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Formative Research 
 
Public Relations Situation 

 
Heroin has affected every corner of our country with words such as “crisis” and 

“epidemic” used in association. Central Ohio is not immune to heroin’s devastating 
impact. In Ohio, drug overdose deaths have increased significantly over the years from 
2,531 in 2014 to 3,050 in 2015. In 2015, heroin was related to 46.7 percent of those 
deaths (Ohio Department of Health). In response to the rise in overdose deaths the 
Franklin County Sheriff’s Office (FCSO) created the Heroin Overdose Prevention and 
Education (HOPE) Task Force. The task force consists of detectives with narcotics and 
homicide experience who treat an overdose scene as a crime scene to investigate and 
identify the source supply of the drug that caused the overdose. In addition to typical 
enforcement efforts, detectives work directly with a social worker who follows up with 
victims of non-fatal overdoses to link that person with treatment. Law enforcement has 
realized the typical “arrest and lock them up” style is simply not working. To fix the 
problem, we must address the underlying issue of addiction. 

In order to use limited government resources efficiently and most effectively, a 
strategic plan must be produced to bring awareness to the issue and to gain community 
input to find solutions.  The plan will aid in community outreach and awareness to the 
issue of opiate abuse and identifying the best approaches for education and prevention. 

Drug prevention and education is a priority for command staff of FCSO meaning 
PR staff has the support and commitment from top level management.  FCSO has a 
Special Investigations Unit that specializes in narcotics investigations. Since 2002, 
FCSO has hosted the Franklin County Drug Task Force that consists of detectives from 
multiple local law enforcement agencies in Franklin County (Franklin County Sheriff’s 
Office 2016a). The illicit use of drugs is not new, but the magnitude to which people are 
dying from overdoses is overwhelming and a special plan must be developed to prevent 
abuse of opiates. Since the HOPE Task Force is changing the mindset of law 
enforcement on drug use, this will change how the organization communicates with its 
publics.  

Heroin use is not new. About 15 years ago, doctors began documenting and 
treating patients’ pain. This led to prescribing opiates for pain relief.  Pain medication, 
such as Vicodin or Oxycotin, are opiates and can be highly addictive (Viviano 2016). As 
heroin costs 20 dollars for a tenth of a gram compared to one prescription pain pill 
costing 60 to 80 dollars, heroin gained popularity among addicts (Narconon 2016). In 
turn, heroin overdose deaths have increased significantly from 87 in 2003 to 1,424 in 
2015 (Ohio Department of Health 2016). 

FCSO works with local, state, and federal law enforcement agencies, including the 
Drug Enforcement Agency and Ohio High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area (HIDTA). 
Partnerships and close working relationships also include Franklin County agencies:  
Prosecutor’s Office, Coroner’s Office, and the Alcohol, Drug and Mental Health Board. 
These organizations are also involved in the HOPE Task Force in varying degrees.  

The mission of FCSO includes protecting the lives and property of the citizens of 
Franklin County, to preserve the peace, and to prevent crime and disorder while 
constantly guarding personal liberties as prescribed by law. Preventing illicit drug use is 
important to ensure this mission is adhered to. Use of a specific drug is cyclical; once 
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heroin use decreases, another drug will become popular (Viviano 2016). Programs 
created by the HOPE Task Force should be continued into the future and any plans, like 
this one, should be created with sustainability and simply modified. This is an 
opportunity to find solutions to the heroin problem to see what works. 

 
Analyzing the Organization 
 
 FCSO has had years of experience in drug prevention programming. Starting in 
2002, Operation Street Smart has been taught to adults throughout the state of Ohio 
and nationally on the signs of drug use and concealment from FCSO narcotics 
detectives, who have over 30 years of experience. This program is offered in two, four, or 
eight hour increments. 
 A youth program by the same name is taught in over 60 schools across Franklin 
County to grades 5 and 7 and is in its infancy at only two years old. This program 
continues to be tested and edited to improve the quality of the education provided to 
students. It can also be taught to other student groups, such as after school programs, 
but that is not yet being done.  

