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Introduction




  It was 1970. Nixon was in the White House. Brezhnev was running the Soviet Union, and the Cold War was in full swing. The Russians had recently invaded Czechoslovakia and had an

  iron grip on the nations of Central and Eastern Europe. So it came as a great surprise that the government-run advertising agencies of Romania, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Poland and Russia were all

  interested in hearing about the latest trends in advertising and public relations. I was invited, along with two publishers and another senior executive, to go on a seventeen-day lecture tour

  around Eastern Europe culminating in a visit to Moscow.




  Much to my surprise and delight, we were treated like royalty nearly everywhere we went. We were generously entertained, taken on trips around the region and talked to with incredibly sincere

  honesty. This was not what I was expecting from our cold war ‘enemies’. One of the key local executives proudly told me that his son had translated One Day in the Life of Ivan

  Denisovich by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn into Romanian. The book had been outlawed in the Soviet Union and Solzhenitsyn had been expelled from the Union of Soviet Writers for having written

  it.




  The men and women I met were fascinated by our stories about advertising and public relations in the United States and what it was accomplishing there. You would have

  thought the cold war was a figment of some politician’s imagination. . .




  In Czechoslovakia, though, the mood was very different. In Prague, you could still hear the firing of cannons in the outskirts of the city where Russian troops were stationed. Presumably the

  soldiers were taking artillery practice and reminding the Czech citizenry of their presence – and who was boss. Our hosts, who had invited us to their beautiful city, seemed wary of being too

  close to us Westerners. And who could blame them? Our meetings had a formal air and, unlike all the other countries we visited, there would be no hobnobbing or social activities after the formal

  discussions were over.




  In Moscow we were met with a high degree of cordiality, and were taken as guests to the opera, ballet and numerous museums. We were given English-speaking guides capable of answering our

  questions. It was obvious that our hosts really wanted us to enjoy their city, and there was a great deal there to see.




  Yet, in spite of the warmth and cordiality extended to us, it was obvious that there was still a belief among many Russians that Western marketing techniques were tools of capitalism and thus

  open to question: should they be used in a communist society, and if so, how? This attitude became increasingly apparent to me during informal discussions I held with some of the audience before a

  talk I gave at a conference. Even though the audience of government officials, academics and business executives was engaged in advertising, it was still considered an unappealing tool of Western

  capitalism.




  I was the final speaker and gave a presentation on what carefully considered advertising was able to accomplish. When I finished, the floor was open for questions. An academic who I had been

  talking with before the conference began, asked: ‘Mr Leaf, how can you justify any social good in advertising?’




   I paused for a long moment while I studied the audience. After some careful thought I replied, ‘Let us say you are trying to sell harvesters you manufacture in

  Soviet plants to Egypt. And at the same time, Americans are also trying to sell them American-produced harvesters. If the Americans succeed in making the sale, the profits would usually go to

  individuals in private companies who can use the money in any way they see fit and for their own pleasure. But if you sell the harvesters, you can use the money to build hospitals, improve roads

  and provide a better life for the more impoverished. But to be able to do this first you have to sell those harvesters. And if it is your advertising that helps you to accomplish this, there is no

  question that it definitely has a social good.’




  The professor immediately replied, ‘Mr Leaf I can accept that completely.’ Looking out at the audience, I got the feeling that he was not the only one who bought my reply.




  I’ve often thought about this meeting in later years and my response to the learned Russian gentlemen’s question and what it accomplished. I became more convinced than ever about a

  strong belief I had always held – about the key to successful communications, no matter who the audience is. That key is the need to manage perceptions and that belief is that the public

  relations business is, in reality, perception management.




  The fact that one good answer could change the mind of a very learned man steeped in a particular ideology and change his attitude towards what he saw as a pernicious practice of Western

  capitalism – that showed what changing a perception could accomplish.




  My belief is underlined by the fact that my encounter led to a significant client assignment and gave us a chance to create a closer communications tie between the East and West during the cold

  war. As a result of the conference, I was later able to negotiate a deal for Burson–Marsteller (the public relations firm of which I was the international chairman) to represent

  Vneshtorgreklama, the Russian state advertising agency who hosted our trip to Moscow. The relationship then led to our parent company starting the first Western advertising

  and PR firm in Russia.




  One had to get used to the fact that different perceptions existed there, especially among publishers of trade magazines. If you wanted to place an ad in April, a publisher might schedule it in

  June or even refuse it on the grounds that there was no need for that particular product. On advertising, the Russian encyclopaedia says something very reflective of local thought on the matter:

  ‘Methods of capitalist advertising are different, but they all clearly show the character of capitalist trade. Commercial enterprises often advertise useless goods and sometimes goods of poor

  quality.’ In Russia, things were very different.




  I have found my belief in the importance of perception management to be true from the time I started as the first trainee at Burson–Marsteller in New York (they had only six executives at

  the time) to later when I became international chairman and helped grow the company into the largest PR firm in the world. Throughout my entire fifty-year career in PR, I constantly saw that the

  way we managed perceptions was a significant factor in our success and also the success of our clients.




  The importance of perception management proved true for nations, politicians, companies, executives, religious leaders, doctors, lawyers, and even private individuals. I found it to be true as I

  lived and worked in New York, London, Brussels, Hong Kong, and elsewhere around the world. Perception is what counts anywhere and everywhere. But it is equally important to recognize that

  perceptions can differ dramatically from market to market.




  What do Barack Obama, Vladimir Putin, Pope Benedict XVI and the Taliban all have in common? They need to create the perceptions in their key audiences that they feel benefit them the most. Some

  do it better than others and, as President Obama – especially – has found out, perceptions can change dramatically and very quickly. Think about the way the

  Barack Obama of 2008 was perceived, compared to the Barack Obama of 2011.




