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Introduction


If I was down to my last dollar, I’d spend it on public relations.


Bill Gates


I love quotes. They have a habit of encapsulating a huge amount of information in a sentence or two. In this one, Bill Gates, one of the most successful entrepreneurs in the world, says he would spend his last dollar on PR. Interesting, isn’t it?


If your business, charity, organisation, sports group or club is not investing in public relations, what does Bill Gates know that you don’t? When someone mentions Bill Gates, what is your first thought? You immediately associate him with Microsoft, don’t you? After that, you think about a specific association, which could be about his life, the products his company makes, their ethics, their share price or their employment policies. You begin, however, with a knowledge of Bill Gates. Public relations creates that knowledge.


There is only one thing in the world worse than being talked about and that is not being talked about.


Oscar Wilde






I disagree with this quote in one sense, but I understand the essence of it. Public relations is about getting people to talk about you – your company, your brand, your product. Sales people will tell you that it is easy to sell something from a known producer and almost impossible to sell a product – no matter how good it is – if people have never heard of the company.


Think about it. Would you join a local club that no one in your area was aware of? Would you spend the same amount of money on a plate from an unknown company (no matter how good the quality) as you would on a Wedgwood plate? Of course not. In order to invest your time or your money you need to know more.


That’s what PR does. It promotes your business to an audience of potential customers or influencers, and helps them to build up a store of knowledge that will ultimately make it easier for you to sell to them. People buy brands that they know and trust. The brand doesn’t have to be an international one, but it needs to be known to its target audience.


Going back to the Oscar Wilde quote – remember that the talk about you could be negative too (shabby products, dismissive staff, late deliveries, over-priced goods, etc.). It’s not always good, but, if your business is well run and you get the PR right, then you have nothing to fear.


PR is a combination of creative thinking, persistence, knowledge of the market you are operating in (including the media and web markets) and devoting time to learning and applying the techniques. It needs time. Time to create the ‘angles’ that will interest the media. Time to work out the real cost of a sponsorship. Time to craft press releases. The return on investment, however, can be quite substantial.


PR techniques can be used by organisations of all sizes. What I will show you, in this book, is a range of PR techniques and how to use them. You won’t apply all of the techniques – they won’t all be relevant to your business – but the techniques you decide to use will enhance your presence in the market and generate talk about you, your business and your products. That makes it easier for you to sell. Sales create profits and profits allow you to grow your business, expand into new markets, create more employment and pursue other avenues of interest.


So, let’s get started!

















Ground Rules










Let’s establish the ground rules.


The reason you are reading this book is because you believe that using PR techniques will enhance your business, organisation, group or charity. Well done – you are on the road to success already.


Let me also assume that you lack sufficient budget to retain the services of a PR consultancy, or you are curious and want to find out what PR can actually do! Either way, you are looking to get the most useful, practical, up-to-date, innovative ideas and strategies that you can implement for yourself. You have come to the right place.


Finally, allow me to assume that you do not want to re-invent the wheel. You want to use tried and trusted strategies, and learn from the success of other small to medium-sized businesses that have used PR to enhance their presence in the market and generate more interest in their business. Terrific. You are the reader I am looking for.


By the end of this book I hope that you will have amassed plenty of techniques – some of which will apply to your business, some of which will not – but all of which will make you question what you do and the way that you do it. By the end of this book, you will have identified specific areas of PR that you can use for the benefit of your business.


Before you can use PR techniques you need to know what PR is capable of doing. Let’s start by looking at what it cannot do.


Ground rule number one is that PR is not a substitute for advertising.


Advertising creates an opportunity for you to sell a specific product to a specific audience at a specific price. If you are buying advertising space, you are doing so because the media you are buying it in is the right one for your audience. So if you know that most people who use your product will search for it online, you might use Google or Facebook advertising; or if you know that the people who buy your product read the Sunday Independent, you could buy space in that medium to advertise. Alternatively research might have told you that your potential customers prefer a visual medium and can be reached by television (and there has been an explosion in TV channels available to you if you are looking to advertise).


In advertising, you target a specific audience, pay by column-inch or pay per click or amount of airtime, and evaluate the success by the volume of sales you achieve. Simple.


Rule number two is that you must know who you are trying to influence.


PR is all about communication. It’s about communicating with people who are relevant to your business. If you produce a product or service, you know exactly who your potential purchaser is. PR tools will help you find ways to reach that potential purchaser.


