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Communications Is Infrastructure
Narrative Stewardship Infrastructure™ (NSI): why public institutions keep losing

winnable arguments, and what it takes to stop

A Links Global white paper. Developed by Links Global from 25 years of field practice and evidence-based research in

strategic communication, public engagement, and institutional trust.

Every public leader knows the same uncomfortable truth: constituents no longer trust institutions the

way they once did. And nearly every one of them reaches for the same instinctive fix. Post more.

Announce more. Show up in more feeds, more often, with more updates.

It feels productive. It feels like action. It is, in fact, precisely the wrong move.

More posts without more precision means more surface area for a message to be misread, stripped of

context, and turned against you. Volume is not connection. A communications function that measures

success by post frequency has quietly become an echo chamber of its own: a system built to push

information outward, with nothing underneath it to listen, interpret, and respond.

Here is the argument of this paper. Getting on social media is a tactic. Managing a public constituency

is an engineering problem. The discipline that treats it that way is what Links Global calls Narrative

Stewardship Infrastructure™ (NSI).

What NSI Is

NSI is an applied communications methodology for organizations that still hold baseline credibility with

the people they serve and need to manage several audiences at once with precision, foresight, and

resilience under pressure. It rests on one explicit assumption: the conditions for a fair hearing exist.

Constituents may be skeptical, but they are open to deliberation, and a well-engineered strategy can

reach them.

That assumption is examined, not taken for granted. NSI begins by checking whether it holds. Where it

does, the task is to design the message, its delivery, and its sequencing with enough precision to

produce consensus rather than division. Where it does not, where a community has learned over years

to expect the worst from the institution, the work belongs first to Links Global’s companion framework,

Epistemic Re-Regulation Architecture™ (ERA), and the Links Global Trust Audit™ is how you tell the two

situations apart.

https://www.linksglobal.org/epistemic-re-regulation-architecture/
https://www.linksglobal.org/trust-audit/
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The unit of analysis in NSI is the audience segment, the message architecture, the channel plan, the

sentiment pattern, and the crisis trigger. Its intervention point is the message and the infrastructure

that delivers it. What it adds beyond conventional practice is the recognition that communication is

infrastructure, not bulletin-board posting.

The Case That Repeats Itself

Consider a scenario playing out in county and municipal agencies right now.

A county prepares to launch an infrastructure renewal project: new stormwater systems, updated

water treatment, and a phased tax adjustment to fund it. The policy work is sound. The engineering is

right. The need is undeniable. And the project is sitting on a hidden political landmine, because none of

that matters if the story of why this, why now, and why this cost never reaches the people who have to

vote for it, live through the construction, or pay for it.

Leadership, wanting to get ahead of the story, hands the rollout to internal communications staff with a

reasonable-sounding instruction: get the word out. The team does what it can with what it has. A flurry

of posts, some infographics, a handful of updates, built on intuition. The deeper problem is not talent.

It is that the team was never resourced to build an architecture: real audience insight instead of

hallway consensus, a living roadmap instead of a content calendar, a two-way structure instead of a

bulletin board.

The failure point is specific. One message goes to everyone, on the same channel, on the same day.

Four things go wrong at once.

Message velocity outpaces correction velocity. Every possible misreading launches

simultaneously. There is no staged rollout that lets the team correct one group’s misunderstanding

before it reaches the next.

Trust is not fungible across audiences. A line written to reassure taxpayers about cost containment

reads, to an environmental group, as proof the agency only cares about cost. What builds trust with

one constituency erodes it with another, in the same sentence.

No risk-mapping means no early warning. Without predictive sentiment work before launch,

nobody knows which phrase, number, or framing is most likely to detonate. They find out in the

comments.

No sequencing means no room to build the case. Complex initiatives need the public to absorb

information in order: the need, then the plan, then the cost, then the safeguards. An all-at-once

post skips the sequence the mind actually needs to move from skepticism to acceptance.
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Residents see “tax adjustment” and panic about cost. Watchdog groups see a simplified message and

conclude the agency is cutting corners. Local businesses see construction terms with no timeline and

assume months of lost foot traffic. Three audiences, three different fears, one message. The comment

sections become a battlefield, local news covers the controversy instead of the initiative, the timeline

slips, and the leader’s political capital, the least renewable resource they have, is spent on a fire that

never needed to start.