  During my career, I have watched public relations change dramatically. In the course of this book, I will describe what it was like to be both a catalyst and an observer of these changes. First

  and foremost, the business has expanded dramatically, and the growth continues as I write these words. Public relations firms of all sizes have mushroomed around the world: there are more than two

  thousand in China alone. In-house PR executives have achieved a stature unimaginable when I started. Mobile phones, digital cameras and the Internet ensure that communications are instantaneous

  worldwide and have prompted the need for PR professionals to react immediately to events. Corporate Social Responsibility programmes, non-existent when I started, are not only necessary, but have

  become the norm. The digital revolution has created a whole new world of communications, and relationship marketing has emerged as Facebook and Twitter have become vital tools for today’s PR

  professional. Websites, of course, have become the key public face for many organizations, a face that must constantly be reviewed and changed when necessary. Many companies, unfortunately, do not

  understand this.










  
1 How I Got Started




  Years before I joined Burson–Marsteller and later established offices throughout the world, I learned how important it is was to understand that people in different

  countries can differ dramatically in their attitudes and reactions to everyday events and situations. What we communicate and how we communicate has to be adjusted similarly if we are to be

  effective.




  In 1955, I was serving as an information and education specialist in the US Army, stationed in Orléans, France. My responsibilities included giving a weekly lecture to the troops, based

  on Department of the Army pamphlets, covering subjects important to these peacetime troops, including how to behave while on leave abroad. These lectures were supposed to reflect the various

  different cultural attitudes influencing the natives’ perception of our soldiers and their presence in these countries.




  I explained that when on leave in France the men should always wear civilian clothes, never a military uniform. Having a history of military invasions, the average Frenchman did not like the

  sight of foreign uniforms, even those belonging to allies. This advice was especially important for any soldiers hoping to meet up with local women. I told them that if they tried to pick up a girl

  in a bar while in uniform, it could lead to a brawl.




  On the other hand, attitudes were very different in Germany. I strongly advised the men to wear their uniforms while on leave there, one that was spit and polished. This

  was ten years after the end of the Second World War, and the German people still had a great respect for discipline and authority; in this part of the world, a well-uniformed soldier would earn

  respect instantly.




  And then there was England, a place I had not yet visited but where I was destined to live for more than forty years. The British, according to the information I was given to tell the troops,

  were a very private people by nature, particularly with strangers. I told the soldiers that they should seriously avoid any discussions about politics, religion and – especially – sex

  by all means. When I finally set foot in London for the first time and decided to visit the pubs for which the country was famous, I found that the army’s official word was dead wrong. I

  engaged in all sorts of interesting discussions with the locals on politics – and sex, too. Upon returning to base I seriously modified my lecture, except when I was being observed and graded

  by a senior officer. In those cases, I would keep to the official line when dealing with the British.




  It was 1948, and it was time for me to attend a university. I selected the University of Missouri. At the time, Missouri housed the most important Journalism school in the US. The J–School

  had been founded in 1903, making it the world’s first Journalism school. Joseph Pulitzer, the newspaper baron best known for the Pulitzer Prize that he later founded, was involved in its

  establishment. At the time, it was the only school that granted a Bachelor of Journalism degree.




  I initially thought that I would like to build myself a career as a journalist, probably as a sports writer. Then I decided that I should be a creative writer, and later still an advertising

  executive, as that business needed people with writing skills, which I thought I possessed. But after my first few years in school taking general studies, I changed my mind.

  I decided that I would pursue a degree in Journalism after all but would major in Public Relations, a field still in its relative infancy. The reason was simply that I found the Public Relations

  courses particularly interesting because they underlined the importance of developing the right messages and presenting them in the best possible manner to any audience, whether a government or

  political party, a business or association.




  I did not know a great deal about public relations back then. I thought its primary role was to get individuals, companies or ideas better known. In some cases it was linked to advertising, but

  advertising was already a major industry, while PR was still a small business. Even in my PR coursework, the emphasis was on how to ascertain what would be of news value, and to write about it in a

  way that would make it appealing to the media.




  When I finished my bachelor’s degree in 1952, the Korean War was still on. Since I was registered as 1-A by the draft board, it meant that I would be inducted into the US Army immediately

  upon graduation. But since I felt, at 6’3”, that I was too big a target for the Korean sharpshooters, I decided it was best to remain in school and go for a Master’s degree, a

  pursuit that would allow me to postpone my induction until I had finished my studies.




  Since I now had a degree in Journalism, I decided that I didn’t need a Master’s in the same subject and switched to History, focusing on the period from 1871 to 1945. I believed that

  knowing the history of this modern period would be beneficial no matter what I eventually decided to do. I found world history so interesting that I even began to toy with the idea that upon

  leaving the army I might become an academic.




  Switching to History turned out to be a smart move. Later, I was engaged in public relations in many different countries around the world and I found that being knowledgeable about a

  country’s history – sometimes more so than many of the locals with whom I was working – I was able to gain a much greater degree of acceptance in the local

  marketplace. People saw that I had a personal interest in their country.




  To obtain my degree, it was necessary to write a thesis. The choice of subject was the student’s, unless his professor felt that the topic was already covered in too great detail already.

  I chose to write my thesis on Father Charles Coughlin, one of the most controversial priests in American history. He started as a very left-leaning prelate, attacking the financial community as a

  major precipitator of the Great Depression. At that time, he was a great supporter of President Roosevelt, even stating at a congressional hearing that ‘God is directing President

  Roosevelt.’




