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Brian Salter began his career in the BBC where he produced and presented features, business and current affairs programmes before leaving to join Heathrow Airport as Media Relations Manager immediately following the bombing of PanAm 103 over Lockerbie. There he was responsible for improving relations with the resident press and for crisis communications at the airport.


Following a variety of communication roles, he started his own consultancy in the 1990s advising companies and giving training in PR, marketing and presentation techniques, as well as internet technology for business use, when it was still in its infancy.


In 1999 he moved to the Middle East, working in Saudi Arabia, Abu Dhabi and Dubai, before moving to China in 2011, where he has been working in Beijing for a variety of media companies.




Introduction


‘If a boy meets a girl and impresses upon her how wonderful he is… that’s Advertising.’


If, instead, he tells her how lovely she looks, how much she means to him and how much he cares for her… that’s Sales Promotion.’


‘But if the girl seeks him out because she has heard from others what a splendid fellow he is… that’s Public Relations!’


I remember going to a PR conference in the UK once where one of the speakers flashed up this ‘definition’ of PR on the screen. We all laughed, but, despite our different backgrounds, we could all identify with his theme.


Public relations is the practice of conveying messages to the public with the intention of changing the public’s actions by influencing their opinions. By targeting different audiences with different messages to achieve an overall goal, PR practitioners can achieve widespread opinion and behavioural change.


Communications is seen as being a key element in business, with PR experts increasingly called on to advise senior management on appropriate communications strategies, before decisions are made, rather than being called on to defend them after they have been made.


But PR is not just for self-conscious organizations. If you are looking for a job or an in-house promotion; or if you are trying to publicize a fundraiser for your local charity; if you’re trying to advance a cause, or you want others to appreciate your point of view, you need your voice to be heard.


Similarly, politicians of all parties work with PR experts not only to promote their point of view but, at the most basic level, to help them get re-elected!


Even royal families around the world employ PR experts to massage their image for the general public, as do film and pop stars, sports personalities, broadcasters – and, for that matter, anyone in the public eye.


Nowadays there is a veritable plethora of communication channels available, ranging from traditional newspapers and magazines to online outlets including ezines, social networking sites and blogs. Some of these are good in some situations, but hopeless in others.


Throughout this week we will therefore be concentrating on how we can effect the flow of information and how we can achieve the desired mindset change in our target audiences.
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PR – or public relations – is all about getting people to talk about your business in a positive way. Increasingly, companies throughout the world are building links with their various target groups so that they are regarded in a better light by their customers, suppliers and industry regulators.


To a certain degree, PR follows the same principles for small companies as for big organizations – it’s just a matter of scale. Even the smallest business can use publicity to broaden its customer base and improve the sales climate for its products.


Significantly, too, many in-house communications departments have matured to a point where they are being asked to drive through significant internal cultural change programmes, in place of – or certainly hand-in-hand with – the human resources or marketing departments.


When it comes down to it, PR is all about communication. It means talking to your stakeholders, whether they are your suppliers, customers… or even your own staff.


Today we will look at the nature of PR, and especially:


•  the key role played by communication, including language


•  how changing perceptions is the bread-and-butter business of PR


•  the importance of the who, what, why and how.





Looking after a company’s public image


Public relations is all about human relations – the psychology of interrelating with your different audiences – and a critical aspect of growing any business. Everything you say and do is part of your PR campaign. It is the image you project every day to everyone you meet. It is about you and your company becoming a force in the public eye on a regular basis.
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Overall, PR is just one part of the overall marketing mix. It is likely you will also be undertaking other activities such as maintaining a website, getting testimonials and product feedback, sending out newsletters, direct email campaigns, possibly even advertising, and so on.


But, unlike advertising, editorial is usually free and regarded as independent, and therefore more likely to be credible. And many companies have learned that a bit of free editorial is worth many times that amount of space in advertising.


As well as raising awareness of your brand, PR can also be used to educate your target audiences about your position within your particular industry, ultimately (you hope) generating more enquiries and sales leads, as well as traffic to your website and/or shop.


PR can cover a host of activities, such as:


•  press releases


•  appearances in news stories


•  company profiles


•  opinion articles


•  quotes in features


•  product reviews


•  case studies


•  blog posts


•  social media postings


•  audio and video clips such as podcasts and video casts


•  advertorials


•  competitions


PR is not difficult – it’s just about common sense (except, as they say, common sense is anything but common!). However, it is time-consuming and you do need to prepare yourself first.
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PR is, to put it simply, all about communicating your ideas and values to your target audiences.
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Communication


What do we actually mean by communication?


