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This is a discussion of the communication of themes to a group of buyers, and how to measure them. Themes (aka messages, etc.) are one type of influence, so what follows can be an example of how influence should, in general, be measured in the business software marketplace.
Themes should be measured in terms of raising the likelihood of purchase.   It’s not enough to just measure that the theme is working its way into media and discussions. That measures the effectiveness of communication, not influence. It’s potentially good, but only if those discussions produce more sales.

So there are two things that must be accomplished - and measured - in any influence attempt, whether themes, ads, campaigns, PR, events, etc.: 

1. Does it reach the prospects or customers targeted to be influenced (and how many of them). 

2. Does it influence them, i.e. cause, or contribute to their minds being changed to an increased likelihood of moving from current state to the next higher buying state in the  (e.g. ‘not aware’ to ‘aware’, ‘aware’ to ‘positive opinion’, ‘positive opinion’ to ‘consideration’, …to ‘evaluation’ to ‘purchase’ to ‘repurchase’ to ‘best customer’.)   These terms can be adapted/integrated to (COMPANY)’s terms when you talk to Sales.   For example, getting on the short list etc. can be mapped onto this process.

So how should they be measured? (See also the Techtel Report “(COMPANY)’s Six Steps to Guide Market Communications”.

First, two pre-measures to make a better plan: 

1. We highly suggest pre testing the ad/theme/etc. message beforehand: Does it influence a sample of target market members?  If it doesn’t work with a sample, it won’t work by putting it in the WSJ.   It’s much cheaper to find out if the message will be effective without spending all of the media dollars at the same time.

2. Next, plug the basic planned numbers (number of target members to be reached and probability that each would be influenced to the next stage) into the (COMPANY) Influence Model (SIM) to simulate what would happen in the market if the program worked well.  The question is will it achieve the desired end result or is there a gap?   Given the competitive situation for (COMPANY) and need to accelerate its influence, there is precious little time for programs that wont achieve the goals even if they work well.  There are rules for how to measure the reach number and they are not the typical meaning of reach in advertising.

Then measures to see how well it works:

1. Are people talking about the message, using the terms, making the arguments, telling others?  

2. Is positive opinion growing, negative declining?

3. When people define the terms are the definitions correct?

4. Are the themes becoming strongly associated with (COMPANY) or someone else?

5. How are the competitors’ themes doing?

6. Which themes are taking off in the market and which are not.

7. Why?

Themes should influence the choices that buyers actually make in choosing (COMPANY), or a path that leads to (COMPANY), at each stage of the process buyers follow to search for and find solutions. Recall buyers go through a series of choices (what unmet needs to work on, what solution categories are available, what vendor(s) should supply it?) that either lead them toward, or away from, (COMPANY).  (COMPANY) attempts to steer prospects thru the choice network toward (COMPANY).  Oracle attempts to steer prospects toward them, and so on.   All influence attempts are effective relative to other influence attempts.  If makes little sense to measure only how well your influence attempt is doing relative to how you use to do if a competitor is still trouncing you.

At each decision point, the prospect is influenced by current and/or past messages – which can be seen as originating from the seller, or from others independent of the seller -  and beliefs based on ones own experience, to chose a path that leads to (COMPANY) purchase.  These compete with messages from competitors at each point.  The only meaningful way to measure the strengths of influence attempts, including Themes, is their effects relative to competing influences at a decision point.       
Further, themes, specifically, should build early preference for (COMPANY) all along the buyer’s process.  This creates barriers to switching to, or losing to, other solutions along the path. 

Measurement: 

First, themes should be measured ultimately by how effectively they influence prospects to move to a higher likelihood of buying from (COMPANY).    This process of raising the likelihood of buying is usually called the ‘pipeline’ or ‘funnel’ by vendors and consists of a series of steps (we need to know what those steps are at (COMPANY) – Don is planning to talk to Sales) generally recognized as leading to a sale.  It’s a leaky pipe/funnel since only a portion of those who start actually buy; the rest either buy from someone else or decide not to buy from anyone, i.e. not to buy the category.  One sales strategy attempts to keep this leaky pipeline full of prospects so that enough prospects make it through to purchase to meet sales goals.  Another sales strategy attempts to plug the leaks.  Getting sales is a measure of the effectiveness of the pipeline while the amount of leaks is related (inversely) to the efficiency of the process.  Both strategies should be pursued, measured and managed at (COMPANY).

Second, themes are, or should be, designed to address a major ‘belief objective’ or ‘change of mind’ in the market that has been found to be necessary for prospects to chose a path to buy from (COMPANY).  In past research, (COMPANY) has found that there are several barriers to buying (COMPANY) in the minds of many prospects: (COMPANY) is too expensive, too complicated, and others.   So a theme might be one or a set of messages aimed at changing one of these general beliefs.  There are several rules about themes:

1. they should be tested and shown to be effective in changing minds when delivered to influencers and decision makers.  A message or theme that doesn’t work to change a few minds in a test will not change hundreds of minds in print.

2. they must be true, that is that you are ready and able to deliver what they promise.  Messages from a vendor are claims, not proof.  If you don’t deliver, then trust plummets, the sale (or resale) doesn’t happen and your messages will be ignored in the future.

3. they must be delivered in a believable context and from a reliable source. 

4. if a theme is not working, the desired effect is not happening, you need to be able to diagnose what is happening to be able to fix the situation.  Is the message getting through to the target influencers and decision-makers?  Is it seen as relevant? Is it from a trusted source? Is it of interest?  Did the message change mind? If not, at any step, why not?  What was missing?   Techtel has a methodology for setting up and operating measurement and control systems. 

5. how and when a change of belief will change buying activity should be understood.  If a prospect changes his mind and now believes that (COMPANY) is now a good value, how long will it take to express that new belief in a purchase decision change?  And how might the new belief be subverted or undercut by some competitive message?  
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