  Father Coughlin started a magazine and even had his own radio programme. Known as the ‘Radio Priest’, he became one of the most famous people in the United States. At the peak of his

  popularity, he received 80,000 letters a week – second only to the president – and one third of the American public listened to his radio show.




  Inexplicably, he began to embrace extreme right-wing political positions, even talking favourably at times of Hitler and Mussolini. When the Second World War began, his magazine was banned from

  being shipped around by mail. It was ruled that, while freedom of speech allowed him to say anything he desired, the American postal service was not required to deliver any post it felt was

  detrimental to the country’s interests. His radio programme was then outlawed and, finally, the Archbishop of Detroit and head of Coughlin’s diocese, the Most Reverend Edward Mooney,

  told him to end all involvement in politics or risk defrocking – he chose the former option. When I wrote to him to request an interview so that I could accurately portray his thinking, he

  replied that he was not permitted to give interviews. This study of Father Coughlin proved to be of great value to me in my career. It showed me the power of both the print and broadcast media

  and how one man could dramatically change the perceptions of thousands.




  As I leisurely worked on my thesis, I received a number of letters from the Department of the Army asking when it would be completed, so that I could be inducted into the US Army. I kept

  replying that I was working on it steadily but couldn’t give a definite date. Finally, they decided that my academic career had been going on long enough and I was notified that I should

  report for induction in New York a week later.




  This turn of events meant I had to get my final draft to my professor for grading before I left for the service. Instead of hiring a professional secretary to type it up – which was what

  most graduate students did – I typed it up myself. Not being the world’s greatest typist, I made more than a few errors. I had no choice but to send it, errors and all, to my professor.

  Then I headed back to New York to let my mother know there was now going to be a soldier in the family.




  Soon after my induction, I got a letter from my professor with my grade and some comments. He wrote that as far as style was concerned, this was the worst paper he had ever received. But because

  he thought so highly of the content, he was giving me an ‘A’ overall.




  It could not have come at a better time. I was going through the least enjoyable part of basic training: cleaning rifles, washing dishes, guard duty all night. I was also learning that

  answering: ‘Yes sir! Yes sir!’ with enthusiasm was key to surviving. My professor’s letter made me feel more like a general than a private.




  While I was not looking forward to a two-year hitch in the military, I honestly believed that it was a national necessity. During my last year at university, while I was still working on my

  thesis, I was interviewed by an officer in the Central Intelligence Agency at the recommendation of the Dean. He wanted me to consider going to Officer Candidate School upon

  graduation, thus becoming a Lieutenant. He explained to me that as a Lieutenant I could lead an exciting and glamorous life. He went so far as to explain that if the war was still on, I might be

  dropped behind enemy lines in a black parachute, possibly becoming a national hero in the process.




  I thanked him kindly and said I would give it very careful consideration. It didn’t take long for me to decide I’d be better off going in as a private and avoiding anything that

  looked like a parachute, regardless of colour, especially while the war was on.




  Upon induction, I was sent to Fort Dix, New Jersey. In the army, everyone was assigned a ‘Military Occupation Specialty’ (MOS) and, because of my academic background, I was made a

  clerk typist, making it probable that I would land an office job.




  After finishing my basic training – quite a change from life on the Missouri campus – I was sent to Fort Eustis, Virginia. After a few months, a very friendly major who was my

  commanding officer asked if I would like to go to a special training school in New York so that my MOS could be changed to ‘information and education specialist’. Then, I could give

  weekly talks to the unit on a variety of topics and also work on a unit magazine. I, of course, agreed and spent a very relaxing month in New York City learning how to be a government PR man.




  Then came the break that patterned my future career. Even though the war was now over, every American base had to supply a number of soldiers to be sent overseas. Divisions were sent lists of

  the MOS’s that were needed and the commanding officer of each division would select which soldiers with the requested MOS’s would be chosen to go abroad. Fortunately for me, the man who

  picked which divisions would be assigned which MOS’s was a staff sergeant who was a good friend of mine and a fellow poker player.




  During our weekend poker games I had won a good deal of money from the sergeant. He didn’t want his wife to know, so I told him to pay me whenever he wanted with

  any amount he wanted. In appreciation, he came to me and said there was a need for an information and education specialist in Europe. I was the only soldier with that MOS in my division and, should

  he select me, the major would have to send me abroad. ‘Would you like to do this?’ he asked.




  I sure did. I immediately asked him to go ahead. I was excited by the prospect of visiting countries I had studied, whose history I knew despite having never set foot there. My luck didn’t

  end there – it was just the beginning. The sergeant was familiar with the ship that would be transporting me. When you were shipped overseas the voyage usually took six to seven days. You

  were assigned a job, and you had to perform it for the duration of the entire trip, whether it was kitchen police, guard duty or cleaning decks. The best assignment was to be one of the

  chaplain’s assistants, and it so happened that the sergeant knew the ship’s chaplain and arranged for me to meet him. After he interviewed me, I became his assistant, and my main role

  was to help run the religious services and even play the organ at these services. Since playing an organ was not one of my great skills, I asked the chaplain if he had any other assignments.

  Fortunately, the chaplain was also in charge of the ship’s daily newspaper, and because of my degree in Journalism he changed my role to editor of the ship’s paper.




  When we arrived in Germany my luck continued. When we got off the boat we had to join one of a number of lines where we were to be interviewed and then assigned a location in Europe, typically

  for our entire time abroad. Fortunately one of the people giving out assignments was a soldier I had become friendly with at Fort Dix. I joined his line, and he asked what I would prefer. The

  choice wasn’t difficult. I could either go to one of several forts in Germany where most of the time was spent out in the field, or go to headquarters in France, a beautiful new base in

  Orléans in the Loire Valley, where they needed an information and education specialist.