So you need to know what audience you are targeting. A good example is a west Cork-based jeweller who briefed the Irish Academy of Public Relations some years ago. The jeweller made hand-crafted, exquisite, expensive jewellery, which retailed from a small shop in west Cork. She wanted to increase her business by creating greater awareness of her shop. I asked her if she could describe a typical purchaser: ‘Who buys your product?’ This woman really knew her business, so she answered, ‘The people who buy my jewellery are in their mid-thirties. They are professional couples mostly, both working, with two children. They live in south county Dublin but have a holiday home in west Cork. They usually drive a four-by-four, spend about three days at a time in their holiday home and buy on impulse when they are in town. They are cash rich, time poor and indulge themselves and their children. They have plenty of money but very little time.’


I was in hog-heaven!! With this type of description I could go away and figure out what these people read, watched, listened to and browsed, and so could start to make it easy for them to find the jeweller in the media places that they frequented.


Rule number three is target your audience.


Stop trying to change your customers to make them more like you! It’s not about you, it’s about the people who buy from you. Don’t try to inform people through the media that you prefer. Instead, find the media that your customers and potential customers frequent and inform them there. Bring the mountain to Muhammad.


If most of your clients read The Irish Sun and the Sunday World, there’s absolutely no point in you getting publicity in The Irish Times and The Sunday Business Post. That would simply be vanity coverage. Your colleagues in business, your neighbours, people at the golf club will see the piece and comment on it to you. But if they don’t buy from you, or influence people who buy from you, you are wasting your time, effort and energy (and these are all limited resources). Act wisely – know the people you are trying to target.


Rule number four is research.


You need to do research to find out what is of interest to your audience. Things which interest people in their mid-thirties are very different to the interests of people in their mid-sixties, and differ again from a mid-teens audience. Data really is king. So, if you are targeting people in their mid-sixties, what kind of people are you seeking? You might be looking for people who are cash rich, at a bit of a loose end and likely to avail of your exclusive travel opportunities. You might be looking, alternatively, for people in their mid-sixties who are cash poor but are time rich and have devoted a lifetime to rearing their families and providing for them, without ever devoting any time to themselves. Your market might be people who want a bit of adventure but at a reasonable cost (think bus tours instead of Caribbean cruises). Your mid-sixties people might not be either rich or poor but might, instead, have a common interest. You might be specifically targeting opera-lovers, or readers of Shakespeare, or people who love the movies and want to visit different film locations. You cannot put everyone into a single category to target them. That is the equivalent of using a splurge-gun. In PR we like to use a bow and arrow!


The fastest and most cost-effective way to do this type of research – always – is to ask your existing customers. You can do this verbally when they call into your shop, by online survey, or by calling them to chat on the phone. You can select the age range (from your existing database) and they can give you valuable insights into the reasons why they chose your company, a particular product, etc.


Rule number five is identify the trends.


What is ‘trending’ among that audience? What’s cool and what’s not? Think cooking for a moment. Years ago everyone was slow-cooking. You couldn’t turn sideways but someone was talking about it. It was the hot trend of the time and if you were promoting a food product, you needed to tie it into the slow-food movement. Yet I haven’t heard it mentioned in quite a while. Instead, for quite a few years now it has been all about ‘organic’ food. We are all trying to buy the best-quality produce so that we can produce the healthiest meals.


Nowadays we are into lifestyle, health and food knowledge. Think McDonalds. Everyone associates the company with Big Mac and fries (at least everyone I know does!). They are known and loved for it all over the world. But a few years ago people started talking about how unhealthy burgers and chips were, how overeating was causing diabetes and obesity in children, how eating too many Big Macs was bad for you. Now, common sense tells you that eating too much of anything is bad for you, and a Big Mac and fries is perfectly fine as a treat. But McDonalds were aware that the publicity was doing them damage, so they introduced the McDonald’s salad range. I have no idea how many people eat salads in McDonalds, and I have no idea (when you calculate the dressings, croutons etc.) if they are, in fact any healthier than the burger option. What I do know is that it doesn’t really matter. From McDonald’s point of view they needed to change the conversation. They had to stop people talking about ‘unhealthy’ in the same breath as McDonalds. The salad range allowed that to happen. In fact, people just stopped talking about McDonalds, which was good, and, I presume, just went back to eating there. The company reacted to the trend, preserved their market share and kept their customers happy.


