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During a meeting of NEKIA’s member communicators in late April, and again on a conference call in May, many of the members’ communicators expressed interest in working together to proactively pursue various activities.  NEKIA staff agreed to take the next steps, developing options for both the structure of the group and its activities.  Toward that end, I have outlined, below, three options and our recommendation.

Background

Since the founding of NEKIA in 1997, NEKIA’s board and member communicators have expressed interest in the following broad types of communications activities:

1. Marketing the knowledge industry.

2. Marketing NEKIA.

3. Supporting advocacy efforts on Capitol Hill through coordinated public relations/public affairs efforts.

4. Developing advocacy materials.

5. Joint marketing of publications.

6. Branding.

7. Conducting professional development activities.

8. Developing web-based communication strategies.

Board members and communicators have suggested organizational structures that would perform some of the broad activities listed above.  These include the NEKIA Communications Board of Directors or an advisory council of communicators.

Board Chair Gina Burkhardt, who participated in the May conference call, suggested that any activity undertaken by the communicators should:

1. Relate to the goals and strategies in NEKIA’s annual work plan.

2.
Lead to the development of a coherent message about what the education knowledge industry is and what it does.

Options for Action

Given this background and my discussions with the communicators, I put forward the following three options for your consideration.

Option 1: Extensive Activity

Under this option the communicators would formally establish a communicators group or council.  The group would hold three to four meetings a year and seek to accomplish several major objectives (e.g., marketing the education knowledge industry) annually.  These activities would directly involve the communicators in NEKIA’s marketing and public relations endeavors.

Pros:
A greater number of communications activities could be undertaken and accomplished on behalf of NEKIA, its membership and the knowledge industry.

Cons:
Given the communicator’s workloads and priorities at their respective institutions, this option may be difficult to sustain.

Option 2: Mid-Level Activity

Under this option the communicators would establish a modest organizational structure such an “annual coordinating committee” made up of four or five member communicators. The group would hold one meeting a year devoted to professional development topics.  The meeting might be conducted around an existing meeting, such as the Education Writers Association meeting (something that happened successfully this year). We would also establish a list- serve, conduct quarterly information sharing conference calls and seek to accomplish one or two projects each year to the benefit of the membership.  The activity would be performed under the auspices of NEKIA Communications and might involve the NEKIA communications consultant.

Pros:
Given the communicators’ workloads and priorities at their respective institutions, this option may be the most viable.

Cons:
Fewer communications activities could be undertaken and accomplished on behalf of NEKIA and the knowledge industry.

Option 3: No Activity

Under this option NEKIA and its member communicators would undertake no further activities and would interact on an as needed basis.

Pros:
No member resources or employees’ time would be devoted to an effort outside their own institutions.

Cons:
We would lose the communicators’ current interest and synergy in supporting the industry and NEKIA.  As a result, future communications efforts would be damaged and NEKIA would fail to gain from knowledge and experience the communicators have to offer.

Recommendation 

The NEKIA staff and the three representative member communicators participating in these planning activities unanimously support Option 2 for at least a year. This option would enable us to gauge interests and needs without a heavy investment. At the end of the year we would evaluate next steps. Here are some of the more specific features

· Establish a communications group that meets annually. 

· Form a five-person ad hoc steering committee to develop an agenda for a professional-development meeting. The broad agenda could be two-pronged: 

1) Sharing and skill-building communications activities to benefit

participating member organizations. 

2) A communication activity/project to benefit the association. (The annualmeeting might include a forum for choosing a project that fits the needs of the association, is doable, can garner support (budgetary and otherwise)from participating members, and subsequent development of a work plan.)

· Invite members to send their communications professionals (especially upper & senior level staff, but others as well, if they choose) to attend. 

· Maintain the current listserv and occasionally facilitate discussions through it.

· Convene a quarterly conference call for information sharing

· Consider using the network of communicators to disseminate NEKIA-wide position statements and op-eds.

· Explore specific doable projects for the second year.  
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