  No contest. I happily went off to Orléans where the commanding officer assigned me to an orderly room where I acted as a secretary, opening all the mail, directing

  letters to the right people, answering the phone, taking messages and basically doing anything the major asked me to. My main two jobs, though, were giving weekly lectures to all the troops, and

  giving out weekend passes and leave certificates. . . and carefully making sure that there was always a weekend pass for Robert S. Leaf.




  And the breaks continued. Among my room-mates was an artist, Bill Kohn, who had studied at Washington University in Missouri and had won five scholarships – the last one granting him the

  freedom to go and paint anywhere in the world. He chose Paris and was there for more than a year. Later, when he was drafted by the army, he ended up back in France.




  We spent nearly every other weekend in Paris and Bill was the best guide to the city that I could ever have. We lived with the artists and students he had met during his scholarship year. They

  shepherded us around the churches, museums and other key points of interest, and I developed an appreciation of the Paris that Ernest Hemingway had described in his writings.




  My lectures, meanwhile, consisted mainly of aspects of American history, the military and its operations, and world organizations such as the UN and NATO. Other more memorable topics included

  ‘The best way to avoid venereal disease’ and ‘The advantages of reenlisting’.




  I never would have imagined that I would really enjoy my army career. I had only had one unhappy moment during the entire time I was stationed in Orléans and it concerned a photograph I

  failed to take. In April 1956, the beautiful American actress Grace Kelly married Prince Rainier of Monaco. Though I was stationed close by, somehow they had forgotten to invite me. . . but I

  wasn’t going to let that stop me. I took some leave and went to Monaco on my own, hoping to get close to the action. The tiny country was lit up like a dream-world,

  especially the harbour. The night before the wedding, there was a spectacular fireworks display that was probably unequalled anywhere at that time. I felt like I was in a magical kingdom.




  On the day of the wedding only one reporter was allowed to attend the ceremonies in the Cathedral of Saint Nicholas. The rest of the press were assigned to a room nearby where they could watch

  the ceremony on television. I decided I would try to get into the press room so that I could also watch what I knew would be a memorable event. When security challenged me and told me to leave I

  pretended that I couldn’t speak English, French or German and didn’t understand a word of what they were saying. So they decided I must be a reporter from some other foreign country and

  let me stay to watch what was a truly exciting event. I remember Prince Rainier was a little nervous and had trouble putting the ring on his bride’s finger, so Grace helped him.




  The weather was perfect and when the ceremony was over, the Prince and Grace got into an open Rolls Royce to drive through Monaco to the royal palace. By then, the officials were convinced that

  I was a photographer, as I had my camera with me, and they let me join the other photographers in the press corps. We were taken to a place where we would be able to get the best shots of the

  newly-married couple as they left in their open Rolls. As we waited to photograph Grace, I looked through my camera’s viewfinder to get a feel for taking the picture. The procession had

  started more quickly than I expected. Suddenly, Grace came into view. She looked so stunningly beautiful that I put my camera aside so that I could really see her. I stared and stared – and

  never snapped the picture. To this day, I regret missing the opportunity to take what could have been a historic photo. The memory of that moment is still there, and the sight of her is as fresh in

  my mind’s eye as though I had seen her just yesterday. She was that beautiful.




  Fast-forward fifty years. Recently the Victoria and Albert Museum in London held an exhibition of Grace Kelly’s clothing and, as my wife is a guide at the V&A,

  I decided to attend. In addition to the clothing, the museum was showing a series of filmed highlights of her life. One highlight was the wedding, including footage of her leaving the church in the

  open Rolls Royce near where I had been standing. I saw again how beautiful Grace Kelly was, and I relived the moment, easily understanding why I couldn’t pull my gaze away from her in time to

  snap the picture.




  Soon after the wedding, my military career came to an end and I moved back to the United States in 1956. It was time to go out and earn a living. I moved in with my widowed mother and started to

  scan job offers in the various papers, especially the New York Times. One ad that particularly intrigued me was from a show business publicist who was looking for an assistant to help him

  prepare material about his entertainment clients for public dissemination.




  After an initial interview, I went along to the publicist’s office with nine other candidates. The publicist explained who was on his client list. He told us all to go home and write

  interesting and funny material that was good enough to appear in the columns of the leading newspaper writers of that period: Walter Winchell, Leonard Lyons, Jimmy Cannon and Robert Sylvester. He

  told us to make up some funny stories involving his clients that would be suitable for the columns.




  His clients turned out to be entertainers like Milton Berle, the father of American television, Eddie Condon, a famous jazz musician, and the singers Pearl Bailey and Tony Bennett. He told us

  that it didn’t matter if the facts in our stories were all made up. He just wanted to see the style and approach and to estimate our capacity to reach the audiences he was interested in. I

  was very impressed with his enthusiasm and how he sold the job. He made us feel that our future was going to be limitless if we were selected. I went home hoping he would

  choose me and it would be the beginning of an exciting future.




  A few days after I turned in my material, he called to say he had been very impressed with my work and that the job was mine. I would start the following Monday. When I arrived in the office for

  my first day of work, we reviewed my boss’s client list in depth, discussing what these entertainers were like and what they wanted the press to say about them.




  Thus, my first professional paying job in PR meant spending each day making up stories about things the clients supposedly said, things they had supposedly done and, in most cases, creating an

  interesting context for things that they really had said or done. I also had to be in early to answer the phone as my boss generally didn’t arrive until around noon. When clients asked for

  him, I was instructed to say he had just stepped out for a few minutes. He did not want them to know he could run the business on a half-day basis – in case they felt the fees they were

  paying for his services were too high.




