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1. Upstream without a paddle . . . or
a strategy

There are currently more ways of reaching a target
audience than ever before. Print, radio, television,

face-to-face, Facebook, blogs, Twitter, YouTube,
websites–—the list goes on and on. The pressure
to make the right marketing decisions, whether
choosing the most appropriate channels to use or
identifying which messages will be most effective,
can be daunting. Indeed, audiences use multiple
channels at the same time and the same message
often does not translate across channels. This
complexity often means that the majority of
social marketing communication efforts are not
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Abstract This article provides an organized approach for managers to develop
social marketing strategies that target upstream decision and policy makers. A
conceptual application model and five-stage process is presented for an upstream
social marketing strategy based on integrated marketing communications (IMC). IMC
concepts are described in the context of social marketing, as well as specific stages
for creating an IMC social marketing strategy; these include target audience research
and determination, channel selection and integration, strategic message creation,
and measurement and control. A central and novel feature of the IMC social
marketing strategy model is the simultaneous targeting of an upstream decision
maker and influential peripheral (upstream) audiences in order to triangulate and
increase campaign effectiveness. An IMC approach to upstream social marketing
ensures consistent, persuasive messages specifically crafted for the selected target
audiences and coordinated through precise channels to maximize impact. This
multi-channel, multi-audience approach to message creation and channel selection
produces synergies that increase the potential to influence an upstream decision/
policy maker.
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integrated. Instead, a disparate and dispersed
group of activities is the norm.

Small and medium-sized organizations, in partic-
ular, tend to focus on just one or two promotional
elements. It is not uncommon for the marketing
efforts of a small organization to consist of a web-
site and some print ads. The Advertising Research
Foundation recently conducted a study of 5,000
advertising campaigns for 1,000 brands and found
that 60% of these campaigns relied on two or fewer
mediums (Neff, 2016). Larger organizations are
often characterized by a lack of integration as well.
Companies tend to hire one agency to help with
direct marketing efforts, another for public rela-
tions, another for sales promotions, and yet another
for digital/internet marketing. In many cases, phys-
ical or virtual walls separate these promotional
elements; the end result is a morass of activities
(see Figure 1) that are loosely coordinated. Poorly
coordinated, nonintegrated marketing results from
diverse marketing messaging; multiple versions
of logos and slogans; various colors, shapes, and
images; and different positioning approaches.
Organizations that do not consider a coordinated
and integrated strategy to social marketing risk
wasting their time and resources on activities that
fall short of desired goals and objectives.

Applying an integrated marketing communica-
tions (IMC) foundation for the design and execution
of an upstream social marketing strategy is a robust
solution to navigate today’s complex communica-
tions landscape effectively. This is accomplished
through a systematic process that begins with de-
tailed research on target audiences, the right chan-
nel selections, and effective messaging. The term
upstream refers to “those who shape the structural
and environmental conditions within society, in-
cluding politicians, policy makers, civil servants,
decision makers, regulators, managers, educators,
and the media” (Gordon, 2013, p. 1529).

This audience can be difficult to target because
the members are themselves a source of influence
through their ability to make decisions and/or cre-
ate policies. This can mean that there are various

barriers and gatekeepers not associated with down-
stream audiences. Downstream audiences are indi-
viduals directly targeted for impact. For example,
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) targets smokers in hopes of influencing them
to quit smoking and/or refrain from smoking around
children. Conversely, if the CDC targeted a state
lawmaker in hopes of increasing the legal smoking
age, the agency would be going after an upstream
audience, which may be much more difficult to
reach and influence. Part of the challenge of chang-
ing impressions in the minds of those who have the
power to make changes is their reluctance to make
decisions that may negatively affect their position
and/or popularity with constituents. In addition to
constituents, large donors representing various in-
dustry interests or political party affiliations play a
role in the influencing of an upstream audience. A
strategic approach for an upstream social marketing
endeavor means that marketers are focused on a
long-term, well-researched approach that will in-
herently bring with it more realistic expectations
and effectiveness.

Central to this approach is the development of
communications tailored to individuals who them-
selves hold significance and persuasion for upstream
targets and may share in the desire for behavioral
change. In this way, messages are focused simulta-
neously on upstream audiences from multiple pe-
ripheral targets and channels. This provides a multi-
tier messaging approach to ensure upstream social
marketing audiences receive a consistent message
from not only a segment that may hold little influ-
ence (e.g., an activist base), but also from ones that
may hold significant influence (e.g., their own voter
district). Leveraging synergy is an essential part of
multimedia communications (Naik & Raman, 2003).
One of the core premises of IMC-based message
design and channel selection is the understanding
that the messages reinforce each other and create a
larger impact together than they would otherwise.

1.1. IMC and social marketing design

Synergy implies that the whole is greater than the
sum of its parts. By having one overall promotional
strategy and closely coordinating all six elements of
IMC–—(1) advertising, (2) direct marketing, (3) sales
promotions, (4) public relations, (5) digital/inter-
net marketing, and (6) personal selling–—social mar-
keters can hope to achieve a multiplicative impact
from individual promotional efforts. By carefully
managing the six elements of IMC, social marketers
can also expect to improve perceptions of trustwor-
thiness. Figure 2 illustrates the synergy of IMC as the
solution to nonintegrated social marketing efforts.

Figure 1. Typical nonintegrated approach to social
marketing communications
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