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Improve Your Program Marketing: 

Focus on Your Audience 

In the hit-or-miss strategy of marketing educational programs or services, there often are more misses than hits. Targeting improves your aim when presenting information or delivering educational programs. Targeting an audience will serve your clientele better, and it goes hand-in-hand with setting clearly stated program objectives. Here are several guidelines for understanding target audiences:
· A target audience for the program “Legally Secure Your Financial Future” can be anyone from individual senior citizens to an interest-based group (retirement-planning employees, senior center, etc.) or set of family members of different ages.  
· Target audiences change and interests and needs shift, therefore it is good to monitor changes in an audience. 
· A new or existing program must have an identified target before it can be delivered successfully.  
· Targeting gives you a tool to measure changes of importance to your audience.
· Taking the effort to segment your target audience (divide them up into smaller, more homogeneous groups) and design messages that are tailored to specific audience segments will improve your message delivery.
The basic idea of segmentation is simple: Divide a population, market, or audience into groups whose members are more like each other than like members of other segments. It's a way of organizing many individual prospects into a well-defined group. The perfect segmentation plan would allow you to study each member of an audience and develop a personalized communication (or education) strategy for that individual. That is hardly practical, or course...even though Extension often assists some clients one at a time. Instead, you need to rely on grouping people by particular characteristics, behaviors, or qualities--and then approaching each group with a strategy that's designed to elicit the desired response.
Textbooks on marketing, public relations and communications offer a seemingly inexhaustible list of variables you may use to define segments. The factors may be 

· demographic (such as gender, age, education)

· geographic (region, proximity)

· psychographic (values, lifestyles)

· behavioral (history of giving, investing, etc.)

All these factors fall into two general categories: inferred variables and objective variables. 
Inferred variables include perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes; they can be measured by questioning members of the population directly. Objective variables include demographic and geographic factors and can be measured with secondary sources. Marketing experts know well that inferred variables are far better for predicting people's behavior. It follows, then, that segmenting an audience by those factors will produce a more accurate result--that is more people in the audience will respond or react to your educational program in the way that you hope. Improving response in this way, however, requires qualitative data obtained through more expensive, time-consuming interviews, surveys or field work. For that reason, communicators & educators often segment their audiences according to objective variables. These are easier and cheaper to obtain through standard sources. You can use objective variables, such as age and gender, since to some extent certain demographic characteristics correspond to particular attitudes and behaviors.
Segmenting according to objective variables does sacrifice a great deal of accuracy--you will include people whose views are very different from their demographic peers and who will respond differently to your message. But such segmenting has a logistical advantage--it's easier to find an audience defined by age, sex, ZIP code, broadcast area, or general cultural characteristics, than to find a group defined only by its common views.

Whatever your method for creating them, your segments should adhere to a few basic rules. They should be:

· definable

· measurable

· accessible

· pertinent to your mission

· reachable in an affordable way, and

· large enough to be worth an educational effort.
Segmenting your audience will help you determine where to use limited resources for the best results. Not all segments will be worth the time and effort or money it takes to reach them. To determine which group will be most cost-effective, consider two factors. 

· First, how difficult is it to get your point across (your educational effort delivered) to a given segment, and how does that compare to the results you'll get from it? 

· Second, how important is each segment to your program goals? 
These decisions require knowledge of how each group will respond to your message--and of what responses you want. In educational marketing, a desirable response is almost always a behavior, such as investing money, eating healthy, or using a different planning method. The success of our educational marketing effort can thus be measured in changed behavior. But in many programs, evaluating success is rarely simple. Not all desirable responses are explicit behaviors. Some efforts contribute indirectly by affecting the potential client's awareness of or attitudes toward a subject or issue. In such cases, we can measure success only by evaluating changes in audience perceptions or attitudes.
The following responses may be possible responses to an educational program or a communication effort.

· Communication--the message reaches the audience with information on the topic through the media or other method(s).

· Effects on thinking--the message reaches the audience segment and they accurately retain or recall the message and understand or develop thoughts that are similar to what the educator/communicator intended.

· Effects on attitude---members of the audience reconsider an opinion they held about a behavior, or change an existing opinion in accordance with the message.

· Effects on behavior--these include individual behavior, in which members of the segment independently take a particular action, or collective behavior, in which members of the audience join together to take an action.
It is important to remember that the earlier effects do not necessarily lead to the later ones, nor do they necessarily occur in this order. Some educational efforts may strive for one of these responses and some more than one.

Remember, segmenting simply divides the larger or mass audiences into homogeneous, predictable groups; it doesn't guarantee that they'll hear or agree with your message. That depends on your own ability to deal with each group in the most effective way.

"If you want to get a message across, know your audience."

By Wendy Douglass, Colorado State University Cooperative Extension, former Marketing Specialist, September 2004
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