  On the Friday of my sixth week on the job my boss called me into his office for a serious conversation. He said my output had been slowing down and that I was nowhere near as fast at turning out

  material as when I started. I said I should be able to pick up my output, but he replied that it didn’t matter as: ‘This is your last day and I wish you luck. I have selected a

  replacement for you starting next Monday.’ I was disappointed but not surprised as I had already come to the conclusion that this was not the organization where I could build my future.




  My soon-to-be former boss then sent me to the post office to get some stamps. While I was gone, he went through my desk and took all my notes, apparently assuming that anything I had written

  while on his payroll was his. A few months after I had left the company, I read in Robert Sylvester’s column in the New York Daily News that, at midnight

  soirées in Buckingham Palace, Princess Margaret mainly played Tony Bennett records. This was something I had made up entirely when working for this publicist.




  Now that my budding career as a publicist was over – at least for the time being – while living at home with my mother, I began to look for new employment. This time around it was

  easier. A friend of the family who ran a one-man marketing company with a few clients needed an assistant and felt that I would be the right person for the job. He was a man I really liked and

  respected, in contrast to my previous employer. This new job was like finding the promised land.




  There was a major problem though. His business was growing faster than even he had anticipated and in reality he needed someone with far more experience than me to deal with senior people in his

  clients’ organizations, especially when he was away travelling, which was quite often. I began to feel that he needed someone better than I was at this stage and I told him so. He was

  exceedingly nice and said he was sure I would learn and that he would be pleased to keep me. But feeling this wasn’t fair to him, I said I would stay until he found a more experienced

  replacement.




  As part of his appreciation, he said that I should write any letter of recommendation that I wanted to present to possible future employers and that he would sign it regardless of the content.

  So I wrote a letter which pretty much gave the impression that when I told him I was leaving he wanted to publicly disembowel himself with a samurai sword, and that there was no doubt I had the

  potential to become the president of the United States or, at the very least, governor of New York.




  Armed with that letter, I was off job-hunting again. This time I decided I would stay away from entertainers and deal with companies. PR was growing fast and I had met some impressive people

  working in that field. I went to a directory of public relations firms and listed about fifteen of them. I added fifteen large corporations that I felt would consider public

  relations important and needed a large internal staff.




  I sent each of my targets a letter with a résumé (but not my letter of recommendation, which I planned to save to present at the interview) along with a stamped self-addressed

  postcard with a place for them to put the time and date when they could see me. I received a good number of replies and ended up with some excellent opportunities.




  I was impressed by the people I met, especially at IBM where they wanted an editor for their in-house magazine. They told me that the chairman studied every single article before it was

  published so that if he believed the material I prepared was good, I would be assured of a future at ‘Big Blue’. They gave me some tests and I was told afterwards that I came in second

  among applicants. Number one already had experience writing for in-house magazines, so they had picked him.




  Hill and Knowlton, which was then the largest PR firm in the world, called me in, and their interviewer spent a long time talking to me. They had no openings at the time but said they would stay

  in touch. They contacted me soon after I joined Burson–Marsteller and offered me a job with one of their clients with the understanding that I would eventually join them.




  I knew nothing of Burson–Marsteller when I initially wrote to them except that it was a very small firm. In fact, if they had listed their clients in the directory I was using, as did most

  of the other PR firms, I wouldn’t have applied to them. Their clients would have made them appear as a ‘business-to-business’ practice, as they were all industrial firms using PR

  to sell their products to other businesses. This was the area of PR I had the least knowledge of and, at that time, the least interest in as well.




  Burson, when I walked through the door for my first interview, had six executives in New York and was a small branch of what was then known as Marsteller Gebhardt &

  Reed – the largest industrial advertising agency in the country. Burson’s business was picking up, and they were looking for their first trainee.




  My interview was to be with Elias (Buck) Buchwald, the company’s executive vice president and Harold Burson’s original partner. We immediately hit it off. But there was one major

  problem, they were looking for a trainee and felt that I was far too qualified. They wanted someone to open the mail and paste captions on pictures for client releases to the press, as PR mailing

  houses did not yet exist. Buck told me that I could easily get twice the money they were able to offer anywhere else, and even if they raised the salary a little it would not be enough for someone

  with my academic background and work experience such as it was. So this very unlikely job interview went like this:




  ‘You are far too qualified for this particular job.’




  ‘No I’m not. I’m new in the field and so just starting out.’




  ‘But even starting out you could start at a higher level.’




  ‘But this is the perfect job for me at a place where I can learn from the bottom.’




  ‘But you’ll soon be bored and want to earn more money elsewhere.’




  ‘Right now money is not my problem as I live at home with my mother, and she doesn’t charge rent or board.’




  Little by little I felt I was winning Buck over, but one serious problem remained. When I arrived at his office, I had put my spectacular letter of recommendation – the one I had written

  and which my previous boss had signed – on the table where we were sitting. I had intended to use it as the coup de grâce, revealing it at the proper moment, ensuring that I’d get

  the job.




  Now I was thinking, ‘If Buck reads it, I’m on my way out.’ They certainly didn’t want as a trainee someone a previous employer thought could

  someday be president. So while I continued talking, I started to slowly and nonchalantly slip it off the table top and onto my lap. There, it remained out of Buck’s sight for the remainder of

  the interview. Thirty years later, I showed Buck the letter while we were having lunch. He said that if he had read it back then, we wouldn’t be having lunch that day. There was no way he

  would have hired me after experiencing that encomium to my virtues.