FCSO has experience in creating and testing innovative approaches to law 
enforcement and has consistently prioritized community outreach understanding the 
importance of public relations. Working on prevention and education efforts 
surrounding the heroin epidemic is an extension of this. 

FCSO has a “Drug Fine” account that consists of fines collected from court cases 
involving drug crimes and can only be used for drug education and prevention efforts. 
The amount in this account currently is around 30,000 dollars and must be shared with 
the Operation Street Smart program.  
 There is no competition in this endeavor in the traditional sense, but other 
organizations and agencies working towards the same goal could be used as partners. 
There are some members of the public who believe drug use is a choice and government 
agencies and organizations should not spend money on treating addiction. However, 
there is no organized effort, so there is limited to no resources in the anti-treatment 
effort. As awareness of addiction continues, misinformation will hopefully decrease. 

In government, budgets are about priorities. There are finite monetary resources 
and many agencies requesting funds for their issue. HOPE Task Force must compete to 
make their goals a priority for funding sources. We must convince elected officials, who 
determine those priorities, that the opiate epidemic affects many agencies within the 
county. A significant piece of HOPE’s work centers around prevention, which treats the 
underlying issue of addiction. The opiate epidemic is a public safety and public health 
issue. The epidemic places a strain on public safety, criminal justice, courts, treatment, 
and medical providers. Recently, the U.S. Surgeon General estimated that the country’s 
economic impact of drug and alcohol misuse and addiction is 442 billion dollars (Hafner 
2016).  With this data, HOPE can convince its funding authority that this plan must be a 
priority in the budgeting process.  
 
Analyzing the Publics 
 

Heroin addiction affects everyone:  all genders, races, religions, income levels, 
and ethnicities. Depending on our messaging, we will target youth, parents, and family 
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members/loved ones of addicts or those at risk of abusing prescription medication or 
opiates. Not only will we speak to those in an addict’s life, including parents and friends, 
we will also target the addict.  The primary customers of this campaign will be those 
potentially affected by addiction especially those with a nexus to children:  parents, 
teachers, nurses, doctors, social workers, and etcetera.  These people are considered a 
latent public due to their potential lack of awareness to the issue of opiate abuse. 
Information to fulfill the PR plan will be created by HOPE Task Force detectives and 
partner agencies through their research and actions. 

Producers include the detectives assigned to the task force who will provide 
information on the daily operations. Command staff and partners of the task force are 
also considered producers.  
 Opinion leaders include elected officials on the local, state, and federal levels who 
have a platform to speak on the heroin epidemic. This group will serve as enablers. They 
also have the means to fund any programs or projects related to the issue and create 
laws to regulate what the task force does. Community leaders in faith, education, and 
business may also have a platform and audience to discuss this issue.    
 An unorganized group of dissidents do not believe government or any 
organization should do work regarding addiction and will serve as limiters. These 
opponents may have influence on elected leaders, but lack organization. This group 
would be considered an apathetic public. Community leaders, elected officials and 
involved organization’s spokespersons can work as intercessory publics to educate the 
dissidents on the mission of the task force and its importance.  
 With due consideration, four key publics are identified: 

1. Parents and loved ones of potential addicts 
2. Opinion leaders 
3. Employees and partners of HOPE 
4. Dissidents 

 Central Ohio has affiliates from NBC, ABC, CBS, and FOX, as well as a daily 
newspaper and multiple weekly and monthly papers and magazines (Columbus 2020). 
FCSO has robust social media channels including over 11,000 followers on Facebook 
and 2,400 Twitter followers (Franklin County Sheriff’s Office). Both traditional and 
social media can reach wide audiences and target our key publics of those affected by 
addiction.  
 With a strong base and understanding of the issue at hand, goals and objectives 
were determined and strategies were considered to develop solutions. 

