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Introduction & Background

New Mexico Voices for Children began to work on tax policy and budget issues when a tax cut passed by the legislature in 2002 began to significantly reduce the revenue available for essential programs that effect child well being.
  In addition to causing significant revenue problems, this tax cut was regressive:  greatly benefiting the highest income earners in the state, while giving nothing to the lowest income, and very little to middle-income earners.

The political and economic conditions within which we work on tax policy include: (1) a popular, Democratic Governor with national political ambitions who has embraced tax cuts as a core economic development strategy; (2) a (part-time, citizen) legislature acquiescent to the Governor; (3) a temporary revenue surge (due to higher-than-usual tax revenues from oil and gas) that has masked (and allowed policymakers to largely ignore) the revenue shortage created by the tax cut; and (4) a generally low-level of understanding of tax and budget issues among policymakers, ally organizations, the media and the general public.

A core policy objective in the past year was to stop further implementation of the personal income tax cut.  This was the most challenging tax policy objective we could have focused on – and one that all our advisers told us would be impossible to achieve.  Nonetheless, we achieved a partial victory in the 2005 legislative session: a one-year delay in implementation of the tax cut.  Our communications and policy advocacy strategy may have contributed to this victory by framing options as acceptable or unacceptable and keeping the debate constantly in the news.  But, in the end what may have mattered most was the Governor’s determination to pass a second tax cut – this time, a small one for lower-income people.  To accomplish this in a way that didn’t further exacerbate the budget’s revenue problems, he essentially overcame legislative reluctance with a trade-off: a one year delay of further implementation of the personal income tax cut in order to finance an additional tax cut.  We consider this a significant, if modest, victory for several reasons: (1) the real impact and the wisdom of the tax cuts was vigorously, publicly debated in the state for the first time; and (2) the Governor changed his mind about freezing the roll-out of his tax cut which was important for both practical, and symbolic, reasons (i.e., showing that even his most cherished policies could be successfully challenged); (3) the legislature gave the Governor much less than he wanted in the second cut to the personal income tax; and (4) freezing the tax cut roll-out for a year prevented an additional revenue loss from the state budget (if only temporarily).

Our tax campaign has several major components, including research; coalition building; policy advocacy; and public education/communications.  For the purpose of this paper, we will focus on the communications/public education strategy for a 9-month period from September 2004 through April 2005.  This period began with the Governor’s announcement of a second major tax cut in September, built momentum throughout our (60 day January-March) 2005 legislative session, and continued through tax day in April.  

How Research Gives Credibility to Policy Advocacy

We believe that our credibility with policymakers and the press is based on the quality of our analysis and our willingness to speak plainly about how different policies impact New Mexico’s families. It is particularly important to have accurate, factual information to respond to the administration’s constant claims that the tax cuts benefit everyone, have no detrimental impact on the budget, and stimulate job growth (of course, the administration consistently makes claims contradicted by the data, so having the facts on our side is only half the battle – the rest – from a communications perspective - is about effective messaging).  The policy analysis and research for our tax campaign is designed to answer fundamental questions such as: 

· What are the basic principles of good tax policy and how does New Mexico’s tax policy measure up before and after changes made by the current administration? 

· What has been the impact of the personal income tax on the state budget?   

· Who has benefited from the tax cuts and who has not?  

· Have these tax cuts stimulated job growth?  

We have released a number of reports that answer these questions, and have integrated our analysis and research results into numerous articles, op eds, columns, commentaries, interviews, public presentations, letters to the editor and other communications strategies.

New Mexico Voices for Children plays a singular role in New Mexico: conducting original research and also speaking out on a consistent basis about the impacts of tax and budget decisions being made by policymakers.  Others who may be progressive and have the fiscal policy expertise are not able to speak out openly because they are employed by (or receive significant funding from) the state and are not in a position to criticize the Governor’s policies. 

Our Communications Strategy September 2004 – April 2005

New Mexico Voices for Children’s messaging strategy was based on our own research (a poll of New Mexico voters, described below), and on communications research done by others (such as those listed in the Resources section of this paper).  We knew that we needed to deliver carefully crafted messages, not just research results.  Because technically-written research results do not communicate well to lay-audiences and do not necessarily lead with well-crafted messages, we generally run our research results through two writing processes: the first version is written by our Research Department and is a more technical document sometimes shared with a technical audience (such as other tax policy experts).  The second version is written by our Communications Department and is designed for lay audiences (including policymakers, the media and the general public) and is designed around our messages.  

