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Why Messaging 101?

Messaging is a core part of your brand, along with your  
organization’s name, tagline, and graphic identity. In fact, a 
strong messaging platform is essential to bringing your brand  
to life. Yet many enterprises—especially the bootstrapped 
kind—don’t know they need it, don’t see when their startup 
messaging is past its sell-by date, or throw up their hands when  
a relatively fresh platform isn’t working.

This guide is for you if you’re experiencing any of these  
symptoms:

<	 People in your organization have a hard time explaining  
 what you do and why it matters
<	 Partners and other stakeholders—even your own  
 employees—don’t describe your company consistently  
 or accurately
<	 You’re soon to embark on a website redesign, branding  
 initiative, product launch, or other big project, and you  
 want to be sure you get the best results
<	 Your messages are inconsistent across channels or  
 product lines

Whatever your situation, we wish you persuasive  
communications!

The Thinkshifters
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Core message

Answers the question,  
“What is [your business]?”

Is aspirational. It reflects 
your vision as well as  
what you are today.

Quickly conveys your  
value proposition.

Messaging goals

Better communication.   
Everyone can talk about  
the business effectively.

Market differentiation.  
Your unique qualities are 
well defined.

Esprit de corps. Everyone 
knows what the company  
is supposed to be.

Messaging	is	not	just	information,	it’s	verbal	branding.	It	distills	your	mis-
sion	and	other	key	concepts	about	your	enterprise	and	helps	you	convey	
them	in	any	situation	or	format,	written	and	spoken.	It	is	the	foundation	
for	all	your	marketing	communications.

A	 messaging	 platform	 typically	 consists	 of	 a	 core	 message,	 secondary	
messages	that	amplify	the	core	message	or	speak	to	specific	audiences,	
and	 “boilerplate”	 (a	 short	 description	 you	 can	 use	 everywhere).	 It	 may	
also	 include	 talking	 points,	 answers	 to	 commonly	 asked	 questions,	 and	
an	elevator	speech.	Every	business	needs	a	corporate	messaging	platform;	
you	may	also	need	product-specific	messaging.

Why?	 An	 effective	 messaging	 platform	 ensures	 that	 everyone	 in	 your	
operation	 can	 communicate	 clearly	 and	 consistently	 about	 what	 your	
company	does	and	why	it	matters—and	that	vastly	increases	your	chances	
of	attracting	the	people	you	want	to	attract.	

A	well-developed	messaging	platform	will	help	you:	

<	 Build	a	strong	brand	identity

<	 Stand	out	from	competitors

<	 Support	business	development

<	 Connect	with	different	audiences

<	 Simply	explain	complicated	products	and	services

<	 Communicate	efficiently

1. The basics 
What is messaging and why do we need it?
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Good messaging

Defines what people  
need to know about  
your organization.

Clarifies what your  
business is about and  
what makes it unique.

Helps everyone talk about  
your business confidently 
and consistently.

Memorable  
messaging is:

Concrete.  It creates 
a clear picture in  
people’s minds.

Simple. It uses plain  
language.

Relatable. It relates  
to things people already  
understand.

Successful	messaging	hits	all	the	following	marks.	If	it	doesn’t,	it’s	time	to	
take	another	swing	at	it.

Messages are credible and exact.	Good	messaging	is	built	on	a	founda-
tion	of	research	(your	market	and	customers)	and	exploration	(who	you	
really	are	and	what	you	want	to	be).	It’s	designed	for	usability	and	impact.	
It	is	true	and	it	feels	true.	

The	key	test	is	whether	people	genuinely	connect	with	the	messages.	For	
that	to	happen,	messages	need	to	be	written	in	natural,	ordinary	language,	
so	people	are	comfortable	using	them	and	audiences	 respond	to	them.	
Jargon,	corporatespeak,	and	vague	phrasing	won’t	cut	it.

The messaging gets used.	Reporters	use	it.	Partner	organizations	use	it.	
Employees	 use	 it,	 not	 just	 in	 formal	 communications,	 but	 also	 on	 their	
LinkedIn	and	Facebook	pages	and	when	they	talk	about	their	work	with	
friends.	For	one	company	we	work	with,	the	test	came	with	the	release	
of	significant	company	news	requiring	media	outreach	and	a	new	partner-
ship.	It	was	extremely	gratifying	to	see	the	messaging	take	hold	and	ap-
pear	in	newspaper	articles,	customer	blog	posts,	and	on	a	partner	website.	
Employees	used	it	on	LinkedIn	and	elsewhere.

The messaging is flexible.	Good	messaging	provides	a	starting	point	for	
any	communications	task,	whether	 it’s	a	pithy	quote	from	the	CEO	in	a	
press	release,	a	boilerplate	description	of	the	company,	or	the	brand	voice	
and	framework	for	a	report,	presentation,	or	website.	

A	messaging	platform	provides	messages	 that	are	as	close	 to	plug-and-
play	as	possible,	with	examples	for	as	many	contexts	as	makes	sense.	But	
messaging	shouldn’t	be	rigid.	It	should	adapt	to	circumstance	and	the	per-
son	using	it,	the	communications	vehicle,	the	audience,	and	other	factors.	