 
Strategy 

 
Goals and Objectives 

 
Currently, FCSO is positively viewed in the law enforcement community and 

public at large. Through this plan, the position sought by FCSO is to be the law 
enforcement leader in Ohio on the opiate epidemic.  
1. Enhance FCSO image as law enforcement innovator on drug related issues 

(reputational goal). 
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1.2  To have an effect on awareness by increasing the knowledge of the HOPE Task 
Force among parents and loved ones of potential addicts by increasing social media 
engagement by 40 percent over the next twelve months. 
2.2  To have an effect on acceptance by increasing interest in the HOPE Task Force 
by 20 percent of parents or loved ones of potential addicts over the next twelve 
months. 
2.3  To have an effect on action specifically to obtain inquiries by 30 percent 
through phone calls, emails, or website clicks over the next twelve months.  

2. Maintain strong relationships with public regarding drug related issues and the 
opiate epidemic (relationship goal). 
2.1  To have an effect on awareness by increasing the knowledge on addiction and 
the opiate epidemic by 40 percent of potentially affect parents or loved ones.  
2.2  To have an effect on acceptance by generating interest by 30 percent among 
parents and opinion leaders over the next twelve months. 
2.3  To have an effect on action by encouraging neighborhood associations/block 
watches to report suspected drug trafficking in their neighborhoods by 20 percent 
within the next two years.  

3. Impact public mindset on drug related issues through prevention programming 
(task goal). 
3.1  To have an effect on awareness by creating understanding of available 
programming by 20 percent in the next twelve months. 
3.2  To have an effect on acceptance by creating interest in available prevention 
programming by 20 percent in the next twelve months. 
3.3  To have an effect on action by providing drug prevention presentations to at 
least 15 different communities/neighborhoods in Franklin County within the next 
year. 

 
Action and Response Strategies 
 
Proactive Strategies 

The HOPE Task Force’s strategic plan will include several proactive strategies:  
 Audience participation to encourage audience feedback will be employed through 

the life of the strategic plan to ensure the messaging is achieving its desired 
outcome. Typically, surveys are given after programs to gain audience feedback. 

 HOPE has developed a coalition with Southeast Healthcare, Inc. to provide a 
health care prospective and provide legitimacy when discussing addiction and 
issues that are considered “medical.” 

 HOPE has formed alliances with several other agencies that can be used when 
employing strategies. Alliances include the Franklin County Prosecutor, Franklin 
County Coroner, Franklin County Board of Alcohol, Drug, and Mental Health, 
and the Ohio Attorney General. These alliances also mean we can use resources 
and platforms that may be available to these organizations. 

 FCSO has and will continue to sponsor drug prevention programming. Through 
grants and general funding, our organization has supplied prevention programs 
that will encourage our objectives. 

 Publicity generating news by commenting on issues surrounding the heroin 
epidemic so our agency becomes a subject matter expert. We will keep the press 
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informed on major events, accomplishments, and when goals are obtained. FCSO 
typically employs this proactive strategy in other areas of interest. 

 Law enforcement is not typically transparent. However to gain public support, 
transparent communication will be utilized on how narcotics investigations work 
and how the public’s participation is necessary for successful operations. 

 
Message Sources 
 

In its efforts to increase awareness on the task force and its drug prevention efforts, 
HOPE will use the following spokespeople:  

1. Sheriff Zach Scott is the Sheriff of Franklin County with over 30 years of law 
enforcement experience, which includes narcotics experience. He is considered 
an expert on law enforcement matters due to his credentials and expertise. He 
has a high level of authority due to his position in that he guides the mission of 
the organization. With almost as many years of experience with the media, he is 
comfortable and in control during interviews and in public settings. 

2. Chief Deputy Rick Minerd is second in command of the organization and he is in 
charge of criminal investigations. As the creator of the HOPE Task Force, he 
projects enthusiasm and is genuine when speaking on the issues surrounding the 
project. With over 20 years of law enforcement experience and over 15 years as 
an investigator, he brings credibility when speaking on the topic. 

