Program Entry: “Take the test. Beat the pest.” The SCN Coalition

Category #1: Agri-Business Campaign of the Year

North Central Soybean Research Program (NCSRP) with Morgan&Myers, Jefferson, Wis.

SITUATION

The first presence of Heterodera glycines or soybean cyst nematode (SCN), was documented in North Carolina in 1954.  Despite years of being regarded as a “Southern problem,” SCN infestations had been discovered in the primary soybean-producing region of the North Central United States by University researchers.  Although educators preached the devastating dollar loss to soybean growers caused by SCN -- estimated at $1 billion annually -- few growers tested their soils for SCN.  Ironically, this dollar loss could have been avoided by managing SCN with products and techniques already available to the grower.  An Iowa State University nematologist approached North Central Soybean Research Program (NCSRP) -- a farmer-led body devoted to funding soybean research projects -- looking for help to get producers to test their soils for SCN.  NCSRP hired Morgan&Myers, public relations counsel.  Our Challenge: How do we get more growers to test for SCN on their farm and discover the hidden yield loss?

RESEARCH

Morgan&Myers partnered with Marketing Horizons, Inc.,a market research firm, to execute a grower survey to determine: grower opinions about SCN, how growers perceive the severity of the pest, usage of various techniques to identify and manage the pest, and to identify key influencer groups.   We contacted via telephone survey 1,325 soybean producers who raised, on average, 400 acres of soybeans, and were the primary decision-makers in their farming operations.  We surveyed growers from the NCSRP geography (IA, IL, IN, MI, MO, MN, NE, OH, SD, WI) in addition to growers from states with more familiarity with SCN as control states (NC, KY, AR, KS), from May 6, 1997 through June 5, 1997.  In addition to the phone survey, we contacted about a dozen industry leaders to get their assessment of the situation, read previously published articles on SCN, and backgrounded ourselves with grower research on important pests previously conducted by the United Soybean Board.  Key research findings and their impact on the communications plan include the following.
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PLANNING

A plan was developed by Morgan&Myers in conjunction with staff of the Iowa Soybean Promotion Board (administrators of NCSRP projects) and faculty of Iowa State University, using results from both formal and informal research activities.  The plan was designed to walk growers through four stages of behavior.  We wanted them to: Know...what’s SCN about?; Think...could I have SCN and not know it?; Feel...if I’m losing yield to SCN, I want to know it and stop it now; Do...I’m going to test my fields for SCN.  With the framework in place, we formed a SCN Coalition comprised of partners representing industry leaders, University researchers and state soybean associations.  Since nematodes are barely visible to the naked eye and don’t convey striking imagery, we developed a creative platform to build an identity for the SCN Coalition to drive our mass media campaign and become the anchor for all the educational materials.  
Target Audiences: Soybean producers, media, Ag. retailers, SCN Coalition partners and their field staff, crop consultants, national and state soybean assns., and state and county Extension personnel.  
Budget: $790,000 (including $300,000 for paid media)

EXECUTION

The first task was to build the SCN Coalition.  M&M, ISU and Iowa Soybean staff visited 6 seed companies, 2 grower cooperatives and 1 soybean-only media outlet.  Our goal was to secure a commitment from 2 seed companies, 1 co-op and the media outlet, but, all those companies contacted joined the Coalition.  Including industry partners, qualified state soybean boards and land grant Universities, the SCN Coalition had 31 partners.  M&M was assigned to assist SCN Coalition staff in the training of industry agronomic personnel, execute communications tactics and provide support to activities driven by Coalition members.  Specific activities included:

-- Developed the creative platform,  “Take the test. Beat the pest.” to promote the SCN Coalition

-- Launched the SCN Coalition to 16 key media at the Commodity Classic corn/soybean convention (Feb. 98)

-- Fulfilled more than 377 literature requests generated by the toll-free line, (877) SCN-TEST

-- Held monthly conference calls/reports to keep SCN Coalition staff/partners apprised of activities

-- Conducted routine media calls to print and broadcast outlets  -- more than 200 contacts made

-- Printed, reprinted and distributed more than 100,000 pieces of educational information

-- Assisted the staff at Soybean Digest magazine in writing a 24-page Special Report on SCN, featuring state-specific           information, which went to 175,000 soybean growers in the NCSRP geography

-- Assisted in development of an SCN Coalition web site (www.scncoalition.org), and providing content for Coalition            partner web sites

-- Created, focus group tested, produced and placed print and radio media

-- Created educational curricula which supported key messages that SCN can be present without visible symptoms;                testing and sampling is the best way to find out if you have SCN, and if you have SCN, there’s help available.                    Included were grower workbooks, pocket cards, PowerPoint/slide training presentations, leader’s guide training               workbook, state-specific SCN management recommendations and graphics support for technical demonstrations

-- Assisted in arranging media interviews, training seminars, field demonstrations, local trade shows and media tours

-- Staffed and organized displays at primary ag media conventions

-- Convinced industry partners to include SCN Coalition identity in advertising and internal publications

-- Provided camera-ready art of all printed materials to all Coalition partners

-- Created a digital art index containing all SCN-related graphics and artwork, which could be mailed electronically to          Coalition partners upon request

-- SCN Coalition generated 423 media clips (print/broadcast) totaling 11,974,050 impressions

-- Distributed more than 200 media kits to key trade media

EVALUATION

A follow-up survey was conducted between Nov. 15 and December 16, 1998 and the program was completed January 31, 1999.  The findings revealed:

-- A 6% increase in growers who tested for SCN (41% vs. to 35%).   The goal was 5%

-- A 13% increase in growers who perceived SCN as an “important pest” (66% vs. to 53%).  The goal was 5%

-- A 10% reduction in the number of growers who admitted knowing nothing about testing for SCN (14% to 4%)

-- Maintained SCN’s position as a “top of mind” pest (39%) vs. other pests, in a year when Sudden Death Syndrome            (#2 pest -- 21% -- unscreened in 97 survey) was rampant throughout the NCSRP geography

-- Believability of SCN Coalition key messages increased favorably vs. the 97 study

-- Unaided awareness of the SCN Coalition was 12%.  Aided awareness was 6% for a total awareness of 18%

-- More than a quarter of respondents (26%) recalled the creative platform, “Take the test. Beat the pest.”

Other campaign results not gleaned from the survey include:

-- Coalition-partner University nematologists and plant pathologists report receiving 27,770 soil samples for analysis            compared to 8,646 in 1997 -- a 221% increase.  Our goal was an increase of 10,000 soil samples (Numbers for                Illinois were not available at this time) 

-- NCSRP accepted the request of 2 more states (ND, KS) to join the SCN Coalition, based on its effectiveness in                reaching growers with key pest management information.

-- All 11 industry partners have indicated their commitment to the project for 1999.