You can spend a fortune doing research and, if you have money to spend, it is always a good way to spend it. However, as a small business, you are probably best doing a Google search (put in plenty of questions about the same topic and you’ll get a good overview from the information that Google presents) and chat with colleagues, friends and family. Often we are not even aware that we are noticing trends. Chatting to people reminds them – and you – of what you are already aware of but didn’t compute for your business.


Rule number six is look at your customers’ media habits.


Now that you know the audience and what is trending with them, your next step is to find out what media they read. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that media is entirely age-related. It is not, although age can be a good guide. Some people like to get all their information from printed newspapers, while others only read them occasionally. For example, there are those who read a newspaper (or more) every day, while others only buy newspapers on the day that the property supplement or agricultural supplement, for instance, appears. For others, a daily paper is not of interest, but their Sunday revolves around taking a couple of hours to sit and review the week’s events through the columns of their favourite newspaper.


For some industries, magazines are still hugely important. Think fashion and beauty, for example. It’s hard to imagine how these industries would survive without magazines deliberately (advertising) or subtly (through PR) promoting the latest trends, colours, fabrics – and all associated with celebrity. (This also happens on television.)


In contrast, nowadays, for many, information comes online, in the form of RSS feeds, Facebook, constant visits to favourite media websites, tweets or newspapers’ daily online ‘bulletins’. For these people, the depth of information is less important than the speed. They want to know immediately if something has happened and they will then choose which online medium to visit to get more information. Their online feeds may also send them in the direction of radio or TV coverage for more detail.


Some people get most of their information from the radio – I’m one of those! I am a radio junkie. I travel quite a bit and love listening to the radio when I’m in the car. I will listen to any daytime talk show that is debating an issue of even mild interest to me. (I cannot bear listening to the night-time shock jocks, and instantly switch channels when anything sports-related is debated.) Most of the current affairs information that I gain is through radio so, if I were your target, radio would definitely be the best way to reach me.


Finally, people still get information from television, although it is no longer consumed in the way that it was. While I’ve read that less than 30 per cent of people watch pre-recorded shows, my circle of friends and acquaintances would reflect my own TV experiences – I watch 70 per cent pre-recorded and about 30 per cent live. Lifestyle dictates more and more that people watch programmes when it suits them, but they also watch on mobile devices. The number of people watching television on a screen on a wall in a room in their home is declining rapidly! The trend nowadays is that people watch TV while texting on their mobiles, or tweeting about what they are watching (or tweeting the programme if it is live) and/or checking their Facebook pages. People use multiple devices at the one time. It is much more difficult nowadays to get someone’s full and undivided attention.


With so many different media available it is more important than ever to target the right ones for your intended customers.


The final rule is find out who they admire and follow.


When you have a good handle on the people you are trying to reach (PR people call them publics) you need to start finding out who influences them. Is it politicians, business people, movie stars, sporting heroes, musicians or celebrities? After that, you need to find out exactly which politicians (Leo Varadkar or Hilary Clinton), and so on.


Only with all this knowledge accumulated are you ready to start work.


PR creates knowledge, empathy, understanding and interest. It tells you about the business, who is behind it, how it has grown over the years, how many people it employs and if it is good to its employees and the environment. It creates a mental picture in the mind of the purchaser that makes it easier for the advertising people. If the purchaser already knows something about the company, then, when someone approaches them to buy the product, they begin by thinking ‘I’ve heard of them’, or ‘they are that new company in Cork’. This makes it easier for the advertising person to sell the product.


You need to set clear objectives for your PR activities. What are you trying to achieve with the publicity you will get? If you don’t set objectives at the start, you have no hope of achieving them, or being able to quantify what return you got for all your effort.


PR is good at creating name awareness. People buy brands. If they haven’t heard of you, it is much more difficult to sell to them. So name awareness is important for any brand or company. But you might have other reasons for wanting to raise your profile. You might be introducing a new range of products, which are substantially different to those you are traditionally known for. This means that you need to prime the market in advance of the new product launch to expect this new stream of products from you. That is a good reason for generating publicity. Or it might be something as simple as the fact that your competitors have started appearing everywhere and your company does not have a profile. People will start to think of your competitors first and may not be conscious that there is an alternative – your business. That is a good reason for getting involved in PR.


