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THE ISSUE…

“SO WHAT DO YOU HAVE TO DO WITH US?”

The Mississippi State Department of Health (MSDH) has 

never invested in a marketing/promotional effort for its 

brand proper. To date, the MSDH brand has “tagged” 

other public health campaigns. as noted throughout the 

accreditation process, developing a brand narrative and 

long-term brand strategy for MSDH will be beneficial as 

the agency moves from being identified as a provider of 

clinical services to one that focuses more so on 

individual and community-wide prevention and 

education. MSDH currently labors under the perception 

that the organization provides “free medical service for 

poor people.” There is a general disconnect and 

misunderstanding of exactly what the agency does 

(which results in some stigma), and more globally what 

“public health” is and MSDH's vital role in serving all 

Mississippians. 
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WHY?

WHY DO YOU DO WHAT YOU DO?
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During the brand planning sessions, we walked through 

the reasons of “why” the people working for MSDH do 

what they do. The strongest brands are constructed from 

messaging that considers the “why” first and foremost. 

The reasons behind “why” are what lead audiences to 

first identify with and then develop a positive bond with a 

brand. The more rational “what” and “how” are 

subordinate points which serve to support the 

organization’s beliefs on “why.” 

Through this exercise, we uncovered several ideals and 

attitudes which can be used to build the audience-facing 

side of a refined MSDH brand. 

>>>
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The quotes above are taken from the “Why” exercise. There is a definite pattern 

here. Even though we are discussing services that many people don’t really 

understand or appreciate,  the staff attending the branding exercise consistently 

expressed the importance of the work they are doing. The words “crucial,” 

“better,” “fundamental,” and “improve” were used in a very committed and 

genuine fashion. There was a strong sentiment that, without the “public health” 

functions provided by MSDH, the rest of the systems would crumble. One 

participant referred to a “domino effect.”  

The key revelation here is that, if nothing else, it is important that people identify 

MSDH as a brand that “makes Mississippi better.” Speaking actively, that is 

what MSDH does at its core - the agency makes Mississippi better.

to

“Foundational
element
SOCIETY”of

LIFE”
YOUR
“Improve

“The modern world is 
built on public health”  

“Crucial
everyday

LIVING”
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The brand narrative developed to support MSDH should 

convey a tone that is confident, in terms of it being a 

critical component to all aspects of the lives of 

Mississippians. This must be tempered with a degree of 

approachability - meaning mainly that the brand should 

communicate on a personable level and not be overly 

clinical in the way in which it presents itself. 

The brand narrative should also speak with a language of 

innovation. Think less like a  reactive government 

bureaucracy and more like a proactive Silicon Valley 

company. This will help to overcome internalized stigma 

and inspire greater confidence externally. 

BRAND  
CHARACTERISTICS:

Approachable 
Confident 
Innovative

Characteristics to avoid:  Overly clinical, dismissive, “big-brotherish.”  
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AUDIENCES

WHO, EXACTLY, ARE WE TALKING TO?
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The immediate response by both groups to the question 

of who the audience is was“everyone.” It is true that 

MSDH is a critically important agency that touches the 

lives of every Mississippian as well as those traveling 

through the state. Therefore, “everyone” is a justifiable 

target audience. However, to optimize communications, 

it is necessary to divide “everyone” into sub-groups that 

will receive the same general brand narrative with 

appropriate messaging tailored to their specific needs. 

>>>
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ELECTED OFFICIALS

MSDH STAFF

EVERYONE

Elected officials, especially legislators, are an 

important primary sub-audience. Many of these 

people operate under the premise that the health 

department is “for poor people.” When crafting 

branded messaging for elected leaders, the 

recommendation is to couch aspects in terms of 

positive economic impact MSDH generates.  

The internal audience is highly important, as they 

will carry your brand narrative as ambassadors. 

There may exist a disconnect between the vital 

role MSDH staff play in “making Mississippi 

better,” (regardless of their job in the agency). 

The very nature of working for MSDH is 

important, and this value should be reinforced in 

branded staff communications pieces.