2. Getting messaging right 
How to tell if your messages sing the right tune.
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Using messaging

Who: everyone in  
your enterprise.

What: consult your  
handbook for what  
messages to use.

When: always.

Where: all communica-
tions—written and spoken.

Why: to create a clear  
and memorable brand.

How: verbatim or  
translate concepts into  
your own words

A	messaging	platform	typically	includes:	

<	 Core	and	supporting	messages

<	 Guidelines	on	how	and	when	to	use	the	messages

<	 Talking	points	that	will	help	people	answer	questions	and		
	 stay	on	message

<	 A	boilerplate	paragraph	describing	the	company	and	its	value		
	 proposition	for	use	in	press	releases,	sales	materials,	etc.

<	 An	elevator	speech	that	answers	the	question,	“What	is		
	 [your	company]?”

People	 throughout	 the	 organization	 should	 consult	 the	 messaging	 (typi-
cally	 in	handbook	form)	whenever	they’re	writing	or	speaking	about	your		
company,	in	any	format.	Looking	for	just	the	right	word	or	phrase?	It	should	
be	there.	

Usage	notes	describe	the	point	of	each	message	and	 its	most	common	
or	effective	uses.	The	core	message,	for	example,	should	be	present	in	all	
communications	to	anyone	who	may	not	be	familiar	with	your	company.	
Supporting	messages	provide	ways	to	flesh	out	presentations	and	market-
ing	materials;	taken	together,	they	provide	a	pretty	clear	picture	of	your	
organization,	helping	you	tell	your	story.

Messages	should	be	crafted	for	verbatim	use,	but	a	messaging	platform	is	
a	guideline,	not	a	straitjacket.	The	concepts	are	the	most	important	part—
people	should	learn	to	express	them	in	their	own	words.	That	said,	if	your	
organization	is	full	of	people	who	like	to	color	outside	the	lines,	you	may	
want	to	include	some	rules:	“Always	use	this	phrase	when	talking	about	X,”	
“Never	use	the	term	Y,”	and	the	like.	

3. Messaging in action 
Your messaging platform: what it is and how to use it.
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Top 3 rules

1. Be accurate.

2. Be accurate.

3. Be accurate (seriously).

Words to avoid

Green (too vague)

Eco-friendly (even  
less meaningful)

“The most” and similar  
(unprovable)

We	 want	 people	 to	 talk	 about	 their	 sustainability	 initiatives—we’re	 all	
about	encouraging	people	to	buy	more	sustainable	products	and	services.	
But	avoiding	greenwashing	is	a	genuine	communications	challenge,	even	
for	organizations	with	the	best	intentions.	

People	are	more	skeptical	 than	ever	of	green	claims,	and	they	have	the	
means	to	call	companies	on	overreach	(Twitter,	Facebook,	ad	infinitum).	
In	Cone	Communications’	2013	Green	Gap	Tracker	survey,	78	percent	of	
respondents	said	they	would	boycott	a	product	if	they	learned	its	envi-
ronmental	claims	were	misleading.

Plus,	while	it’s	often	easy	to	spot	greenwashing	when	others	are	doing	it,	
it’s	harder	to	see	how	your	own	communications	will	stack	up	under	scru-
tiny—your	eyes	are	clouded	by	your	good	intentions.	

Taken	together,	these	factors	make	precise,	carefully	vetted	sustainability	
messaging	essential.	To	pass	the	sniff	test,	your	sustainability	messaging	
will	live	up	to	some	simple	standards.	

Accuracy
If	you	think	this	is	obvious,	great—your	intentions	are	in	the	right	place.	
But	beware	of	the	curse	of	good	intentions.	They	can	lead	companies	to	
talk	about	what	they	plan	to	do	as	what	they	are	doing,	what	they	hope		
to	 achieve	 as	 what	 they	 are	 achieving,	 what	 they	 believe	 as	 what	 they	
know.	The	 rule	 is,	 if	you	can’t	prove	a	claim,	don’t	make	 it	part	of	your	
messaging.	 (The	 most	 notorious	 example:	 BP’s	 Beyond	 Petroleum	 cam-
paign,	declaring	the	oil	giant’s	dedication	to	advancing	alternative	energy	
and	environmental	responsibility.	Um…	)			 	 	       	continued >	

4. Sustainability messaging 
Selling sustainability without greenwashing.
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Clarity
This	 communications	 standard	 bears	 special	 mention	 in	 relationship	 to	
sustainability,	 which	 is	 where	 people	 often	 get	 fuzzy	 or	 fussy.	 The	 ten-
dency	is	to	gravitate	to	an	extreme—either	to	make	a	claim	so	vague	it’s	
misleading	or	meaningless,	or	to	use	phrasing	only	a	sustainability	wonk	
can	understand.	