For an overview of key public education and communications activities, see the attached appendix.  Our press work on tax policy intensified in September, as the legislative session loomed and the Governor announced his intention to push through a second tax cut.   Until this time there had been very little public debate about his personal income tax cuts.  Despite our occasional releases or commentaries, we had not yet pushed the issue hard enough to prompt much response from the primary proponents of the tax cuts: the Governor and the business community.  So, our first challenge was to frame the debate on our terms – away from the simplistic ‘tax cuts are good’ messages of the opposition, to ‘these tax cuts are ineffective, irresponsible and unfair.’  

Public Opinion Poll:  In the summer of 2004 we retained a consultant to advise us on political and communications strategies.  We wanted to freeze the tax cut (i.e., stop further implementation), and we wanted to test public opinion on tax policy (including knowledge of and support for the personal income tax cut passed in 2003) and support for a freeze.
In September 2004 our communications consultant (Soltari, Inc.) engaged Lake Snell Perry & Associates (LSP) to design and administer a poll to 600 New Mexican voters and likely voters. LSP used professional interviewers and conducted a telephone survey that included an equal number of Democrats and Republicans.  Survey results showed that the public was confused about the tax cuts and heavily influenced by the Governor’s popularity.  Two-thirds of the respondents had not heard or read anything about the personal income tax cuts – but they supported them anyway.  The most important finding for us was that 60% - Republicans and Democrats alike – believed that the tax cuts should be stopped if there was not enough money for children’s healthcare and education.  

Our Core Message:  We now had our communications frame:  prioritize paying for the basics – healthcare and education for children and families – before giving more tax cuts to the wealthy.  This frame has also been shown to be effective by other polling and focus groups.  For example, in early 2005 several unions and advocacy organizations commissioned Lake Snell Perry Mermin and Associates to conduct focus groups about the federal budget deficit and the President’s budget plan.  The strongest message was the need to protect the vulnerable among us (and not the rich), and the idea of wrong priorities.
   

We framed our messages around these ideas: right vs. wrong priorities (pay for the basics before giving tax cuts; protect the vulnerable among us before giving a tax cut to the well-off). That was our offensive communications strategy.  We did not test new frames; rather we used the ones that our, and other’s, research showed to be most effective.  Our defensive communications strategy was to debunk the Governor’s constant claims about the economic miracle the tax cuts were catalyzing.  We did this by releasing reports and through on-going conversations (both formal and informal) with policymakers and the press.

A Note On Tax Messaging

The first challenge in talking about taxes is to figure out how to characterize them.  The right has coined the phrase “tax burden” and “tax relief” – i.e., taxes are a burden from which any reasonable person would want relief.  This naturally resonates with a lot of people – who likes paying taxes?

NEVER USE THE PHRASE “TAX BURDEN” or “TAX RELIEF”.  If you do, you have bought into the opposition’s frame and are repeating it and defeating yourself.  The Rockridge Institute offers some new frames for taxes, such as: tax investment or taxes as “dues” (i.e., the dues, or membership fee, we pay to live in a civil society).  New Mexico Voices for Children is currently experimenting with “tax responsibility” as a frame.

One effective way to message the issue of tax cuts is to link it them to spending cuts on essential services or programs such as healthcare and education for children.  In a number of polls, if people had to choose between under funding essential services or getting a tax cut, they choose forgoing a tax cut in favor of adequate funding for the basics.  Tax cuts that result in spending cuts on the essentials can be effectively framed as “misplaced priorities.”
Fairness is another message that resonates.  People feel that the tax responsibility is not equally shared and are bothered by the feeling that some wealthy people and corporations get away with not paying their fair share in taxes (see The FrameWorks Institute Kids Count E-Zine Issue #24 for more on this).  

Engaging the Opposition in a Re-framed Debate

In September, 2004  we began to promote our messages that tax cuts result in spending cuts and adequate funding of the basics such as healthcare and education should be the priority.  In addition to responding to interview requests by the press, we began to meet with key reporters and editors of the state’s largest newspapers to educate them about the impact of the tax cuts on the state budget, who benefits from the tax cuts and related issues.  We also pitched story ideas to encourage on-going, comprehensive coverage of tax and budget issues.  At the same time, we began to systematically submit letters to the editor in response to tax and budget stories that appeared in the state’s three largest daily newspapers.

