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Every small business is unique. Therefore, it’s essential to have tools that are customizable depending on your business’s needs. That’s why Entrepreneur is offering you access to our Startup Resource Kit. Get instant access to thousands of business letters, sales letters, sample documents and more – all at your fingertips!


Accessing Entrepreneur’s Free Startup Resource Kit is easy.



Simply visit: www.entrepreneur.com/guideoffer



and download to any windows or mac computer



You’ll find the following:

The Small Business Legal Toolkit

When your business dreams go from idea to reality, you’re suddenly faced with laws and regulations governing nearly every move you make. Learn how to stay in compliance and protect your business from legal action. In this essential toolkit, you’ll get answers to the “how do I get started?” questions every business owner faces along with a thorough understanding of the legal and tax requirements of your business.

Sample Business Letters

1000+ customizable business letters covering each type of written business communication you’re likely to encounter as you communicate with customers, suppliers, employees, and others. Plus a complete guide to business communication that covers every question you may have about developing your own business communication style.

Sample Sales Letters

The experts at Entrepreneur have compliled more than 1000 of the most effective sales letters covering introductions, prospecting, setting up appointments, cover letters, proposal letters, the all-important follow-up letter and letters covering all aspects of sales operations to help you make the sale, generate new customers and huge profits.



[image: 001]




[image: image]



	Bar & Club
	Import Export Business



	Blogging Business
	Information Marketing Business



	Child Care
	Lawn Care or Landscaping Business



	Cleaning Service
	Medical Claims Billing Service



	Clothing Store and More
	Online Education Business



	Coaching Business
	Personal Concierge Service



	Coin Operated Laundry
	Pet Business and More



	Consulting Business
	Photography Business



	Construction and Contracting Business
	Personal Training Business



	Couponing Business
	Public Relations Business



	e-Business
	Restaurant and More



	Event Planning Business
	Retail Business and More



	Fashion Accessories Business
	Self Publishing Business



	Food Truck Business
	Senior Services Business



	Freight Brokerage Business
	Day Spa and More



	Freelance Writing Business and More
	Travel Business and More



	Grant Writing Business
	Tutoring and Test Prep Business



	Graphic Design Business
	Vending Business



	Green Business
	Wedding Consultant Business



	Hair Salon and Day Spa
	Wholesale Distribution Business






Entrepreneur Press, Publisher

Cover Design: Jane Maramba

Production and Composition: Eliot House Productions

© 2012 by Entrepreneur Media, Inc.

All rights reserved.

Reproduction or translation of any part of this work beyond that permitted by Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act without permission of the copyright owner is unlawful. Requests for permission or further information should be addressed to the Business Products Division, Entrepreneur Media Inc.

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting or other professional services. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

Public Relations Business: Entrepreneur’s Step by Step Startup Guide

978-1-61308-220-1

Previously published as

Start Your Own Public Relations Business, ISBN: 978-1-61308-093-1

©2009 by Entrepreneur Media, Inc., All rights reserved.

Start Your Own Business, 5th Edition, ISBN: 978-1-61308-010-8,

©2009 Entrepreneur Media, Inc., All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

16 15 14 13 12                                                                                  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1






Preface


Public relations: Good or bad, every company has them. Savvy businesses manage their public relations—and because they are experts in whatever product or service they provide, not in public relations, they will turn to a public relations expert to assist with this process.

That’s where public relations firms come in. Even companies large enough to have an internal public relations department often retain an outside firm as well.

 



Why do companies hire public relations firms? Many reasons: 
• A strong, well-planned PR campaign can help a business in a variety of ways that go straight to the bottom line in the form of increased sales and profits.

• An outside agency will look at a company through fresh eyes, seeing public relations and promotional opportunities the owners and managers may miss.

• Using an outside agency allows a company to focus on its core business rather than spending time, energy, and money trying to develop expertise in a new area.

• An outside agency has the necessary skills, resources, and media contacts to develop and implement an effective PR campaign.