One	common	example	of	misleading	fuzziness	is	the	open-to-interpreta-
tion	statement,	“We	run	on	100	percent	renewable	energy,”	instead	of	the	
the	crystal-clear	“We	offset	100	percent	of	our	energy	use.”	

This	also	 illustrates	how	clarity	and	accuracy	go	hand	in	hand—if	you’re	
not	clear,	there’s	a	good	chance	you’re	not	accurate.)	If	you	can’t	make	a	
clear	statement	in	plain	language,	you	risk	baffling	your	audience	(at	best)	
or	raising	suspicions	of	greenwashing	(at	worst).

Specificity
It’s	important	to	say	how	your	company,	product,	or	service	is	sustainable.	
Broad	or	vague	claims	are	difficult,	 if	not	 impossible,	to	substantiate,	as	
the	Federal	Trade	Commission’s	Green	Guides	note.	The	Guides	frown	on	
general	benefit	claims	like	“green”	and	“eco-friendly”	and	advise	marketers	
to	qualify	claims	with	“clear,	prominent,	and	specific”	benefits.	

At	Thinkshift,	we	also	rule	out	extravagant	superlatives	like	“most	sustain-
able”	and	“the	leading	…	.”	It’s	unlikely	that	any	of	us	stands	alone	at	the	
head	of	the	class.	Not	only	are	statements	like	these	unprovable,	they’re	
also	used	so	often	in	mindless	marketing	blather	that	they	lack	meaning.

Specific	claims	are	more	credible	(they	can	be	checked),	and	they’re	just	
plain	better	communication.	Consider	these	statements,	for	example:

“We	make	an	app	that	cuts	energy	use	15	percent.”	(specific;	clear	benefit)

“Our	solutions	help	you	reduce	energy	use.”	(vague;	uninspiring)

“We	make	your	household	more	sustainable.”	(too	broad;	unclear)

Sustainability messaging >	continued
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Best practices

Introduce it at an  
all-staff meeting.

Explain how to use it  
and when.

Show examples of written 
and spoken use.

Provide training when  
you introduce the  
messaging.

When	messaging	sticks,	 it	feels	real	inside	your	organization	and	out,	and	
it’s	what	people	think	of	when	your	brand	comes	up.	For	that	to	happen,	it	
needs	to	get	beyond	your	marketing	team	and	leadership.	

For	messaging	to	come	alive,	everyone	in	your	enterprise	needs	to	use	it—
in	 conversation,	 emails,	 presentations,	 wherever.	 That	 won’t	 happen	 just	
because	you	sent	everyone	the	handbook	(if	only!).	Based	on	our	experience	
with	a	variety	of	clients,	these	are	the	keys	to	successful	implementation:

Enthusiastic leadership.	Driving	adoption	 is	not	as	simple	as	having	the	
grand	pooh-bah	say	“Do	it.”	Leadership	needs	to	embrace	it,	use	it,	model	
it—internally	as	well	as	with	external	audiences.	Otherwise,	everyone	will	
see	messaging	as	optional.

Communicating the benefits. Good	messaging	solves	problems.	 It	pro-
vides	 easily	 grasped	 explanations	 of	 difficult	 concepts,	 clarifies	 goals	
and	values,	and	gives	everyone	handy	answers	to	common	questions.	Let		
people	know	how	the	new	messaging	will	help	them	talk	about	their	work	
more	comfortably,	effectively,	and	consistently.	(They’ll	even	get	cut-and-
paste	options.	How	great	is	that?)

Training.	 Walking	 people	 through	 practical	 exercises	 using	 the	 messaging	
in	real-life	situations	is	essential.	This	 is	especially	true	for	sales	teams	and	
customer-facing	staff:	they’re	primary	message	carriers,	and	they	need	to	feel	
comfortable	with	their	approach.	Facilitated	role-playing	sessions	are	ideal.	
It’s	 also	 a	 good	 idea	 to	 provide	 a	 refresher	 a	 few	 months	 down	 the	 road.		
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	       	continued >

5. Making messaging stick 
How to get everyone—not just the marketing team—to 

use the platform.
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Using	 new	 messaging	 will	 feel	 uncomfortable	 at	 first—even	 if	 it	 hits	 the		
authenticity	mark	and	rings	true	to	everyone—simply	because	it’s	unfamil-
iar.	Without	ample	reinforcement,	people	will	revert	to	the	words	they’ve		
always	used,	even	if	those	words	inspire	reactions	like	“Huh?”	or	“That’s	nice,	
I	have	to	go	get	another	drink	now.”	And	your	messaging	will	 live	only	 in	
your	marketing,	and	you	won’t	get	full	value	from	your	investment.	

See more strategy>Shift guides and learn about the Thinkshift Credibility Quotient™ on the 
Resources page of our website. Or sign up to be the first to know about our next report.

Thinkshift is a San Francisco–based boutique marketing agency that creates strategic 
communications programs that help sustainability-oriented enterprises succeed. We tell 
clients’ stories in ways that motivate audiences and get them the attention they deserve. 
Follow us @thinkshift.

Making messaging stick  >	continued
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