We also began to link our ‘fund the priorities before tax cuts’ message to Medicaid, another major issue we were working on during this time period.  We anticipated that the Governor would propose cutting the Medicaid budget and we linked our message for adequate funding of Medicaid to the misplaced priorities message of tax policy campaign, pointing to the tax cuts for the well-off as the primary reason for inadequate funding of healthcare for the most vulnerable.

Our press work intensified in January (the month the legislative session began) with continued contacts with members of the media (e.g., to urge them to use us as a source, to pitch tax and Medicaid stories), and through press events (e.g., we organized a press conference on the Medicaid budget linking spending cuts to the tax cuts, and participated in a press conference organized by the Senators who sponsored our tax cut freeze bill).  To ensure message discipline we began to carefully script our press events – not only writing out the comments of Voices staff, but also of other speakers when we had the opportunity. 

In February, as the budget debate in the legislature heated up, we escalated our press work.  In the first week of the month, we released the results of our poll that showed strong, bi-partisan support among New Mexicans for stopping the tax cuts if necessary to ensure adequate funding of healthcare and other essentials.  The poll results resulted in a comprehensive story by the Associated Press (“Poll Finds Support for Scrapping Income Tax Cuts”) printed in the major paper in Santa Fe (read by legislators since they are in Santa Fe for the legislative session) and picked up by smaller papers across the state.  That same week we reached out to broadcast media and got stories on AM and FM radio, and a talk show on the public broadcast television station.  During the second week of February we released a report that showed that the tax cuts have not worked to stimulate job growth (a primary justification for them).  The report received extensive coverage from large and small newspapers across the state press coverage.  

With the extensive press coverage the poll and the report received, the Governor’s staff began in earnest to engage the debate to refute our message about the failure of the tax cuts.  By going on the offense, we put the opposition on the defense.  The debate was on (a communications benchmark).

In the third week of February, we published an op ed (“Kids Hurt by Governor’s Useless Tax Cuts”
) in the state’s largest newspaper that responded to the Governor’s defense of his tax cuts, reiterated our messages and challenged the administration to respond to our data showing the real impacts of the cuts.  This op ed prompted an op ed by a representative of the business community attacking New Mexico Voices for Children (which generated some negative backlash for the author for turning the debate into a personal attack on our organization’s leadership and credibility).

The tax cut debate was in full swing.  Columnists and editors were weighing in.  Letters to the editor were being submitted in response to the stories and columns every week (we wrote almost all of them and had allies sign most of them).  By the end of February, with only three weeks left in the legislative session, the tide was beginning to shift against more tax cuts.  Legislators began to give press quotes like “There’s no money to give a tax cut”, and “[We will have to] go back and cut, very simple.  Where do we cut? Education? Medicaid?”.  A story headline in the state’s largest newspaper (“Governor’s Tax Less, Spend More Plan May Not Fly”) questioned the political viability of the Governor’s insistence that he could give more tax cuts while also increasing spending.  These publicized cracks in the Governor’s armor were an important benchmark from both a communications and political perspective.

We kept the tax story alive through the legislative session (which ended in mid-March) with the release of another report that showed the tax cuts were actually having a negative impact on the economy, with press interviews and letters to the editor (a total of twenty were submitted between January and March).  The Governor’s compromise was announced in a headline the week before the legislative session closed: “Guv Pulls Back On Tax Cut”.

After this flurry of activity, post-legislative session, the challenge was to keep the story alive.  Fortunately, tax day was just several weeks after the session ended and provided a great news hook.  We wrote and submitted two columns around April 15th, both of which were printed and which carried the message of taxes as a responsibility that should be fairly shared, as well as the failure of the tax cuts to stimulate job growth, and the need for progressive reform.  We also aired a radio commentary (on public radio) on tax day that echoed these messages.

Our media campaign consisted entirely of earned (free) media.  We did not have a budget for paid ads, though did consider spending a modest amount on radio ads during the week we thought that the legislature would hear the bill to freeze the tax cut.  

