like”, or setting as a person so members can become friends. Through Facebook, SSCA can create events and setting statuses to announce what is new with SSCA and the upcoming events. SSCA can also set interest groups so members can network with other members. This way, members can contact each other on their own time. Facebook also offers close groups, where members can network privately to each other through social media. In addition to closed groups, members can also access a forum (with a low additional fee) on the SSCA website that can allow members to read and comment on scholarly articles before the convention submission dates. SSCA should also set a Twitter account that constantly sends a status about current and upcoming events, announcements,  as well as new additions to becoming a member. Twitter can be used by the members to get immediate feedback from other members, convention attendees, and the directors. LinkedIn is also another form of social media that can be used. LinkedIn is a professional social media that can help recent graduates and new members network with current members for future job and research opportunities.

The SSCA website should also be improved so that members and potential members can get more information about SSCA. The website should have the new logo and be made more attractive to current standards so that new communication researchers will be wanting to be members. There should be more information about the annual conference, such as meal gatherings and cocktail parties, new social events, and great networking opportunities. There should also be information about exact locations of these events and local attractions on the website. This will excite the members and other communication researchers to present at and/or attend the conference. There should also be photographs of previous conferences. The member site should include a question and answer page about the benefits about becoming a SSCA member. There could be a list of members as well as pictures and more information about the board members.

Since many members of SSCA are also members of NCA, NCA’s website can provide a spot to announce SSCA events and opportunities to become a member of SSCA. By using the NCA website, SSCA can network with other communication associations across the United States.

Fliers about the conference events should be emailed with the time and location so members will see and know where to go. Also, if the directors talk to the attendees at the conference about the events, the use of word of mouth will help gain more interest and content from the members, and potential new members. There should also be flyers at the local campuses to gain interest from local Communication Studies Students.

X.  Future Research 

We will have to follow up with our original survey recipients, especially the leadership faction to see if the main points we focused on coincide with what issues they feel are most important. This will allow us to be sure of what our client is stressing, what we need to focus on, and to make sure we are all on the same page in general.

1. Surveys - Follow up surveys can be distributed to see if and how the members are satisfied allowing us to focus on what needs to be changed. This will give us a better understanding of what the membership wants to see and therefore what needs to be changed and/or improved.

2. Focus Groups - To gauge the effectiveness of the implications of the plan with regards to the membership and possibly the directors. This will allow the members to voice their opinion on our strategy and focus personally upon the implementation of this plan.

3. Website Redesign - As part of the IMC strategy, the SSCA website needs to be revamped to appeal to the larger, younger contingent of the active membership. We would then complete additional research on the success and response to the website itself. We will then be able to tell what worked and what appealed to the website users in terms of visual aesthetics and navigating the site itself.

4. Social Media - We will want to give social media more life with regards to SSCA as a whole. Whether it is through Twitter, Facebook, or LinkedIn, these are all very useful social media outlets that need to be utilized. These outlets can attract more potential members and tap more heavily into the whole undergrad contingent of the current membership.

5. Feedback - we will collect feedback through various mediums including the use of social media outlets and follow up questions distributed through e-mail or surveys.

6. Buying Merchandise - The types of merchandise bought, as well as to what degree, may show the level of support for increased funding and loyalty towards SSCA as a member organization. 
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