For the “everyone” audience we would focus 

especially on those individuals who are not 

necessarily end-users of MSDH legacy clinical 

services. These individuals are likely not aware of 

the presence that MSDH has in their everyday 

lives and businesses. Rather than communicating 

in a “big-brother” fashion, it’s important to define 

the concept of “public health” and how it helps 

make everyone’s life better.
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THE HEAVY LIFT

SOMEBODY HAS TO DO IT
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In order to optimize MSDH brand communications, we 

recommend the agency take on the task of defining 

public health. This isn’t a task that MSDH should have to 

do, as the agency is simply a part of the overall public 

health system. However, no other entity will likely take 

ownership of the concept of public health, so it is in the 

interest of MSDH to do so. 

The concept of “public health” often suffers from the 

same perceptions as the MSDH brand - the idea that 

“public health” is just a topic that concerns the poor. Or 

that public health is synonymous with government 

intrusion or a “nanny state.” There is a real disconnect in 

how public health is a positive foundational element of 

public life.  

Investing resources to help target audiences understand 

the concept of public health and linking this function to 

the important work of MSDH will help to elevate the 

agency’s brand.                                                                               >>>>
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BARRIERS

OVERCOMING OBSTACLES

MARIS, WEST & BAKER ADVERTISING

The most significant barrier has been mentioned: many 

people simply don’t understand the importance of public 

health and lack awareness of the role MSDH plays in 

public health. It is especially important to dispel this 

myth as MSDH transitions away from traditional clinical 

services into to addressing community education and 

innovation.   

MSDH Staff members live, work, and play in the 

communities served by the agency. The staff are the face 

of MSDH. They are your living, breathing brand 

ambassadors. Any successful MSDH branding program 

must work to instill a feeling of pride and the realization 

of the importance of the work they do. 

>>>>
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Overcoming 
those 

barriers
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To build a long-term MSDH brand that has 

positive impact, the agency can take a two-

pronged approach. This strategy utilizes the 

same overarching brand narrative of 

“importance” and “making Mississippi better” 

to build awareness among the public at large, 

and foster pride within MSDH staff.

IT CAN BE DONE:

A decade ago, UMMC labored under many of the same 
barriers as MSDH today. Viewed as a “hospital for the 
indigent,” UMMC invested in a communications effort 
that featured its R&D and other innovative programs. 
UMMC spent a large amount to successful accomplish a 
brand overhaul. Platforms that now exist means that 
MSDH can accomplish the same for a considerably 
smaller budget.

Recommendation: 

Build an educational campaign that focuses 

on the importance of public health. The 

campaign should address public health from 

the standpoint of productivity, economic 

development, workforce development, 

leisure, and quality of life. The objective is to 

clearly define WHAT public health is, and 

HOW it is critical to just about every aspect of 

the lives of Mississippians. Rather than 

discussing specific MSDH programs, the 

campaign addresses public health at a  30,000 

ft. level under the MSDH brand. The audience 

takeaway is that good public health “makes 

Mississippi better,” and by strength of 

association, so does MSDH. 

Recommendation: 

Implement an internal 

communications program that 

mirrors the external public-health-

focused one, highlighting and 

connecting specific programs (and 

people) within MSDH that go about 

the business of “making Mississippi 

better.” For instance, any MSDH 

program related to worksite 

wellness could be tied to workforce 

development and productivity in 

the state. 



A  
Matter 
of  
Importance
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The challenge of building “importance” is two-fold among 

the general target audience: 

1) Fostering the understanding that public health-and 

MSDH by association-is critical to “making 

Mississippi better.” 

2) Fostering the understanding among MSDH staff that 

their work is critical to “making Mississippi better.”

