Q4 Social Readiness: Pre-Labor Day

Lock-In Checklist (2026)

Produced by Sociallyin | Hard deadline: September 7, 2026

Everything strategic must be locked before Labor Day. This checklist tells you exactly
what that means, who owns each gate, and what breaks if you miss it.

Section 1: 2026 Q4 Key Dates Reference

Post this where your content calendar lives. Every brief, approval round, and trafficking

deadline counts backward from these d

Event Date

Labor Day (Hard September 7,

Lock) 2026
October 31,
Halloween
2026

November 27,

Black Friday 2026

November 30,

Cyber Monday 2026

December 25,
2026

Christmas

Count-Back Logic

ates.

Day of
Week

Monday

Saturday

Friday

Monday

Friday

Weeks from Labor Day
(Sep 7)

0 weeks

~8 weeks

~11 weeks

~12 weeks

~16 weeks

If your multi-stakeholder approval cycle runs 25 business days (five calendar weeks),

work backward:

* Halloween creative must enter production no later than September 28

* Black Friday creative must enter production no later than October 23
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* Cyber Monday creative must enter production no later than October 26

* A brief written after Labor Day for Black Friday lands in mid-October, with zero buffer
for a second revision round

The math only works one direction. If creative review takes three weeks and you
need assets live by October 26, the brief needs to be in production by the first week
of October, with zero room left for a second revision round. Push your review cycle to
five weeks, the realistic multi-stakeholder number, and that production start moves
into September.

Section 2: Hard-Lock Items; Must Be Done Before
Labor Day

These items gate everything downstream. None of them can slip without collapsing the
runway for at least one later stage.

Campaign Concepts

* [ 1 Q4 campaign concepts drafted and in active review
* [ ] Concepts approved by Creative Director
* [ ] Concepts approved by Brand Lead

* [ ] Campaign narrative confirmed across all peak moments (Halloween, Black Friday,
Cyber Monday, Christmas)

* [ ] Concept deck distributed to all stakeholder groups who hold a sign-off gate
Paid Social Budget

* [ ] Total Q4 paid social budget approved by Finance
* [ ] Budget broken out by platform (Meta, TikTok, LinkedIn, Pinterest, YouTube, other)

* [ ] Budget broken out by flight period (pre-Halloween, Black Friday week, Cyber
Monday, holiday)

* [ ] Media buyer or paid social team briefed on committed amounts

* [ ] Budget approval documented and on file, not verbal
Creative Briefs

* [ ] Master Q4 brief written and includes confirmed flight dates

* [ ] Brief issued to internal production team or agency partner
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[ ] Brief includes platform specs, aspect ratios, and format requirements per
placement

* [ ] Brief includes offer terms placeholder (even if final terms are pending legal)

* [ ] Brief sign-off confirmed by Creative Director before issuance

Offer Terms and Legal Routing

[ ] Draft offer terms written and submitted to Legal for first review

* [ ] Jurisdiction-specific requirements flagged (sweepstakes rules, pricing claims,
regional restrictions)

* [ ] Legal review SLA confirmed in writing with Legal team
* [ ] Revision turnaround time agreed upon before legal round one begins

* [ ] Escalation path identified if legal review exceeds SLA

Approval Chain Mapped

[ ] Every stakeholder who must sign off on Q4 assets identified by name and role
* [ ] Review sequence documented (who reviews in parallel vs. in series)
* [ ] SLA per stakeholder confirmed and agreed

[ ] Sign-off format defined (email confirmation, project management tool, signature
platform)

* [ ] Out-of-office coverage confirmed for each gate owner through November 30

Content Calendar Backbone

* [ 1 Q4 content calendar built with all peak dates populated

[ ] Publishing windows confirmed per platform

* [ ] Internal review deadlines back-calculated from each launch date

[ ] Calendar shared with all teams who feed into it (email, SMS, paid search, display)

