2. Stakeholder Planning

Planning Stakeholder Communication

This document builds on the previous article on Stakeholder Analysis.

Having conducted a Stakeholder Analysis exercise, you have most of the information needed to plan how to work with your stakeholders.

You have identified the stakeholders in your job and in your projects, and have mapped out their positions on an Influence/Interest Grid.

The next stage is to plan your communications so that you can build understanding and trust for your projects. Stakeholder Planning is the process by which you do this. With Stakeholder Planning you are trying to convince the Critics/Blockers to become Neutral and those who are Neutral to become your Advocates/Supporters.

To carry out a Stakeholder Planning exercise, use the Stakeholder Communications Spreadsheet. This is an Excel table with the following column headings:

· Stakeholder Name
· Stakeholder Contact Information 
· Communications Approach 
· Key Interests and Issues 
· Current Status - Advocate, supporter, neutral, critic, blocker 
· Desired Support - High, medium or low 
· Desired Project Role (if any) 
· Actions Desired (if any) 
· Messages Needed 
· Actions and Communications 

Using this table, work through the planning exercise using the steps below:

1. Update the Spreadsheet with Influence/Interest Grid Information: 
Based on the Influence/Interest Grid created in your stakeholder analysis, enter the stakeholders’ names, their influence and interest in your project or incident, and your current assessment of where they stand with respect to it.

Remember, the best way to determine where each stakeholder stands on your project is to talk to them. This also begins the relationship building that leads to effective communication and trust. Don’t underestimate the time needed to talk to your stakeholders – it’s not something that can be completed in a couple of hours.
2. Plan Your Approach to Stakeholder Engagement:
The amount of time you should allocate to Stakeholder Engagement depends on the size and difficulty of your projects and goals, the time you have available for communication, the amount of help you need to achieve the results you want, and how much opposition there may be to the project.

With the team assigned to the project, think through the help you need, the amount of time that it will take to supervise this help and the time you will need for communication. Help with the project could include advocacy on behalf of the project, advice and expert input, reviews of project plans to increase quality and acceptance, etc.

3. Think Through What You Want from Each Stakeholder:
Next, work through your list of stakeholders thinking about the levels of support you want from each of them and the roles you would like them to play (if any). Think through the actions you would like them to perform (if any). Write this information down in the ‘Desired Support,’ ‘Desired Project Role’ and ‘Actions Desired’ columns. Be clear about what they will get in return for their support, if anything.

4. Identify the Messages You Need to Convey:
Next, identify three primary messages that you need to convey to your stakeholders to ensure that they have a clear picture of the project’s goals and reasoning and how it will be implemented. Typical messages will show the benefits to the community, person, organization or natural resources of what you are doing. Safety of firefighters, the public and property are also strong motivators. Don’t over-promise and under-deliver.

5. Identify Actions and Communications:
Finally, identify the actions you need to complete to continue to engage these stakeholders. With the time and resources you have available, identify how you will handle the communications with and input from your stakeholders. Make sure you circle back to stakeholders when you have completed an action. Let them know how their input mattered or shaped a subsequent action. If you couldn’t do something for them, then explain that as well. It is important to keep them in the loop and to demonstrate that you are listening to them.

Focusing on the high-influence/high-interest stakeholders first and the low-interest/low-influence stakeholders last, devise a practical plan that communicates with people as effectively as possible and that communicates the right amount of information in a way that neither under- nor over-communicates. Design communication efforts around the media used most by your stakeholders (identified in the Stakeholder Analysis).

Think through what you need to do to keep your best supporters engaged and on-board. Where you need the active support of people who are not currently interested in what you are doing, think about how you can engage them and raise their level of interest. Design a plan to engage skeptics – enlist the help of others – solicit ideas from co-workers and your advocates/supporters on how to best work with the skeptics.
Also, consider how what you are doing will affect your stakeholders. Where appropriate, let people know as early as possible of any difficult issues that may arise, and discuss with them how you can minimize or mitigate any impact.

This process is not unlike our risk management matrix of green, yellow and red zones. We try to manage risks by moving them from the red to yellow zone and from yellow to green. With Stakeholder Planning you are trying to convince the Critics/Blockers to become Neutral and those who are Neutral to become your Advocates/Supporters.

	Tip:
It is always a good idea to deal with peoples’ expectations about likely problems as early as possible. This gives them time to think through how to manage issues, and preserves your reputation for reliability. 



Once you have prepared your Stakeholder Plan, all you need to do is to implement it. As with all plans, it will be easier to implement if you break it down into a series of small, achievable steps and action these one-by-one.

Summary:
Wildfires and other projects on National Forests affect many people. Some of these people have the power to undermine your work and your position. Others may be strong supporters of your efforts.

Stakeholder Engagement is the process by which you identify your stakeholders and gain their interest and support for your project.

Stakeholder Analysis is the first stage of this, where you identify and start to understand your most important stakeholders. The first step in this is to brainstorm who your stakeholders are. The next is to prioritize them by influence and interest, and to plot this on an Influence/Interest Grid. The final step is to get an understanding of what motivates your stakeholders and how best to engage them.

Once you have completed your Stakeholder Analysis, the next stage is Stakeholder Planning. This is the process you use to plan how you are going to communication with your stakeholders.

Stakeholder Planning can systematically be conducted using a planning spreadsheet. To prepare your plan, go through the following steps:

1. Update the planning spreadsheet with information from the influence/interest grid
2. Think through your approach to stakeholder engagement
3. Work out what you want from each stakeholder
4. Identify the messages you need to convey
5. Identify actions and communications

Good Stakeholder Engagement helps you maneuver through the politics that can often come with major projects. It helps you gain support for your projects and eliminates a major source of project stress.

Adapted from MindTools.com
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