The “public health importance” issue is primarily solved by tactical communications 

designed to first define and then link elements of public health to more generally known 

aspects that are “good” for Mississippi. These include economic development, workforce 

development, education, transportation, tourism, etc. Through MSDH sponsoring this 

content, the agency is linking itself to the importance of public health.                                >>>>>>

Internal communications will be accomplished by tactical communications that position 

MSDH functions/jobs as mission critical. The mission in this case is the condition of 

Mississippi. Rather than focusing on reactive aspects (epidemic response, disaster 

response, etc.) the communications will detail how proactive programs of MSDH (and its 

individuals) have a positive impact on the same areas of economic development, 

workforce development, education, transportation, tourism, etc., as addressed in the 

general public campaign.                                                                                                                                >>>>>>
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PUBLIC HEALTH IMPORTANCE 

IMPLMENTATIONS  

• Explainer Videos 

A series of explainer videos that relate 
the fundamental importance of public 

health to other aspects important to 
Mississippians would be produced. 

Each 4 - 5 minute video would take an 
issue such as worker productivity and 

relate it in a fundamental way to how it 
is supported by public health. This 

series would be created so that it is for 
both adults and children.  

• Podcast 

MSDH would launch a bi-weekly 
podcast which focuses on tying 

important aspects of Mississippi society 

and economics to public health. The 
cast could feature an outside guest each 

show. 

• Online Sponsored Content 

“Sponsored content” places paid 

advertising within the existing 
architecture of a website so that it 

appears more to be editorial content. 
MSDH could implement a sponsored 

content ad campaign placing 
messaging alongside related content on 

authoritative websites. 

• Infographics 

An infographic series corresponding to 

the explainer videos would be created.    

• Speakers Bureau 

Re-institute a speaker’s bureau 

focusing on proactive public health.

INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS 

IMPLEMENTATIONS 

• Recognition Program 

An internal program would be 
developed which tied 

accomplishments of MSDH staff to 
those aspects addressed in the 

explainer videos. 

• “Ambassador” Academy 

An internal “academy” would be 

created for MSDH staff to attend to 
achieve MSDH-“Public Health 

Ambassador” status. The academy 
would focus on how to effectively 

communicate the importance of public 
health and the work of MSDH. 

• Internal Speaker’s Bureau 

Recruit known external individuals to 

give a brief address (could be either 
video or in person) on how they view 

the importance of public health and 
why the work that MSDH staff is doing 

is “Mission Critical” to Mississippi. E.g., 
someone like Octavia Spencer could 

talk about the importance good health 
plays in educational attainment and 

congratulate MSDH staff on the job 
they are doing. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

WHERE TO GO FROM HERE?
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In addition to the tactical recommendations listed in the 

previous section, our first recommendations for proceeding 

with this process is to develop a brand narrative for MSDH 

based on the criteria laid forth in this document.  

>>>>
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Upon the approval of this brand analysis, MWB will 

develop the following deliverables related to the MSDH 

brand narrative: 

• Positioning Line. This “slogan” will convey the 

promise that underlies the importance that MSDH 

delivers to Mississippi. 

• Mood Board. This is a series of imagery and 

representative photographs and images that carry the 

tone, feel, personality, and desired emotional audience 

takeaway vis a vis the MSDH brand narrative. 

• Full Brand Marketing Plan. Based on the summary 

tactical recommendations put forth in this document, 

a full-fledged marketing and implementation plan 

will be developed. 

Initial Deliverables:
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SUCCESS

KNOW IT WHEN YOU REACH IT
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Defining success is a critical, but often overlooked 

factor in brand planning. Defining what success 

“looks like” will help give guidance to refinements 

and adjustments as a brand is built and it evolves.  

For the MSDH brand, success will be achieved when 

the agency can better define itself and can steer 

conversations toward its fundamental importance. 

For now, MSDH is mostly defined by reactivity to 

issues (flu outbreaks, disasters, etc.). When the 

agency reaches a point that it can speak 

authoritatively on how public health (and MSDH 

through its programs) plays a critical role in the 

economics and quality of life of Mississippi, then the 

branding effort can be counted as truly successful.

What 

does 

success 

look 

like?
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THANK YOU

We look forward to working with you to develop the MSDH 

brand narrative. Please contact TimMask with any questions 

that you may have: tim.mask@mwb.com • 601-951-0963.
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