Public relations have always been critical to a company’s success, but in the past, they were easier to manage. Back in the days when there were just three major television networks and few people had even heard of the internet much less thought about having a personal computer in their homes, managing the flow of information about companies and products was far less complicated than it is today—and than it will be in the future.

The explosion of media opportunities and the rapidly changing communications landscape are key drivers in the growth of the public relations industry. But there’s much more to an effective public relations strategy than simply media, and companies are recognizing the need to be proactive when it comes to their image. According to the Council of Public Relations Firms, public relations spending will increase 11.8 percent to $4.26 billion from 2007 to 2011. The U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that employment in the public relations field will increase faster than average through 2012.

It’s important to stress that this is not a manual on how to “do PR,” although we will discuss some specific strategies and techniques. This is a guide on how to set up your firm, how to choose your own market niche, how to acquire and maintain clients, and how to manage and grow your own company.

If you’ve been thinking about starting your own public relations firm, now is the time, and this book will walk you through the steps.
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So What Is PR Anyway?


Public relations, or its abbreviation PR, is one of the more misused and even misunderstood terms in the business world—yet it’s a critical element in a company’s marketing strategy. If you’re going to operate a PR firm, you need not only to understand what that means, you must also be able to communicate it to your clients.

Public relations is the relationship a company or organization has with its various publics, and those publics include customers and potential customers, employees, suppliers, investors, the media, and the general public. Typically in business, the term public relations is used to refer to the management of public relations. As a public relations professional, your job is to help your clients with that process.

The process of public relations is one of helping an organization tell its story and build goodwill with the public and those who influence the public, such as the media. The ultimate goal of PR is credibility.




The Role of a Public Relations Professional 

Successful public relations practitioners are able to see themselves and their clients from a variety of perspectives, including through the eyes of every public the organization has. PR professionals are pivotal to the communications process,ensuring that messages are clear, honest, unambiguous, easily understood, and appropriate for the target audience.

Some PR firms are primarily implementers, taking direction from clients without being involved in strategic planning. This narrow role is short-sighted on the part of the client because a skilled PR professional can provide far more value if he or she is involved in the entire public relations process. This means becoming an integral part of the client’s team, learning the client’s operation and goals, helping to put together a strategy that will take the client from where it is now to where it wants to be, and then assembling the necessary elements to implement and monitor the strategy, and make adjustments along the way when circumstances dictate.
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Bright Idea

One of the best ways to learn the public relations business is to get a job with an agency. You can get paid while you learn the ropes. It will also give you a great perspective on how to treat your own employees later on.




Ethics and Responsibility 

The power of public relations brings with it a tremendous amount of responsibility. Perhaps PR professionals should follow the principle medical students are taught: first, do no harm. History is full of examples of PR professionals who, either intentionally or not, used the public trust they cultivated to convey a message that turned out to be wrong.

The “father of public relations,” Edward L. Bernays (1892–1995), was the nephew of Sigmund Freud, which could be why he was able to incorporate an astute grasp of human behavior into his work for clients. His work should be studied by every PR professional today. Many of his campaigns are legendary, such as when he promoted Lucky Strike cigarettes during a time when women smoking in public was not acceptable by arranging for a parade of debutantes to march down Fifth Avenue while smoking. He is also credited with convincing America that a proper breakfast was more than just coffee and toast; it was bacon and eggs.

Today, of course, we know that smoking and excessive consumption of high-fat, highcholesterol foods cause a long list of health problems. Certainly Bernays cannot be held responsible for what wasn’t known about his clients’ products, but his career did reflect a number of moral ambiguities. Most notable was his work for United Fruit Company in the early 1950s, when he used questionable tactics to generate support for an overthrow of a freely elected capitalistic Guatemalan government, which was replaced by one of the most despotic governments South America has ever known. That should give today’s PR professionals pause.


Words of Wisdom

“If you once forfeit the confidence of your fellow citizens, you can never regain their respect and esteem. It is true that you may fool all of the people some of the time; you can even fool some of the people all of the time; but you can’t fool all of the people all of the time.”