There doesn’t appear to be one definition accepted by everybody. It is one of those grand-sounding words which can mean everything and nothing at one and the same time. All businesses need to communicate with their employees if they want the best out of them; with suppliers if they want the right raw materials at the best price; with shareholders if they want to keep them on their side; with customers if they want to make any profit at all, and with the community at large, since no one – let alone any company – can act totally unaffected by those who surround them.
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Without exception, communication lies at the heart of every successful – and unsuccessful – business.


[image: image]


Successful communication applies as much to manufacturing industries as it does to service sector or public sector organizations. Everyone is involved in one way or another, but the problem is that few people are taught to communicate in a manner that is suitable for business.


In social communication – especially now in this Internet age – we can afford to be sloppy in what we say since, in general, both parties know one another and understand that things left unsaid can be taken as read. However, in a business environment, communication has to be clear, precise and unambiguous and, if you want to avoid misunderstandings at some later date, it needs to be formal in nature and planned carefully.






	A two-way process





	
Communication – whether it involves organizations, individuals or groups of individuals – requires a minimum of two parties. Although one party may be the initial sender of a message and the other the initial receiver, both sides need to take on both roles if successful communication is to occur. This is because feedback – even if only a nod of the head – is essential if the sender is to get confirmation that a transaction has been completed.
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Types of communication


The ideas communicated can be verbal or graphical – verbal encompasses any message that is spoken, written or emailed, for instance, while graphical refers to a message that can be encapsulated as a visual image. (After all, we are always being told that a picture can paint a thousand words!)


Although these direct channels are essential elements of communication, there are a number of other indirect channels that many businesses ignore, but which can be a major source of poor communication if handled improperly. Think of the importance of body language, for instance. We are all very quick to make instant judgements of people by the way they look or the body signals they give off.


Someone who is unable to keep eye contact and is always looking away from you is likely to be giving off indirect signals that he or she is untrustworthy or certainly not someone you can rely upon, even if the real reason is shyness.


Barriers to communication


Communication can also be prevented or minimized by interference that stops a message from getting through. Extraneous noise, be it someone playing a trumpet in a neighbouring apartment, or someone’s ghetto blaster turned up too high, can often divert the receiver’s attention from the real message getting through.


However, interference in the form of preconceptions on the part of the receiver can also play a major role in a lack of comprehension. If your customers don’t trust you as a company because of something they may have heard about you, then it may not matter what you say to them because everything you do say will be treated with cynicism or simply not believed.


Barriers can exist in many different forms, but the effect is the same: core messages are either hindered or stopped altogether from getting through.


The key role of language


Ever since humans set foot on this earth, language has been at the heart of communication. Even babies, who have not yet learned to talk, can still communicate. When they are hungry or unwell or uncomfortable they cry and their carer soon understands that they want feeding or changing, or whatever else they need. It might take the worried parent a while to work out what the problem is, but there is still a communication there, of sorts.


Early humans also expressed their feelings and experiences without using words. Using facial expressions and their hands, they could communicate using body language – something we are still good at today, often subconsciously.


As we developed language skills, people used words to convey what they were feeling. With alphabets, writing gave yet another powerful boost to convey thoughts, ideas and feelings.


Nonetheless, most of us don’t have to think very long to come up with names of people we know who are anything but good communicators. There are several reasons for this and some may not always be correctable.


In many parts of the world, most notably in the Middle East and South-east Asia, there is a plethora of foreign expatriate workers who do not communicate using their mother tongue, and of necessity this leads to the use of inappropriate tenses, declensions and conjugations, not to mention the strong regional accents or differences in the use of language on a regional basis. (It is said, for instance, that Mao Zedong could not be understood by many of his audience in Beijing when he declared the new People’s Republic of China in front of the Forbidden City, as his Hunan accent was difficult for northern Chinese to understand!)


Yet, despite these apparent drawbacks, it is amazing how well people can communicate with one another even when there is a lack of a common language.


Changing perceptions


PR practitioners work with facts, perception and truth every day. It’s what we do for a living. As practitioners, we talk almost casually about changing perceptions – but what does that really mean?


Perception is the process by which humans collect information and a basis for how humans see things. When we talk about changing perceptions, what we actually mean are two things:


  1  changing individuals’ ways of perceiving


  2  changing their understanding and opinions.