  The interview ended and Buck said, ‘Harold Burson isn’t here right now but will be in tomorrow. Come in during the morning to see him and he can make the final decision.’ The

  next day, leaving the letter at home, I went back to the Burson-Marsteller offices and met with Harold Burson. He gave me a warm greeting, said Buck had been impressed, and asked me to sit down. We

  had a good discussion.




  People continually ask me what Harold – whom PR Week was to later name as the country’s most influential PR figure of the century – was like back then. All I can say

  is that Harold back then was much the same as Harold today: friendly, soft-spoken, a good questioner, but an equally good listener.




  His parents had originally emigrated from Russia to Leeds in England, and then came to the US and settled in Memphis, Tennessee, where he was born three months later. At the age of twelve he was

  a copy boy on the Memphis Commercial Appeal. Harold then attended the University of Mississippi where he was editor of the school paper and was also the school’s publicist.




  While at the University of Mississippi he gained some renown when he obtained one of the rare interviews given by William Faulkner, one of America’s best-known authors. After graduation he

  went into the army and while writing for the military newspaper, Stars and Stripes, he covered the Nuremberg war trials.




  We talked for about an hour and at one point he said, ‘What is it you are really looking for? What is it you want to do?’ I explained that I thought public

  relations was in its relative infancy and had a great future. I told him that I really wanted to understand it, to learn what it was able to accomplish and to build my future around it.




  This conversation took place on a Friday and Harold said, ‘If that is what you want, you can start working for Burson–Marsteller on Monday.’ Little did I think that I would

  still be there some forty years later.










  
2 Early Years at Burson–Marsteller




  On 1 July 1957, when I arrived all smiles at the Burson–Marsteller office in Manhattan to start my career, I figured I’d probably be there for a year or two before

  moving on to a larger company. Little did I envision the roller-coaster ride that would ensue, but fortunately it was one that defied gravity and went upward 90 per cent of the time. It was a ride

  that would lead to my becoming international chairman of the world’s largest PR firm; starting offices in nearly all the major parts of the world; living in Brussels, London and Hong Kong

  over the course of forty-five years; advising companies such as IBM, General Motors, Coca-Cola, Johnson & Johnson, Citicorp, McDonald’s, American Express, Unilever and hundreds more;

  dealing with governments as diverse as Argentina, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, China and Russia during the cold war; and navigating through levels of corruption in Asia that I had no idea existed. All the

  while I witnessed (and helped bring about in my small way) the dramatic change in public relations as it reached a level of importance that even the most ardent advocates would never have

  anticipated when I signed in for my first day of work.




  The term public relations was still somewhat new then, supposedly first having appeared in the US in the 1897 Yearbook of Railway Literature. What public relations stood for in

  the most simple terms was managing relationships with various publics. Publics could include the government, the local community, the financial community and possible

  investors, other businesses, employees, customers or potential customers and, in the case of politicians, the public in general. It concerns anyone you want to create a specific perception with,

  that in turn will benefit you in some way.




  But the practice and importance of PR in its most essential meaning is nothing new. Even if it was not then called public relations, the need to reach out to key audiences has always been

  significant. And it was something people did intuitively from the beginning of time. The ancient Egyptians didn’t need a PR firm to tell them that they should be on the good side of the

  pharaohs, priests and generals. And Ptahhotep, the advisor to one of the ancient Egyptian pharaohs, wrote of the need for communicating truthfully, addressing audience interests and acting in a

  manner consistent in what is being said – and this back in 2200 BC.




  When I joined the industry, PR as a business was basically an American proposition, though some PR firms were operating overseas, the best of them probably in the UK and Australia. But public

  relations in its present form was born in the US. Two Americans – Ivy Lee and Edward V. Bernays – are generally given credit for being the co-fathers of PR.




  Ivy Lee, along with his partner George Parker, established one of the world’s first PR firms in 1905. And, rightfully or wrongfully, he is credited with developing the modern public

  relations campaign when in 1913 he lobbied the government on behalf of the Pennsylvania Railroads. He was opposing Theodore Roosevelt who was then blocking many of the railroad’s efforts and,

  finally, he helped win the right to a 5 per cent freight charge increase.




  Lee is by far most famous for his long time association with John D. Rockefeller and his family. He developed the idea of having Rockefeller Senior hand out money to the poor, dramatically

  improving his image and reputation as he was not considered the king of generosity. Lee is also credited with the idea of giving the family name to the giant real estate

  project they were developing in Midtown Manhattan. Initially, some members of the family were against calling it the Rockefeller Centre.




  Ivy Lee fought for companies to be more open and accurate – a pioneer for what is now called transparency – and for PR to go beyond hucksterism. Many consider him a force in raising

  the level of public relations counselling to a degree of importance and professionalism it had not seen before.




  But while most of Lee’s history and contributions were looked on favourably, not everything he did was. The famous author, Upton Sinclair, nicknamed him ‘Poison Ivy’ and

  accused him of completely altering, on behalf of a client, the true facts of how miners were killed during a coal mining rebellion in Colorado known as the ‘Ludlow Massacre’. It was

  known as a massacre because the Colorado National Guard attacked a tent complex of striking miners, killing nineteen people, including women and children. He was controversial in other ways:

  shortly before he died in 1934, the US Congress was investigating his work in Nazi Germany on behalf of I. G. Farben.




  Of the two men, Edward Bernays probably more rightfully deserves the moniker of ‘Father of PR’. He did more to get PR known than anyone. He was the first to teach a course at

  university in Public Relations in 1923 at New York University. His book, Crystallizing Public Opinion, which was published that same year, outlined the theory and practice of

  public relations for the first time.