—Abraham Lincoln



Don’t try to separate your own values and ethics from those of your clients. Do your research, understand what you are being asked to do, and make sure you’ll be able to sleep at night if you are successful.




PR and Publicity 

Publicity, which is often a function of the public relations team, is gaining media coverage of a company, its products, and its people. Publicity helps spread information to gain public awareness of a product, person, service, cause, or organization, and can include mentions in print and online publications, on broadcast programming, and in other communication vehicles.

Public relations and publicity are not synonymous, but it’s common for a PR campaign to include publicity. A client may say, “We need some PR,” when in fact he means, “We need some positive publicity.” It’s your job to help him understand that he needs more than some favorable media exposure, and to show him how such exposure is part of an overall PR strategy.


It’s Not Free Advertising


Publicity is not free advertising. Advertising is a paid message communicated through various media. Because it’s paid for, the advertiser can control the content and placement of the advertisement. The organization seeking publicity can put its message out there but has no control over how—or even if—it will be reported in the media.

Your goal as a PR professional is to have your client’s story accurately represented in the media, and this is not easy because media representatives are independent in their reporting. This is why the Council of Public Relations Firms differentiates between advertising and PR this way: “Advertising is purchased media; public relations is earned media.”



Bill Stoller—whose website PublicityInsider.com offers a wealth of public relations and publicity information—defines publicity this way:
At its core, publicity is the simple act of making a suggestion to a journalist that leads to the inclusion of a company or product in a story. Newspapers, magazines, TV programs, and radio shows have large amounts of space to fill and depend upon publicists to help provide story ideas, interview subjects, background information, and other material. For the most part, the act of making a suggestion to a journalist, when successful, will lead to one of two types of coverage: A story created from scratch built around the story “angle” you suggest (e.g., a feature story on your company; a story about a trend that you present to a journalist; an interview segment, etc.); or the inclusion of your product, company, or service in an already existing story (e.g., the reporter is already working on a story about your field and your contact with her results in your product being included in the piece).








Tools of the Trade 

The standard public relations tools and techniques you might use include:
• Entertainment product placement. The placement of branded goods or services in a context usually devoid of advertising, such as movies, the story line of television shows, and news programs. 


• Podcast. A collection of digital media files distributed over the internet for playback on personal computers and portable media players.

• Press conference (or news conference). An event where journalists are invited to hear a presentation and then are usually offered the opportunity to ask questions.

• Press kit (or media kit). A package of background materials detailing various aspects of an organization that is presented to members of the media. Press kits may be printed or available in an electronic format. Press kits typically contain some or all of the following: a fact sheet about the company or organization; a brief history; an annual report; a list of key personnel with brief biographical statements; a mission statement; copies of publicity materials, including press releases; photographs of personnel and/or products; listings of products and/or services; lists of awards and achievements; copies of editorial mentions of the organization.

• Press release (or media release). An announcement of an event, information, or other newsworthy item issued to the press.

• Product launch. The introduction of a new product to the market.

• Publication of information material. Making information known to the public through off- or online means.

• Satellite feed. Broadcast material sent via a satellite.

• Seminars. Training events typically targeted to a company’s customers or potential customers.

• Special events. Events designed to generate publicity and public interest.

• Speeches. Presentations that provide public and media exposure for the speaker and organization.

• Video news release (or VNR). Video segments designed to look like news reports that are distributed to television newsrooms and incorporated into newscasts.

• Webcast. A live or recorded broadcast of an event over the internet.

• Wire service distribution. A news-gathering organization that distributes syndicated copy electronically; distribution by wire service is an alternative to traditional news release distribution methods of regular mail and fax.
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A Day in the Life


So what’s it like to run a public relations firm? One thing you can be sure of, no two days will ever be exactly the same. Situations and circumstances will change at a lightning pace. If you like peace, quiet, and routine, this is not the business for you.