Resources Needed (Human Capital, Money, Infrastructure);

Our in-house capacity includes a full-time research director who is an economist and the lead researcher on tax and budget issues; a full-time communications director (with some part-time back-up), and three senior policy advocates (one of whom is the research director).  

Because we did not have a budget to expand our capacity (e.g., for paid media or for additional staff) we expanded our capacity by using volunteers – primarily our Board members and allies outside our organization.  These volunteers were mostly utilized for letters to the editor (as a part of a Media Rapid Response Team that we organized).  They received regular requests from us to send in letters to the editor in response to stories, columns or editorials that appeared in the newspapers.  Most often, we wrote these letters and had others sign and submit them.  In this way we increased our chances of getting multiple letters published, and multiplied our messengers (giving the appearance of a more broadly engaged public).  We also asked our ally organizations to re-print our newsletter articles on tax and budget issues in their newsletters, which many of them did.  Finally, we asked them to weave in our tax messages when they talked to their policymakers.

We received funding (approximately $40,000) from the Annie Casey Foundation for the poll and consulting. 

Communications Challenges Faced / What Other KIDS COUNT Organizations Need to Know: 
· We are still learning how to both design, and to assess the effectiveness of, an effective communications strategy;

· Sometimes it is difficult to identify specific target audiences early enough in the campaign to develop communications strategies well in advance.  For example, leadership was in flux in the New Mexico legislature prior to the opening of the legislative session.  We did not know who would head key committees.  So we could not effectively target key legislators for very specific communications strategies.  Instead, we targeted policymakers as a group and, even more importantly, the Governor (since it was his agenda that we were challenging).

· On-going oversight and management of the communications strategy is very important.  We continually assessed not just the frequency of the stories we generated, but the quality of those stories and the effective placement of our messages.  We kept in constant contact with reporters both pitching and responding to stories, as well as giving background, requesting opportunities to comment (for example, when the Governor issued his budget), thanking them and correcting them.

· Our communications strategy was strongest with print media.  We are in the process of building relationships with broadcast media.

Appendices

· Timeline of New Mexico Voices for Children’s Communications Strategy September 2004 – April 2005

· Resources on Effective Communications and on Communicating Tax Issues

Resources on Effective Communications and on Communicating Tax Issues

Messaging Progressive Issues

Institutes/ Organizations:

· The Rockridge Institute – Founder George Lakoff wrote one of the seminal books for progressive communications Don’t Think of An Elephant  (www.rockridgeinstitute.org).
· The FrameWorks Institute – see especially their Kids Count E-Zines under “Publications and Products” for excellent crib sheets on messaging and communications tips (www.frameworksinstitute.org). 
· Demos  - see especially the “How To Talk About Government” project to research American’s perceptions of government and to help identify effective strategies for communicating the important role of the public sector in our lives and to help renew a shared sense of the government as a vital instrument for achieving common goals.  This is important as people often have an anti-government bias (with plenty of help from the right) and have a very limited understanding about how state budgets work which undermines support for taxes and government services.  (www.demos-usa.org).
· Center for Community Change – see “How to Tell and Sell Your Story – A Guide to Media for Community Groups and Other Nonprofits” (www.communitychange.org).
· Spin Project – offers a wide range of tools and resources for media and communications work (www.spinproject.org).
· Spitfire Strategies – has a great “SmartChart” planning tool to help you plan your communications strategy (www.spitfirestrategies.com). 
Books:

· Don’t Think of An Elephant, George Lakoff  

What People Believe About Taxes / Effective Communication of Tax Issues:

Polls:

· Tax Foundation’s 2005 Annual Survey of U.S. Attitudes on Tax and Wealth (www.taxfoundation.org/taxsurvey.html)

· See also FrameWorks Kids Count E-Zine #20 for a sample of the best polling resources on the web.

� New Mexico’s top personal income tax rate was reduced from 8.2% to 4.9% over a 5-year phase-in period.  When fully phased in, it reduces annual revenue by $360 million.  It has also created a structural deficit in the state budget (i.e., a built-in problem of insufficient annual revenue to meet basic, recurring expenses).





� See memo from Lake Snell Perry Mermin and Associates to Ed Jayne, AFSCME, February 23, 2005.


� This was not our title – it was the newspaper’s.  Communications research advises against personalizing the argument and criticizing the person.  