  His client list, which according to his records ended up numbering 435, included General Motors, General Electric, Allied Chemical, Philco Radio, Mack Trucks, American Tobacco, Cartier, the New

  York Philharmonic, Mutual Benefit Life Insurance, CBS, NBC, Fortune Magazine, Ladies’ Home Journal, Time Magazine, Waldorf Astoria, R. H. Macy, The Union of Electrical Workers, The Brotherhood of Railroad Trainmen, America’s Brewers, the author Eugene O’Neill and the artist Georgia O’Keefe. To his

  credit, he also worked for dozens of charitable organizations at no cost.




  He was the nephew of Sigmund Freud and remained very close to his Austrian uncle. Some of his uncle’s thoughts on what motivates people obviously impacted on his thinking about how to use

  PR. And he was very active in promoting his uncle Sigmund in the US. Bernays’s ego was legendary. He was quick to take credit for anything he was even tangentially involved in. But, faults

  and all, when he died aged 103, he was considered by most observers to be the true founder of modern public relations.




  In his excellent book on Bernays, entitled Spin, Larry Tye quotes Harold Burson as saying: ‘While Lee clearly came first and was a superior tactician, from a theoretical

  standpoint and on an organizational basis, I’d have to say Bernays was the father [of PR]. To my knowledge no one came up with anything better. We are still singing off the hymn book he gave

  us.’




  But even before public relations had its official name, its key role was getting publicity (for some clients the same remains true today). And while many people throughout history had the skills

  to accomplish that, the man many consider the greatest publicist of all time was P. T. Barnum.




  Barnum would do anything to get coverage. He had his own museum featuring exotics, including albinos, giants, midgets, fat boys and exotic women. He was not against using hoaxes such as the

  Feejee mermaid – a creature with the head of a monkey and the tail of a fish. And later, the man-monkey – a black dwarf who spoke a mysterious language Barnum had conveniently created

  for him. By 1846, his museum was drawing 400,000 visitors a year.




  But by far what earned him his title of the greatest publicist was his development of Tom Thumb. He found this young boy in Connecticut who had stopped growing at

  twenty-five inches and weighed fifteen pounds. He named him Tom Thumb after a character in English folklore, made up all sorts of stories about his background and brought him to New York where he

  performed a variety of roles in plays, including that of Napoleon.




  Barnum’s greatest accomplishment, the one he is known for to this day, was his trip to England with Tom Thumb. The publicity around this tour was so great that it led to his being asked to

  visit Buckingham Palace to meet with Queen Victoria and her family. Tom put on a complete show for her, and the Queen took him by his hand and led him on a tour of the palace. The Queen saw Tom two

  more times and the resultant publicity led to huge successes for Barnum and his show, not only in England, but in other European capitals. He and Tom even met with the Tsar of Russia, Nicholas

  I.




  Upon their return to the US, Tom Thumb remained a dominant figure and Barnum kept up his exploitation. When Tom married another small person, Barnum promoted the wedding so successfully that it

  led to lines of people stretching from the doors of Grace Church down Broadway on the day of the ceremony. The couple was even invited to visit President Abraham Lincoln in Washington during their

  honeymoon.




  The reason I am giving so much emphasis to Barnum and his brand of publicity is that when I began my career clients mainly paid fees to get publicity. In my early years at

  Burson–Marsteller, once I had been promoted to account executive, publicity was my main responsibility.




  From the beginning, I found Burson–Marsteller the ideal place to learn the public relations business. Both Harold Burson and Bill Marsteller did everything possible to

  help all of their staff – no matter how high or low they were in the organization – to learn as much as they could. Their office doors were open to everyone at

  all times.




  They were very different people from each other and maybe that contributed to the company’s great success. Harold was short and very soft-spoken. Bill was tall and very dynamic. He had

  worked for a newspaper, a life insurance company and at Rockwell Manufacturing as advertising manager where he rose to become vice president. They became a major client when he left to form his own

  agency.




  Harold by nature was comfortable being in the background until he had something he wanted to get across, and when he did decide to speak, almost every idea he expressed was a good one, soon

  accepted by his listeners. Bill had a tendency to dominate discussions and meetings. At new business pitches he answered too many of the prospect’s questions, not allowing the people who

  would be handling the account to take the lead. But he began to realize what he was doing and developed the habit of taking a pencil and putting it into his mouth so when a question came up it

  would help prevent him from jumping up and providing the answer.




  Both men were incredibly caring about staff, their interests and their problems. And they were generous. We had an older mail-room clerk whose one great love was baseball, especially the New

  York Yankees. And one year when the team was in the World Series, Bill got him the best box seats at the Yankee Stadium to see some of the games. No gesture could have had a greater meaning to that

  clerk.




  Bill and Harold first got together in 1953. Harold had his own small PR agency and Bill was head of Marsteller Gebhardt & Reed, then the biggest industrial ad agency in the US. When a number

  of Bill’s advertising clients began to see the need for some publicity, Bill questioned people at the New York Times and the Wall Street Journal for the names of PR

  men he might use, and Harold’s name came up with high recommendations. When they met, they immediately liked and respected each other and together formed

  Burson–Marsteller in 1953 as a very tiny adjunct to the advertising agency. Bill kept his headquarters in Chicago but came to New York frequently.