This is important to remember because it is easy to ignore one part or the other. PR has two functions – education and persuasion. Education seeks to change the way someone perceives an event and persuasion seeks to change how the individual interprets facts that have been perceived.


One can have knowledge of a subject and a separate opinion about it that may or may not relate to that knowledge. Knowledge leads to understanding. Opinion is judgement, or a formed conclusion.


There are two basic states of understanding – good or poor. But we can identify three possible types of opinion – good, bad or neutral. If the individual is on our side and knows us well, good PR can reinforce his or her understanding and opinion. If the individual knows us well and can’t stand us, we try to rebut the person’s negative comments about us. If the individual doesn’t know us well, but thinks highly of us, we educate that person about us and reinforce the good opinion – and so on.


The who, what, why and how


All organizations need to communicate with a number of different audiences, and sometimes what they say to one will not necessarily be the same as what they wish to say to another. Likewise, what feedback they solicit from one may not be what they solicit or receive from another. External audiences, for instance, may be given a slightly glossier picture of the fortunes of a company than those within the organization. There will almost certainly be those, too, who will need to be ‘in the know’ with regard to any bad news or commercially sensitive information, and so getting to know your audiences has to be a key consideration in any PR campaign.
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There is a very fine dividing line between showing something in a good light and giving misleading information.
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Just as important as identifying the key audiences that you wish to reach and communicate with is knowing what it is you want to communicate and why you are trying to say it in the first place.


If that sounds like simply stating the obvious, then consider how many organizations tend to ‘open their mouths before putting their brains into gear’. This week we will be looking at some of the things you may wish to be communicating with your audiences since communications can only really be viewed in a holistic way; otherwise one could argue that the whole exercise has been a waste of time.


Finally, knowing what it is you want to communicate is only half the story. So over the coming week we will also be concentrating on how the flow of information can be effected.








	Summary





	
Today we have seen that the art of public relations is all about the skills of persuasion and of either changing or reinforcing mindsets in order to achieve a particular outcome.


Quite apart from all the other skills needed in carrying out our PR work, the core of good PR comes down to communicating our messages in the most appropriate and accessible ways to our target audiences.


This communication does not just incorporate the verbal messages we give out. The way we behave and conduct ourselves will play a major role in the fortunes of our business.


The way we give out our messages, together with the way we target who are the recipients of these messages, will also play a major role in how well our business performs.


In short, it is no exaggeration to claim that the role that PR plays can be a decisive factor in whether our business is ultimately successful or not!










Fact-check  (answers at the back)


 1.   Company communications should be primarily focused on talking to…






	a)   Your customers
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	b)   Your suppliers
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	c)   Your staff
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	d)   Anyone who has something to do with your company
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 2.   Internal cultural change programmes should be led by…






	a)   The PR department
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	b)   The HR department
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	c)   The marketing department
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	d)   All three together
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 3.   The PR function is primarily to do with…






	a)   Maintaining a relationship with the media
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	b)   Sending out newsletters, press releases and direct mail


	[image: image]







	c)   Being responsible for the company website
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	d)   All of the above
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 4.   When comparing coverage of your brand or products…






	a)   Editorial coverage is far superior in value to advertising
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	b)   Editorial coverage carries more credibility than advertising
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	c)   Editorial coverage offers better value than advertising and is also far more credible
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	d)   None of the above
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 5.   Which of the following is not true?






	a)   Communication requires a minimum of two parties
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	b)   Someone who will not look you in the eye is likely to be untrustworthy
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	c)   Good communication can be affected by body language
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	d)   Communication can be verbal or graphical
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 6.   When we talk about changing people’s perceptions, what we really mean is…






	a)   Changing the way they gather facts
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	b)   Changing their opinions
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	c)   Changing their understanding
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	d)   All of the above
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 7.   In PR terms, it is normally appropriate for external audiences…






	a)   To be given only good news about a company
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	b)   To be told the bad news along with the good to gain credibility
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	c)   To be given exactly the same information as told to staff
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	d)   To be given a glossier interpretation of the facts than is given to employees
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 8.   PR is only useful…






	a)   To large organizations or companies who want to increase market share
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	b)   To small companies who want to broaden their customer base
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	c)   For changing public perception of a company, not of its products
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	d)   None of the above
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 9.   Which of these statements is true?






	a)   Good communication is not possible between two people who do not have a common language
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	b)   Emailed communications are dangerous because they can be ambiguous
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	c)   SMS should never be used for important communications
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