THIS  IS  NOT  HYPOTHET ICAL

In Lewiston, Idaho, the city put a $25 million general obligation bond before voters in May 2025 to

replace water, wastewater, and stormwater infrastructure, some of it over a century old. Nearly 62

percent of voters supported it. Because Idaho requires a two-thirds supermajority, it failed anyway, on

roughly 18 percent turnout, after weeks of information sessions, interviews, and posts. A draft traffic

plan for downtown construction had been withdrawn before the vote, with officials choosing to

develop it afterward. The single detail residents and businesses most needed in order to feel secure

was the detail leadership left out. (Spokesman-Review)

In Anderson County, South Carolina, voters have rejected a one-percent infrastructure sales tax three

times, in 2006, 2024, and 2025, each time aimed at roads and bridges officials describe as in urgent

disrepair. The 2024 measure alone was projected by the county at about $366 million over up to seven

years. (Anderson Independent Mail; WSPA News) Three rejections of the same need is not evidence

that residents do not want better roads. It is evidence of a community whose default has hardened into

“no,” and that is a signal NSI takes seriously: it may mean the work belongs to ERA first.

At the state level, California’s Proposition 3, an $8.9 billion water bond, failed in November 2018, 49.35

percent yes to 50.65 percent no despite chronic, well-documented water scarcity. Editorial boards

described its list of earmarks as “pay-to-play,” and several traditionally supportive counties defected.

(California WaterBlog) A genuine need lost on its narrative packaging.

The costs compound, and they stop being political the moment they become physical. Aging pipes do

not pause while an agency regroups for a second vote. Emergency repairs cost more than the

proactive work would have, and the impact falls first and hardest on the neighborhoods with the least

private capital to absorb it. A communications failure at the ballot box becomes a public health and

equity failure in the ground.

Inference Versus Evidence

Almost every communications team reading this would say, in good faith, “but we are doing strategic

communication.” They are not wrong to bristle. “Strategic communication” has become one of the

most overused and least defined phrases in the field, applied equally to a research-driven, multi-

audience system and to a posting calendar with a mission statement attached.

https://www.spokesman.com/stories/2025/may/21/voters-reject-infrastructure-bond/
https://www.yahoo.com/news/articles/anderson-county-voters-decide-fate-225258591.html
https://www.wspa.com/news/politics/elections/once-again-voters-reject-anderson-co-sales-tax-to-fix-roads-and-bridges/
https://californiawaterblog.com/2019/04/14/when-do-water-bonds-pass-evidence-from-past-elections/
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The real distinction is not between strategy and noise. It is between communication built on inference

(what the team believes residents think, based on experience, instinct, and the loudest voices in the

room) and communication built on evidence: structured research, predictive modeling, and a living

map of how each audience actually receives, processes, and acts on information. Both look like

strategy from the inside. Only one holds up under pressure.

A Three-Question Reality Check

No communications professional sets out to make noise. These three questions are not a verdict on

anyone’s competence. They surface, quickly and honestly, whether the infrastructure under the effort

exists.

1. The audience segmentation test. Can your team set out in writing, today, the differences in

narrative, channel, and timing between your strategy for residents and your strategy for vendors,

investors, or advocacy groups? Or does the same message tend to go to everyone at once?

2. The predictive insight test. Does your team model likely public reaction and map perception risk

before an initiative launches? Or does measurement mostly happen after the post is live?

3. The misinformation playbook test. If a targeted misinformation campaign hit tomorrow, is there a

documented, cross-functional, rehearsed response that can move within 90 minutes? Or would the

response be improvised, one reply at a time?

If you answered “the same message goes to everyone,” “we mostly measure after the fact,” or “we

improvise” to any of these, that is not a judgment on your team. It is a precise signal that your

organization has reach without infrastructure. In our experience evaluating public agencies and

campaigns, most teams land there on at least two of the three, because audience architecture,

predictive modeling, and crisis engineering are specialized disciplines, distinct from and additional to

the day-to-day skills of a general communications role. Finding that gap before a launch is an

advantage. Finding it live, in a comment section, during a funding vote, is an expensive way to learn

the same lesson.

The Four Pillars of NSI

NSI is built on four connected capability areas. None works alone; each depends on the others to

function as infrastructure rather than as another disconnected tactic.