Often companies do good things – they sponsor events in their local community, or voluntarily introduce structures that are kind to the environment, or are involved in things that would be regarded as good citizenship or corporately responsible behaviour. You might want to earn credit for these endeavours. After all, you are not obliged to give anything back, you are doing that because you care and your clients – and competitors – should know about it!


It is important to do some research in the early stages. You want more people to know about your business. Excellent. How many people know about you right now in your locality? Nationally? In your industry? The answer for each will probably be different. You might be very well-known within your own industry, but hardly known at all to a national audience. If you can conduct some research at the start, to establish the true situation, your goals will be more realistic and the evaluation of your success will be more realistic too. For example, if 5 per cent of the local community can name your company, unprompted, in a survey of producers of your particular type of product, then, depending on your budget, it might be reasonable to seek to increase that to 20 per cent by the end of the year. You will also, of course, need to conduct research to establish if you have reached your targets.


Now you need to write a plan. Things don’t just happen. They happen because you plan them. You need to plan clearly if you are doing PR internally. Remember that PR is very time-consuming, so you need to allow time to write press releases, organise functions, generate photo calls, etc. Planning will also allow you to identify the stories that you want to tell people – you might organise a Christmas party for senior citizens each year (there’s a story and a photo opportunity right there), you might know that you will be launching a new product next March (plan to maximise publicity at that time) and you might know that you will be speaking at a major conference in September. Those three items could be more than enough for the first year.


Planning means creating a timeline, but it also involves allocating a budget to your activities. You may not be paying an hourly fee to a PR consultancy, but you will still need a budget for photos (the photographer, models, costumes, etc.), or functions (food and drink, room hire, MC), or exhibitions (leaflets, backdrops, competitions, prizes), to make them happen.


Your plan will also include the media you are targeting, the stories you need to research, the people you need to get quotes from, the photographers you propose to use, etc. It will identify the tools you propose to use – photo calls, press conferences, exhibitions, conferences, seminars, third-party endorsement, press receptions, ezines, social media – and how much time and focus you will devote to each. You cannot leave anything to chance. Meticulous planning is one of the hallmarks of good professional PR.


If properly written, your plan will also include how to evaluate your success at the end of the year. What additional research will you need so that you know you reached your goal? Can you show that you got coverage in your target media (and not just in ‘the media’ generally)? Have you any feedback to indicate what people thought of the coverage? How many people had an opportunity to see it? Have your enquiries increased? Do people speak about you differently? Do they recognise the company name when you introduce yourself? Look at things like viewership statistics and readership numbers to calculate how many people had an opportunity to see the coverage. Build in a ‘where did you hear about us’ box on your enquiry forms (online and offline). Get staff into the habit of noting what people said about the company – ‘a friend suggested I call you/I was searching on Google the other night and your company came up/I was just passing and saw your display’. These are all very useful evaluation tools.


The evaluation of your first year, which should be done on a monthly basis, but should also be done at the end of the year looking back over twelve months, will help to guide you going forward. You should be learning about what does and doesn’t work for your business, what proved to be too time-consuming (even if it was a good idea), or what you did not get a return on (the photo call that no one used photos from). Crucially, you should be learning how to do things smarter and better for the next year.


Think carefully about the positives – and negatives – of attracting media publicity. The media seldom come looking for you (unless there is a crisis). You are the one who raises your head above the parapet and says, ‘Look at me. My business is wonderful. Let’s tell the world about us.’ By doing so, you also give the media permission to look closely at your business and find fault, expose bad practice, and complain that you do not deliver what you promise. It’s a two-way street. Before you go public at all, make sure that everything you do will stand up to public scrutiny.


There is one final thing to tell you. It is not something that people necessarily associate with the PR industry and it is to the shame of the industry that they have never addressed the issue – always be truthful. You do not have to tell all of the truth all of the time. No one does. There is no reason why people should think of your business as an open book any more than they should think of you, personally, as an open book. There is nothing wrong with showing your best side in public. We all do that when we get dressed each morning – we decide what image we will project for that day. And there is nothing wrong with answering a question truthfully but without detail. Indeed, it is not always possible to give all of the detail, for example, because of stock exchange rules, or ongoing investigation, or common humanity, or fear of litigation. There are many valid reasons why businesses cannot answer questions fully. However, that is a world away from telling lies.