» [ ] Calendar owner designated and accountable for version control

Section 3: Flexible Items; Can Still Move After Labor
Day
These items are designed to stay movable. Keeping them in the flexible column is

intentional, it gives your team room to respond to real-time signal without destabilizing
the plan.
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Post Copy and Captions

[ ] Individual post copy can be refined up to 5-7 business days before launch

* [ ] Caption tone and CTA language can adjust based on early-season performance
data

* [ ] Hashtag sets and tagging logic can update based on platform algorithm shifts
Reactive and Cultural-Moment Content

* [ ] Reactive content is by definition produced close to the moment, build a standing
approval path, not a pre-approval queue

* [ ] Designate one approver with authority to sign off on reactive posts within 2 hours

* [ ] Maintain a pre-cleared brand voice guide so reactive copy doesn't require a full
review round

Minor Creative Cutdowns

* [ ] Resizes and format adaptations from approved hero assets (e.g., 9:16 to 1:1) can
happen post-Labor Day

[ ] Platform-specific copy overlays on approved visual templates can update close to
launch

* [ ] Subtitle or caption file updates on approved video are flexible
Community Management Scripts

* [ ] FAQ response templates for Q4 promotions can be finalized in October

* [ ] Escalation scripts for customer complaints about offer terms can be drafted after
offer terms are legally cleared

* [ ] DM response templates can be updated based on early campaign questions

A/B Testing Variant Selection

[ ] Final selection of which A/B variants to scale can happen based on early-flight
data

* [ ] Budget reallocation between variants is a live optimization decision, not a pre-
Labor Day lock

* [ ] Note: The variants themselves must be built and trafficked before peak weeks.
Only the scaling decision is flexible.
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Section 4: Multi-Stakeholder Approval Chain Template

Fill this in before Labor Day. Every blank left here is an assumption that will surface as a

conflict during your most expensive weeks.

Table A: Roles and Review Type

Stakeholder Role

Legal; Round 1

Legal; Round 2
Brand Lead
Creative Director

Regional / Sub-brand
(Market 1)

Regional / Sub-brand
(Market 2)

Paid Media / Trafficking
QA / Proofreading

Executive Sponsor (if
required)

Reviewer

Review Type
yp Name

Compliance / offer
terms

Revised copy
Brand voice / visual

Creative quality

Local adaptation

Local adaptation

Flight setup / UTMs

Final error check

Final approval

Table B: Sign-Off and Backup Coverage

Stakeholder Role

Legal; Round 1
Legal; Round 2
Brand Lead

Creative Director

Out-of-Office
Backup

Sign-Off
Format
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Sign-Off Out-of-Office Sign-Off

Stakeholder Role
Format Backup Owner

Regional / Sub-brand
(Market 1)

Regional / Sub-brand
(Market 2)

Paid Media / Trafficking
QA / Proofreading

Executive Sponsor (if
required)

Reference: Conservative Business-Day Count

Stage Business
Days
Legal round 1 5
Internal revision 2
Legal round 2 5
Brand sign-off 3
Regional adaptation (per market) 5
Paid media trafficking 3
QA 2
Fixed-stage subtotal (all stages except regional 20
adaptation)
Total; one market 25
Total; two markets 30

25 business days = five calendar weeks for a single-market chain. A brief issued the day
after Labor Day clears this chain roughly five calendar weeks later, leaving about six
weeks to Black Friday with no buffer for a second revision round. Add a second market
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and regional adaptation adds five more business days, 30 business days, six calendar
weeks, before the chain clears.

Section 5: Channel Coordination Checklist

Social's locked content calendar sets the pace for every downstream channel. When it
slips, they build twice.

