UCC Identity Campaign Gets a Boost from Networks’ Refusal to Air Ads

Robert Chase, Director of Communications for the United Church of Christ (UCC) spoke with e-Counselor about the impact of its identity campaign and the publicity received when two major networks refused to air an ad created for the campaign. 
e-Counselor: Where did the ad come from?

Chase: The ads grow out of an identity effort we’ve had for about six years. Since I’ve been with the UCC, the single most requested resources deal with identity of the denomination: How do we equip people to articulate who we are and what we believe? About three years ago we introduced a two-phase identity effort in the UCC. The first phase, which we called an “identity emphasis,” was internal. We developed a concept based on a quote of Gracie Allen’s: “Never place a period where God has placed a comma.” We expanded that thought to the phrase “God is still speaking,” … and used the common form of punctuation – a comma – as a branding mark, an identity theme. What was really interesting in terms of research we did was that we had another phrase we intended to use in phase two: “You belong.” What happened during the roll out in ever-wider circles, was we found the “You belong” phrase didn’t catch on, but “God is still speaking” caught on in amazing ways. Without a whole lot of convincing, people resonated with the phrase and liked the comma approach. Over the course of a couple of years we were able to really get a whole wide range of members and churches vested in this effort. 

e-Counselor: How did the CBS and NBC refusals come about?

Chase: From the beginning the plan was that phase two would be an identity campaign in the public arena. We invited a commercial advertising firm, Gotham Inc., to partner with us to develop the campaign. The decision was made to use television as a primary medium with nationally-produced ads and develop local training elements within our congregations. We planned to produce two commercials. In the process of producing the commercials, we did a series of focus groups. It was always our intention to reach out to a non-churched audience and so in the focus groups, the independent research firm selected people in that group. We discovered incredible senses of alienation and rejection that people felt from their faith experiences. It was fascinating to me, as a church professional, to see how people really felt. 

Because there was such feeling from this group, we decided to run the “bouncer” commercial first. The bouncers are allegorical representations of that feeling of alienation. Wanted to run the commercial in six test markets, working with congregations in test markets. In microcosm, it was a very successful effort. We were convinced we’d gone the right route. Between March and November 2004, we spent time equipping churches in the other media markets where the ads would run. 

The controversy that arose was something unexpected. We were really surprised. Despite what the networks say, we found out only on November 19 that ads scheduled to run December 1 would not run. Even then we were negotiating with the networks. We were told that ad buying was a process and that it wasn’t unusual to have to negotiate in several areas, not only on cost, but also on content. We continued negotiating with networks until November 30. It was unfathomable to us that CBS related the ad to the gay marriage issue. On November 29 we issued a press release saying that ads were about to run because we thought we were that close. On the night of November 30 we issued another press release saying that CBS and NBC had refused the ads.

e-Counselor: As a result of this news release you gained substantial support from religious groups as well as the public. Why do you think this had such impact?

Chase: There were probably many reasons and we may never really know why, but I think because it happened shortly after an election, where moral values debates were contentious, people were feeling left out, depressed, oppressed. This was a breath of fresh air. Of the thousands of e-mails we’ve received, my favorite was only three words: “Finally, breathing room.” Symbolically that says it all. We put out press release via e-mail the night of November 30. By 7 a.m. the next morning, our website and e-mail system were shut down because of the traffic. We literally received thousands of e-mails. Had to purchase 9 times the server space to handle the visits to our site. 

Then our task was to respond to the press and assure people this was really truly about welcoming all kinds of folks to the UCC. For us, the task was to stay on message. We got a lot of support from our ecumenical and interfaith colleagues. I received personal e-mails from all kinds of people, but also some institutional praise and affirmation from NCC and other organizations.

e-Counselor: This was something of a positive “crisis” for the UCC. How did you respond and what has it meant to the campaign?

Chase: This could have been a crisis, but fortunately we never had to apologize for major gaffes or anything like that. There were those who wanted to make this about gay marriage or homosexuality. 

Instead of a crisis, it became a gift. We received more publicity than we ever could have received or paid for. In terms of the campaign, number one, it accelerated/enhanced the effort of the campaign itself – so many more people went to our websites. For example, in November we had 5,700 people go to our find our church function. In December, 140,000 went to that function and showed up. We’ve had reports of incredible growth in church attendance. One small church in Pennsylvania went from 50 to 90 attendees and has settled back to 75. Forty new families in attendance is not unusual. Almost every day there’s a new illustration of the result. 

Second, we’ve noticed that all of a sudden that the UCC’s name has begun to appear in places it never did before in the press. That’s a call to have a seat at the table in the debate about moral values in this country. We need to continue to press on this. We have growing name recognition and that’s an added responsibility. 

e-Counselor: In what ways are you responding to that call?

Chase: We’re talking about how we build relationships and be attentive to that part of our new call. On the recent issue about the “We Are Family” video, we put out a statement that Sponge Bob is welcome here. We’re getting a lot of reaction to that. Hits to our website have doubled. We’ve also heard from the number of people who have gone to our website and thanked us for being light-hearted about this. Part of the task for us is going to be to continue to build a relationship not only with people who write the news, but also with the general public. 
e-Counselor: What’s the next step for the God is Still Speaking, campaign?

Chase: The whole campaign is based on raising money outside of general mission giving. We’ve had to raise dollars for this rather ambitious project. We’ve been modestly successful, but haven’t raised all the money that we would have hoped. Right now we’re raising funds for a Lenten ad buy – our hope is to do two ads buys each year. Now is an important time to build on public awareness and to do a significant ad buy in Lent. 

We will stay with bouncer commercial at this point, but our long term plan is to create a new creative concept to be unveiled in fall. Right now the bouncer ad is still fresh. For the 20 million people who don’t have cable (where we have been able to air the ad), they haven’t seen it. We hope to reach them now. 

e-Counselor: How has the media activity effected your ongoing communication function?

Chase: We have a relatively small staff and the burden of fielding press requests has been a daunting task. The staff here is deeply committed to doing this, but it is very labor intensive. We have had to put other things on hold. However, we strongly believe that we don’t necessarily set the agenda, so when the media asks, we have to be here. 

It has prompted us to be aware of building better relationships with the media. Also, so much of this has been very much electronically driven. We’ve learned a lot about the way e-mail, bloggers, etc. can be used to mount a campaign. We’ve got to be open to doing our communication in new ways, so we’re considering all the new media, including things like Web ad buys.

There is the constant realization that we can’t do our work in a vacuum, we have to be more diligent in the way we deal with the press and the public.