Strategic Communication and Narrative Design. The foundation: formally mapping and

segmenting constituencies and building a distinct narrative track, channel plan, and delivery

cadence for each, so no single message is asked to satisfy incompatible audiences at once.
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AI, Digital Systems and Insight Integration. Real-time listening and predictive modeling deployed

before launch, identifying what each group cares about, where it gets information, and which

phrasing has historically triggered backlash, so announcements can be phased to build consensus.

Programs and Operational Stewardship. The living roadmap in practice: a continuously updated

program, not a one-time campaign, that governs sequencing, watches sentiment as it shifts, and

adjusts in motion rather than in a post-mortem.

Partnerships and Crisis-Ready Governance. A documented, cross-functional misinformation

response protocol, built and rehearsed with the right internal and external partners in advance, so

the organization executes a plan instead of improvising one.

Figure 1: The NSI architecture

Beneath the four pillars sits the foundation they all depend on: Trust Condition Triage. No pillar is built

until the trust condition is known.
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How NSI Runs: The Operating Sequence

NSI proceeds in seven steps. The sequence is the method; skipping a step is how winnable arguments

get lost.

1. Trust Condition Triage. Before any communications work begins, establish whether the

environment is one of first failure or chronic failure, and whether opposition is about the issue or

about the institution. This is the gate between NSI and ERA.

2. Audience Architecture. Map and segment every constituency, not by demographics alone but by

trust relationship, information habits, network position, and narrative readiness.

3. Narrative Design. Build a distinct narrative track for each segment: core message, evidence

sequence, emotional register, messenger, channel.

4. Predictive Insight Integration. Model perception risk before launch to find likely backlash triggers,

information gaps, and sequencing hazards.

5. Sequenced Deployment. Phase delivery in deliberate order, need, plan, cost, safeguards,

calibrated to each segment’s readiness and to the trust condition of the environment.

6. Crisis-Ready Governance. Design, document, and rehearse the misinformation response protocol

before it is needed.

7. Continuous Adjustment. Monitor in real time, adjust sequencing and messaging on observed

response, and keep the roadmap alive as a governance document, between launches as much as

during them.

Each step produces a defined working document, and the methodology specifies the instruments,

decision rules, and outputs for each. Those specifications, and the facilitation that goes with them, are

part of the NSI engagement rather than this paper.

What NSI Is Not

NSI is not a social media strategy, a content calendar, or a crisis hotline. It is also not a universal tool.

Its failure mode is well defined: in chronic repeat-failure environments, where the credibility NSI

assumes has already been destroyed, applying NSI anyway can make things worse. A better message

delivered into a defensive community is received as a better attempt to manage them. That is why the

first step is triage, and why Links Global maintains a second framework for the conditions NSI cannot

address. NSI manages the message. ERA repairs the conditions under which a message can be heard.

The Trust Condition Framework describes how the two fit together.

https://www.linksglobal.org/trust-condition-framework/
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What This Is Worth, Concretely

Return to Lewiston. A $25 million bond with majority support failed to clear a procedural threshold in

significant part because one piece of information, a concrete construction and traffic plan, was not in

front of voters when they needed it. The city now faces a second campaign, more years of deferred

maintenance, and the compounding cost of emergency repairs on pipes that do not wait for a re-vote.

A narrative infrastructure built to catch that exact gap during the predictive-insight phase, months

before the ballot, costs a fraction of a failed election, a delayed capital project, and the repair bills that

follow. That is the return in plain terms: the cost of doing it right against the cost of doing it twice.

The megaphone was never the problem. The illusion that a megaphone alone is a strategy is the

problem. Public leaders who see the difference before their next initiative launches are the ones who

will still have credibility left to spend when it matters.

One last honest point. Trust is not something an organization can declare and receive. It is earned

slowly through follow-through, and it can vanish in a single mishandled moment. People have watched

enough spin and profit-before-people decisions across enough institutions that their default posture is

no longer “explain it to me.” It is “prove it to me.” Meeting that bar is the baseline cost of being

believed.

Working With Links Global on NSI

This paper sets out the architecture and the operating sequence. The full NSI methodology adds the

audience architecture templates, the narrative design protocol, the predictive insight toolset, the

sequencing calendars, the crisis playbook structure, and the Trust Audit that gates all of it. Links

Global works with public agencies, campaigns, and institutions to build that infrastructure, from

audience segmentation to crisis-ready governance, and to train internal teams to run it. If you would

like a second set of eyes on where your team stands, start with the three questions above and talk

with us.

Talk with Links Global about NSI
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