3. The Community Relations Unit of FCSO has nine deputies and two supervisors 
whose initial responsibility is to be the face of the organization regarding public 
perception.  The unit is charged with performing a myriad of duties including the 
administration of the Operation Street Smart (Drug Prevention and Education) 
curriculum in schools, giving presentations to community groups, and acting as 
liaisons between FCSO and local governments and block watch groups.  They 
provide credibility as law enforcement officers who are on the streets daily. 

4. Social workers and nurses from Southeast Healthcare, Inc. provide credibility 
when discussing addiction and the medical components of it. These employees 
work with addicts on a daily basis and bring a different perspective than a law 
enforcement officer. All have familiarity on the issue, but may need assistance in 
feeling comfortable in front of a camera or in a public speaking setting. 

5. Family members and/or loved ones impacted by addiction and served by HOPE. 
These spokespeople will take time to identify as the task force continues its work 
and may need assistance in feeling comfortable telling their stories to the public. 
They will be considered credible as they speak about their own personal stories 
and provide a perspective that others cannot, which is direct knowledge and 
connection to addiction and how it affects the lives of the addict and those they 
are around. 

 
Message Appeals 
 

The key message of the HOPE Task Force is that addiction can impact anyone, 
but through enforcement, prevention, and education efforts, we can preempt the 
disease. HOPE will combine rational and emotional messaging in its communications.  
Rational Appeal 
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HOPE will present two types of appeals: 
 a factual proposition based on statistics of overdose deaths in Franklin County 

that prove the use of opiates and that a problem exists.  
 a value proposition that this problem affects the community as a whole and 

encouraging engagement in enforcement and prevention programming. 
These appeals will use statistics and data from verified sources through visuals, 

charts, and graphs to illicit a response. 
Emotional Appeal 

HOPE will present two types of appeals: 
 appeals to positive emotions, such as virtue and justice in bringing drug 

traffickers to justice. 
 appeals to negative emotions, such as fear that addiction can happen to anyone at 

any time. 
 
Message Structure 
 

HOPE Task Force will use both verbal and nonverbal communication strategies: 
Verbal Communication 

Only one point of view will be presented:  Heroin addiction can affect any 
community, but through enforcement, prevention, and education we can combat the 
disease, together.  Messages will draw the conclusion that heroin is a problem in the 
community at large and actions should be taken resolve the problem. 

Messages will rely on facts, statistics, and data and avoid any exaggeration or 
dishonesty. Messages will be clear, which will be ensured by using a Fog Index level of 
ninth grade. Messages will use powerful language, such as “communities working 
together” and “hope for change.” 
Nonverbal Communication 
 A logo specific to the HOPE Task Force will be used in communications. Strong 
visuals will be used depending on the message. Law enforcement spokespersons will 
wear uniforms to display authority and treatment and family spokespersons will wear 
professional clothing. 
 With strategies, message sources and structure determined, an implementation 
plan is necessary to ensure proper planning and preparedness. 

 
Communication Tactics & Implementation 

 
 The schedule and budget is based on one year. The total budget is $18,000. 
 
Interpersonal Communications Tactics 
Tactic: Educational gatherings 
Objective: To create awareness of opiate issue in communities throughout jurisdiction 
Cost: Minimal to none 
Budget: Staff time is already provided. 
Schedule: Continual and as invited. 
Oversight: Director of Public Relations 
Description: The educational gatherings will include panels offering information and 
insight on topics of addiction, treatment, law enforcement, criminal justice, and 
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community services to help combat the epidemic. These meetings will be free and open 
to the public and provide time for a question and answer session. All HOPE partners will 
be invited and offered a chance to supply an informational booth with materials 
regarding what services they offer. 
 