Email

* [ ] Email team has confirmed Q4 offer terms and campaign dates from the social plan
* [ ] Email deployment schedule aligned with social launch windows
* [ ] Subject line testing calendar does not conflict with social peak days

e [ ] Email creative briefs issued no later than one week after social brief is finalized

SMS

* [ ] SMS send windows confirmed and do not compete with social organic cadence
* [ ] Short-code or 10DLC compliance confirmed for promotional messages
* [ ] Opt-out language reviewed by Legal in the same round as social offer terms

* [ 1 SMS copy final before paid social flights go live (customers may receive both
simultaneously)

Paid Search

[ ] Paid search team briefed on Q4 offer terms and campaign naming structure
* [ ] Keyword lists updated to reflect Q4 promotions
* [ 1 Ad copy aligned with social messaging, no conflicting offer language

* [ ] Bid strategy adjustments for Black Friday week confirmed with media buyer
Display

» [ ] Display creative briefs issued from the same master brief as social
[ ] Display flight dates confirmed against social calendar
[ ] Retargeting audience segments defined and shared with display team

* [ ] Display UTM structure finalized and matches social UTM taxonomy
Landing Pages

* [ ] Web / CRO team has the confirmed campaign structure before building pages
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* [ ] UTM parameters finalized and tested before any paid traffic goes live

* [ ] Landing page copy reviewed by Legal in the same round as social offer terms

* [ ] Mobile experience QA completed before social flights start driving traffic

* [ ] Page load speed benchmarked, paid social traffic during peak weeks has zero

tolerance for slow loads

Customer Service

* [ ] Customer service team briefed on all Q4 offers, terms, and expiration dates

[ ] Escalation path defined for offer disputes or fulfilment issues surfaced via social

DMs

* [ ] Response time SLA confirmed for social comments and DMs during Black Friday

and Cyber Monday

* [ ] CS team has approved response scripts before paid campaigns launch

Section 6: What Breaks If This Slips

Use these one-liners in stakeholder alignment conversations. Each maps directly to a

hard-lock item in Section 2.

Item That Slips

Campaign concepts
not approved by Labor
Day

Paid budget not
committed by platform

Creative brief not
issued before Labor
Day

Offer terms not routed
to Legal by Labor Day

Approval chain not
mapped before briefs
are issued

One-Line Consequence

Creative brief can't be issued, which delays legal routing,
which delays trafficking, the whole chain compresses into
your peak weeks.

Media buyer can't traffic flights, which means you're
bidding into a more expensive auction later and may not
secure the placements you planned around.

Production starts late, legal review overlaps with build
time, and you launch into Halloween or Black Friday with
one unvalidated creative variant.

Legal review runs during your creative build window,
forcing asset rebuilds after copy changes, you lose a full
revision round you needed for QA.

Stakeholders review out of sequence, assets bounce
between gates instead of moving through them, and the
five-week approval clock restarts on each return trip.
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Item That Slips

Content calendar not
locked before briefs
are issued

Channel teams not
briefed from the same
plan

A/B testing variants
not trafficked before
peak

Legal not cleared
before creative is final

Out-of-office backups
not confirmed for
approvers

One-Line Consequence

Briefs get rebuilt when dates shift, every rebuild costs an
approval round, and you run out of rounds before you run
out of dates.

Email, SMS, and display build against an unfinished plan
and rebuild when social locks, doubling production cost and
desynchronizing launch timing.

You spend Black Friday and Cyber Monday budget on one
unvalidated creative with no optimization data and no
ability to reallocate mid-flight.

A late legal comment forces a copy change after
trafficking, which requires re-trafficking and resets QA, this
is the most common source of last-minute delays.

One key approver goes on vacation the week of October 13
and the entire chain stalls for five days with no escalation
path.

Notes: Team-Specific Deadlines and Escalation

Contacts

Fill in before distributing this checklist to stakeholders.

Internal Hard-Lock Date:

Campaign Concept Review Deadline:

Legal Submission Deadline:

Creative Brief Issuance Deadline:

Budget Approval Deadline:

Escalation Contacts

Role Name Email

Social Lead / Plan Owner
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Role Name Email Phone / Slack
Paid Media Lead

Legal Point of Contact

Brand Approver

Creative Director

Channel Coordination Lead

Executive Sponsor

Team Notes

Produced by Sociallyin. For team use, complete and distribute before September 7,
2026.
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