  Even before they formed Burson–Marsteller, Bill knew he had made the right choice when one of his biggest clients, Rockwell Manufacturing Company, was looking for publicity about their

  line of power tools. Harold went to see them and soon after arranged for a three-page article in Life magazine about their products. Bill’s other major client, Clark Equipment

  Company, then the largest manufacturer of forklift trucks, decided they needed some professional help in putting out an earnings release and contacted Bill Marsteller. He sent Harold to meet the

  chairman who was a very tough, outspoken engineer. Harold interviewed him and got the necessary information. The chairman asked Harold who he would have write the release, and Harold said he would

  do it himself and came back the following day with a draft.




  Clark got far better coverage than they ever anticipated as a result and the chairman called Bill Marsteller to say: ‘That small man you sent to see me whose name I can’t remember

  – I looked into his head and I very much liked what I saw.’ That was enough for Bill. From the beginning, Burson–Marsteller was treated as a completely separate company and was

  never considered part of an advertising agency. This helped contribute to its growth.




  Both Harold and Bill were excellent writers. Once I started writing releases I always sent my copy to Harold to edit. He was invariably able to make it about 20 per cent shorter without losing

  any of the important messages and could change the wording of the lead in a way that would attract any editor.




  In those days, the average PR man was a better writer than today. Writing was a major part of the job back then, whereas today writing a release or feature is usually a very small part of the PR

  executive’s total activities. A number of editors have told me and even shown me examples of material they have received in the mail from PR firms and in-house

  departments that was so bad it was embarrassing. And possibly because, back then, PR people had more time than in today’s far more demanding and competitive world, they read much more and so

  had more factual data on which to base their releases.




  Bill always sought perfection. One of his greatest speeches was entitled ‘The Pursuit of Excellence’. He constantly sent out memos to the staff on the need to be on time, the need to

  be neat (he even had rules on what women could wear), the need to protect the client’s security and how to ensure one got a promotion or a raise.




  He was unique in his love of words. One of his greatest memos and later the title of a book based on his speeches and memos was ‘The Wonderful World of Words’. To him, words were

  like people coming in all sizes and colours, each unique.




  ‘There were,’ Bill wrote, ‘tall words, short words, fat words, skinny words, boy words, girl words’, and so on. As a brief example: ‘title’,

  ‘lattice’, ‘latitude’, ‘lily’, ‘tattle’ and ‘intellect’ are lean and lanky words. And some nice short-fat words are ‘hog’,

  ‘yoghurt’, ‘jar’, ‘pot’, ‘bonbon’, ‘acne’, ‘plump’ and ‘slobber’. Masculine words are ‘bourbon’,

  ‘rupture’, ‘oak’, ‘cartel’, ‘steak’ and ‘socks’. Feminine words are ‘tissue’, ‘slipper’, ‘cute’,

  ‘squeamish’, ‘flutter’ and ‘gauze’. Words can have the same meaning and still be of the opposite sex. ‘Naked’ is masculine, but ‘nude’ is

  feminine.




  Bill also put out a memo to all staff called ‘The Boy Scout Oath’ listing twenty-seven pieces of advice, such as:




  

    

      

        1) Quit worrying about your competition. The only real competitor you have is yourself.




        2) Look for the best in others and remember all of us have more weaknesses than we see in ourselves.




        3) Reserve your opinions of people, good or bad, until you’ve observed them and lived with them long enough to know you’re right.




        4) If you have problems, doubts or suggestions about the management of this business, go to the management with your comments. Not to the guy at the next desk. He

        can’t do anything about it.




        5) Other people like a compliment as much as you do.




        6) Take your triumphs home to your wife and tell your troubles to the bartender or keep them to yourself.




        7) Never lose your sense of humour.




        8) Don’t waste your abilities – write articles, make speeches. Stand out from the crowd or be lost in the crowd.




        9) Don’t get discouraged. Look back at your progress, account by account, job by job, person by person. Thousands of good novels were never written because the

        author got bored or discouraged after the first chapter.


      


    


  




  Bill Marsteller was unique. When he passed away, Harold wrote a memo to staff, most of whom had never met Bill, describing him as ‘larger than life. . . a giant among

  men’. ‘But these phrases,’ Harold continued, ‘would have brought denial from Bill. They would have suffered his scorn. After all, he hated clichés; he rallied against

  banality.’ I will talk more about Bill later as I reported directly to him when I was put in charge of the company’s PR.




  When I started my job, Harold had said to me: ‘Bob, if you want to learn the business from the bottom there is no better way than beginning as a trainee.’ And he was right. I had the

  opportunity to gain a general understanding of all aspects of the public relations business. I also acted as Harold’s assistant. Going over his mail taught me a great deal. I learned what

  clients liked – and what they didn’t like. Harold was very patient and would always answer any questions I had.




  Another of my responsibilities at this time was building up and maintaining our media lists. In those days there weren’t the professional mailing houses of today

  that specialize in disseminating news releases. We used to do all our own mailings from the office, and I was in charge of getting releases out. I soon learned the importance of relating specific

  stories to specific types of media, even to specific journalists. I also learned the value of multiple placements and the art of maximizing the facts available – meaning including subjects

  that would be of the greatest interest – to get the most coverage in the most media.




  The firm was growing rapidly and soon I was promoted and given an assistant. One of my early assistants was a girl named Mary Travers who later became better known as one third of Peter, Paul

  and Mary, one of America’s leading singing groups. Occasionally, Mary would sing in the office, but being partially tone deaf, I would not have been able to predict her future. She left

  Burson–Marsteller to join Peter and Paul and sing at the Bitter End, a club in Greenwich Village. A few years later, as they became increasingly famous and toured the US universities singing

  five or six days a week, Look Magazine, then a leading consumer publication, sent a reporter to travel with them. His article described their tours and mentioned the kind of fees

  they were earning. It turned out that my former assistant was then making more money than Harold Burson and Bill Marsteller combined.
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