Certainly there are some tasks you can expect to do on a daily basis. For example, every day you will spend time monitoring local and national media, reading and responding to e-mails, and returning calls. You’ll also need to spend time on the administrative side of the business, making sure bills are paid, employees are supervised, and so on. And, of course, you should regularly market your services. Beyond those constants, who knows?

Any given day might see you working with a client to develop a sound public relations strategy, doing research, writing press materials, calling reporters, setting up press conferences, fielding media requests, helping clients deal with a crisis situation, and any of the countless other tasks that are the responsibility of a successful public relations firm.

One of the best ways to learn the public relations business is to get a job working for an established firm. You’ll have the chance to develop your own skills and see the business side of the operation. You’ll also be able to make connections that will further your career, whether or not you eventually strike out on your own. Just remember to always operate with the highest level of ethics and integrity, which means do the work you are paid for and respect any confidential information to which you may have access.


Words of Wisdom

“A public relations professional is part business manager, part sociologist, part cheerleader, part confessor, and part pit bull. The trick to being successful is to be prepared for anything. And you can always count on the fact that tomorrow will bring new and exciting challenges.”

—Sara Harms,
 Account Executive,
 Waggener Edstrom, New York






The Perfect PR Professional 

Though PR professionals need a broad range of skills, the most important are strong communications skills. You need to be able to express yourself both orally and in writing in a clear, concise way that is easy for others to quickly understand. You must also excel at the other half of communication, istening. Few things will lose you clients faster than if they feel you aren’t listening. And reporters will quickly turn to other sources if you aren’t accurately hearing and providing what they need.

Of course, creativity is also essential. This is not so much creativity in writing—you can hire copywriters for that—it’s creativity in ideas, concepts, and strategies. It’s looking at a situation and coming up with a plan that will set your clients apart in a positive way in the eyes of their various publics.

Successful PR professionals tend to be curious. They want to know and understand what’s happening in their own world as well as in the worlds of their clients. They are also students of human behavior; they want to know what motivates people to do the things they do. This curiosity drives them to discover the information they need to serve their clients.

You must be persistent. The guests you see every day on The Oprah Winfrey Show didn’t get there with one casual telephone call to a producer. Except in rare situations, it takes repeated efforts over a period of time to see the results you want. And along with persistence, you need a thick skin. Don’t take rejection personally. When a reporter says no to your pitch, it’s not you—and it may not even always be your client. It’s simply the circumstances, which could change at any time. You just have to stay in the game.
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Beware!

The bigger your firm, the more time you’re going to have to spend on administration and management, and the less time you’ll be able to spend on serving your clients and doing actual public relations work. Be sure the type of firm you create will let you do the work you want to do.



Finally, you must be happy with being the conduit to putting someone else in the spotlight. While some PR professionals may serve as spokespersons, s the PR person you are not the story—the story is your client.




Different Types of PR Firms 

You have a lot of choices when it comes to deciding what type of public relations firm to open. In general, your choices are a traditional, full-service firm; a general boutique firm; or a specialized niche firm. Once you choose the type, you’ll have to decide on the size, which could range from a one-person (you) operation to a company with hundreds or more employees.

A traditional, full-service firm will typically be large, often with multiple locations and a wide range of resources with which to serve clients. They generally operate on a monthly retainer fee and require contracts of six months or a year, which gives them time to get to know their clients and develop campaigns. Many full-service firms have specialty divisions targeting certain market segments. They may also have technology teams that can assist clients in areas such as social media, blogging, search engine optimization, and so on.

A boutique firm is a smaller operation that may have a physical office or function as a virtual team. Lower overhead costs mean boutique firms can charge lower fees,  while often providing the same or sometimes better service than the traditional firm. Boutique firms may offer general public relations services or target specific market segments.
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Beware!

Expect the unexpected. Being in business is a lot like being married: You don’t know what it’s really like until you do it. No matter how long you’re in the business or how many times you think you’ve seen it all, there will always be something to surprise you—an offthe-wall client, a bizarre project, erratic employees—and you might as well get used to it.