Organizational Media Tactics 
Tactic: Brochures 
Objective: To create awareness of opiate issue and provide information on community 
resources. 
Cost: Printing costs are fairly low 
Budget: $10,000 for printing services 
Schedule: Planning and creating will take two weeks before sending to print. 
Oversight: Director of Public Relations  
Description:  Eye catching and educational printed materials will be created introducing 
the HOPE Task Force, its mission, and contact information and an informational guide 
on prevention programming offered to the public and how to sign up for a presentation.  
Tactic: Website 
Objective: To create awareness and to generate action by encouraging communities to 
report suspected drug trafficking in their communities and signing up for drug 
prevention programming within the next two years.  
Cost: $5,000 per year for website hosting 
Budget: $5,000 
Schedule: Will plan design of the website over two months and will go live during the 
third month. 
Oversight: Social Media Coordinator 
Description:  In need of a centralized resource guide, HOPE will create a website with 
the who, what, why, and how of the heroin epidemic. “Who” encompasses the agencies 
and organizations that partner with HOPE. “What” introduces the task force and its 
mission. “Where” explains resources available such as treatment providers, needle 
exchanges, prescription medication drop boxes, and support groups. Where also offers 
information on how to sign up or host a prevention program presentation or educational 
gathering. “How” describes environmental and behavioral signs of opiate use and how 
to identify an opiate overdose and what steps to take. The website will be user friendly 
and will include contact information to ensure two way symmetrical method of 
communication.  
Tactic: Social Media – social networking 
Objective: To create awareness of opiate issue and provide information on community 
resources. 
Cost: Free to create accounts 
Budget: $0 
Schedule: Will update social media channels with timely information at least three times 
per week. 
Oversight: Social Media Coordinator 
Description:  Focusing on Facebook and Twitter, HOPE will use social media to directly 
connect with those at risk of using and their family members or loved ones. Information 
on addiction, prevention programming, educational gatherings, and investigations will 
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be posted about on social media channels. Evaluation will continue to determine if 
creating accounts on other social media websites would be helpful. 
 
Tactic: Audio media – phone number 
Objective: to generate action by encouraging communities to report suspected drug 
trafficking in their communities and signing up for drug prevention programming 
within the next two years. 
Cost: None as the number already owned by the county. 
Budget: $0 
Schedule: Will create a list of resources for a phone tree and the number will go live in 
one week. 
Oversight: Director of Public Relations 
Description:  The phone tree will have the following options to be connected to: Netcare 
Crisis Hotline; the Alcohol, Drug, and Mental Health Board of Franklin County; 
Columbus Public Health’s Alcohol and Other Drugs treatment program; Operation 
Street Smart Adult Drug Education presentation scheduler; and the tip line for narcotics 
complaints. This phone line will be active 24 hours a day, seven days a week and will be 
printed on any printed or digital materials given out to the public.  
 
News Media Tactics 
Tactic: News release 
Objective: To provide information to create awareness to mass public while gaining 
third party endorsement of our mission. 
Cost: None 
Budget: Staff time is already provided. 
Schedule: Send out releases as new, timely, and relevant information becomes available. 
Oversight: Director of Public Relations 
Description:  News releases will be written to publicize educational gatherings, tout 
significant arrests of drug traffickers, encourage public involvement, and any activity or 
information that is timely or relevant.  
Tactic: News interviews 
Objective: To gain interactive media engagement that will aid in creating awareness and 
generating action by the public. 
Cost: None 
Budget: Staff time is already provided. 
Schedule: Whenever relevant or a newsworthy event happens. 
Oversight: Director of Public Relations 
Description:  The Director of Public Relations will proactively find ways to insert 
HOPE’s expertise into news stories to gain status as an expert on opiate related issues. It 
will also be essential to pitch stories on important arrests, education gatherings, and any 
information that is timely or relevant to key publics.  
 
Advertising & Promotional Tactics 
Tactic: Digital media ads – social networks 
Objective: To create awareness and generate action regarding the opiate epidemic. 
Cost: Depends on targeting and reach 
Budget: $3,000 
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Schedule: Spend $250 per ad with a new ad created every month. 
Oversight: Social Media Coordinator 
Description:  Paid advertising will take place online and specifically, on social media 
channels. Ads are targeted to specific groups based on area and demographics to create 
awareness on the issue and provide solutions like prevention efforts and a narcotics tip 
line.  