People think that PR is about telling lies and being clever about how you tell them. Wrong. If you tell lies, you’ll be found out. If you are found out, people won’t trust you. If they don’t trust you, they won’t buy from you. If they don’t buy from you, you don’t have a business. Warren Buffet, one of the USA’s best-known investors, cautioned: ‘It takes twenty years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it. If you think about that, you will do things differently.’


PR is about building your reputation. Don’t build a shoddy one.
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Press Releases










Writing a press release is the most basic thing that a PR person can do and it’s something you should be able to do as well. It’s not rocket science. There is a structure to how a press release is written, what information it should contain, who you should send it to, etc. So let me tell you how the professionals do it.


First we need to establish what a press release actually is. My definition is that a press release is information, written in a journalistic style, which would be of interest to the readers/listeners or viewers of a particular medium. In other words, if a newspaper had sent a reporter, this is the way they would have written the story for their readers. News editors will advise you, if you are an SME, to select someone from the business and get them trained in how to write press releases.


A press release is not information that you would like people to know about you. It should be information that they would find interesting. For example, you might want people to know that your business is well run, you have survived the recent downturn and business is now picking up again. This is important information for you and your employees but, honestly, it is of no interest to the general public and, therefore, of no interest to a journalist. Or if you were offering 10 per cent off the price of your product for the next fortnight, this is something that you would want people to know, but a journalist would not regard this as news. That is advertising. Buy space in the newspaper and sell to people. If you are introducing a new range of shoes, for example, into your shop … well, now you are getting closer. But you still don’t have a press release. You have found a fact – always important in every story – now you need to build up more information to flesh it out.


A press release must have an interesting angle. A reader might have no interest in the fact that you are producing a new bath mat, but they might be curious about the fact that this non-slip mat was created as a result of a bad fall that the father of the owner had when he was getting out of the bath. They might further be interested in the fact that this clever little idea will create five more jobs in a company that currently employs ten people. That’s a massive increase in employment in one small business. The reader might also be curious about the fact that this bath mat will replace a non-slip product which is currently being imported, thereby giving people a chance to buy Irish at the same price and quality.


The first question you should ask yourself, when issuing a press release, is would people be interested in reading about this? You need to have the ability to honestly say ‘no they wouldn’t’ and start again. It is difficult for most small businesses to identify the newsworthy element of a story. Everything that your business does is of huge interest to you – and rightly so. It is your business. You are proud of every achievement and want to shout about it from the rooftops. But Joe and Josephine public do not share your enthusiasm. If you are trying to influence them, you need to find an angle that will encourage them to read.


Once complete, a press release is sent to a journalist or news desk in a particular paper. The job of the person at the other end is to determine whether or not their readers would be interested in this information. Your job is to make sure that their answer is ‘yes’.


Try not to be too corporate. For example, a company called Magoo Travel sends out a press release stating in the top line that the price of flights to Las Vegas has been cut to €1,200 and then goes on to explain what a super deal this is. Buried in the middle of the release is a mention that sales of flights to Las Vegas have recovered by 15 per cent since last year – this is the real story. The way to tell it would have been to start with the information that Magoo Travel has noticed a 15 per cent increase in flights to Las Vegas. The rest of the story might be about why there is an increase in exotic holidays, or if this is a symptom of desperation and that people are going gambling, or a sign that the dollar is weak. The end of the release might give details of the special offer. Try to think like a journalist and find the angle to a story – what would make it newsworthy? Is it information which is of value to the reader?


You may not immediately have enough information to go with your angle. If you are a local shoe shop, for example, and you have just started stocking a new brand of shoes, that is an interesting fact – but it is not enough for a press release. The angle is in the ‘why’ – why have you suddenly started stocking them? It might be that there has been a change in buying patterns, and you will need to get statistics out of your own business and possibly from other sources to show that people are buying fewer but better quality shoes. On further investigation you might find that this is because, in recessionary times, people want their shoes to last longer. Or you might be stocking the new brand because there has been an upturn in the market and you have found that people are starting to look, once again, for shoes that are a bit more glamorous. They are no longer looking for good, hard-wearing shoes (which have been your stock in trade throughout the recession) but are now coming into your store looking for something more stylish. It might be that heel heights have changed, or that there is a new walking club in your area and everyone is buying walking shoes. The story (the ‘why’) is what will interest the reader. An advertisement would tell them that new Brand X shoes are in stock. A press release will tell them about changing trends in footwear that your shop has identified. As a consequence of reading about it, the reader will know that your shoe shop carries that particular range.
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