 
Evaluation Plan 

 
The HOPE Task Force Strategic Public Relations Plan will be evaluated with an after-

only study by utilizing the methodology of tracking both traditional and social media. In 
addition, the following performance measures to evaluate the plan’s effectiveness will be 
used based on its goals and objectives.  
Measure 1.  Evaluating outputs through message distribution by tracking the number 

of news releases, media contacts, and social media posts were disseminated.  
1. Measurements of media coverage metric by tracking news stories on the regional, 

state, and national stages to evaluate awareness objectives. 
Related Objectives:  
1.1  To have an effect on awareness by increasing the knowledge of the HOPE 
Task Force among parents and loved ones of potential addicts by increasing 
social media engagement by 40 percent over the next twelve months. 
2.1  To have an effect on awareness by increasing the knowledge on addiction and 
the opiate epidemic by 40 percent of potentially affect parents or loved ones.  
3.1  To have an effect on awareness by creating understanding of available 
programming by 20 percent in the next twelve months. 

Measure 2.  Tabulation of requests for information through letters to the office, emails 
to a designated address, and phone calls to the HOPE line will evaluate the 
acceptance objectives. 

Measure 3.  Post event audience evaluations and surveys will be used to evaluate 
acceptance objectives after education gatherings and prevention programs. We will 
base success by recording the statistics on how often presentations are performed 
and how many people attend the presentations.   An evaluation form will be created 
to give to participants at presentations to discover how they react to the information 
provided and how we can better the presentations for our audiences. 

Related Objectives: 
1.2  To have an effect on acceptance by increasing interest in the HOPE Task 
Force by 20 percent of parents or loved ones of potential addicts over the next 
twelve months. 
2.2  To have an effect on acceptance by generating interest by 30 percent among 
parents and opinion leaders over the next twelve months. 
3.2  To have an effect on acceptance by creating interest in available prevention 
programming by 20 percent in the next twelve months. 

Measure 4.  Statistics tracking the number of web visitors and social media reach 
evaluates action objectives. Social media websites have created their own insights 
and analytics for pages.  We will use these insights to discover what audiences we are 
reaching, including gender, age, and the audiences’ interests. We will use this 
information on developing our messages, posts, and advertisements and to 
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determine success. Ads created for social media will use these insights to better our 
messaging and targeting for ads. Google Analytics provides valuable insights on our 
consumers, which we can use to tailor our messaging to that audience.  This tool will 
be used to analyze visitor traffic. An increase in traffic to our website will be seen as a 
success.  It will also provide insight into the routes a person took to come to our 
website. Knowledge of which avenue a person uses will show which medium is 
working best. 

Measure 5.  Environmental changes of a decrease in heroin or opiate overdoses will 
assess action objectives.  This objective will take the most time to see success. 
Statistics from the state of Ohio or the Franklin County Coroner’s Office are 
published once a year and toxicology reports can take up to two months to receive.  

Related Objectives: 
1.3  To have an effect on action specifically to obtain inquiries by 30 percent 
through phone calls, emails, or website clicks over the next twelve months.  
2.3  To have an effect on action by encouraging neighborhood associations/block 
watches to report suspected drug trafficking in their neighborhoods by 20 
percent within the next two years.  
3.3  To have an effect on action by providing drug prevention presentations to at 
least 15 different communities/neighborhoods in Franklin County within the next 
year. 

Conclusion 
 

 With the strategic plan in place, the HOPE Task Force is in position for a 
successful public relations campaign. Heroin and opiate use has devastated the region. 
This plan will aid in developing and promoting community relationships to achieve 
enforcement, prevention, and education efforts that comprise the mission of the HOPE 
Task Force.  
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