Specialized niche firms typically fall into the boutique category in terms of size and focus on a specialized niche. In the next chapter, you’ll get a more detailed look at those niches.

Both boutique and niche firms may work with clients on a retainer basis using short- or long-term contracts or on a per-project basis.




Your Policies and Standards 

Though you are not likely to ever have two days that are exactly alike, it’s important that you maintain consistency and clarity in your policies and standards. You are not going to provide identical services for your clients, but your relationship with each of them needs to be governed by the same set of rules. Don’t do for one what you won’t do for another, and don’t make exceptions—because if you do, someone will probably find out and you’re likely to have an angry (or worse, former) client on your hands. And you won’t be able to keep the fact that you are inconsistent a secret—word gets around.

You may want to consider establishing a code of ethics for your firm, even if you are a one-person operation. Write it down and show it to your clients and suppliers. This will let them know what your standards are and could help you avoid awkward situations.


Be Creative but Don’t Spin 

Spin is an often derogatory term that implies the use of manipulative or even deceptive tactics to present an event or situation in a heavily biased way. Certainly your job is to present your clients in the most positive light, regardless of the situation, but not at the expense of your own reputation or integrity. Thanks to the abundance of media outlets today, it’s more difficult than ever to spin, but it’s still possible.

A classic spin technique involves selectively presenting facts that support a particular position while ignoring those that contradict or oppose. Other spin techniques  include using clever phrasing that assumes unproven truths, ambiguity, simply skirting the issue, or making unfair attacks on the opposing side. You often hear spin in relation to political or crisis situations.


Sample Code of Ethics


At the ABC Public Relations Firm, we commit to the following standards:
❍ To adhere to the highest standards of truth in all of our communications with our clients and the public.

❍ To provide honest and objective advice to our clients, and to act in our clients’ best interest.

❍ To represent our clients with integrity and fairness.

❍ To avoid any deceptive practice.

❍ To act promptly to correct any error that we may inadvertently make.

❍ To restrict the giving or receiving of gifts and entertainment to those that are nominal, lawful, and occasional.

❍ To respect and preserve the intellectual property rights of our clients and of others.

❍ To respect the privacy of our present, former, and prospective clients and other organizations we serve.

❍ To compete with other public relations firms fairly and ethically.

❍ To avoid any real, potential, or perceived conflict of interest.







Help your clients put the best face possible on bad news, but don’t resort to spin.
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What Do You Have to Offer?


One of the attractive things about the public relations profession is that it’s not a one-size-fits-all industry. You’ll find a variety of specialties and structures from which to choose.

In the last chapter, I talked about the basic types of PR firms. Now let’s take a look at specialties within the industry  and the services you can offer. Your firm can focus on one or several of these specialties.

In most, but not all, cases the more you narrow the focus of your services, the smaller your pool of potential clients becomes. Be sure that there is a sufficient amount of business out there so that you can meet your revenue targets by capturing a reasonable market share. With that said, there is a clear trend in the industry toward specialized PR practices and away from the giant, multifaceted communications firms, which means that there is plenty of opportunity for you to create the small, specialized PR firm of your dreams.




Public Relations Specialties 

As you consider the type of firm you want to build, be aware of the tremendous scope of PR specialties available. Identifying a niche for your firm lets you establish yourself as an expert, build your own reputation, and increase client demand while you do what you enjoy. There are enough choices that you don’t need to do a type of PR work that doesn’t suit you. Let’s take a look at the different areas in which you can specialize:
• Book and author promotions. Work exclusively with authors and speakers, promoting both of them personally and their books.

• Broadcast public relations. Produce video press kits, satellite media tours, radio news releases, radio media tours, and related content.

• Business startup public relations. Target companies in the startup stage.

• Community relations. Help clients manage their reputation and image at the local level.

• Corporate positioning. Help clients position their company and brands in the marketplace.

• Crisis communications/crisis response. Help clients prepare for and respond to the public relations side of a crisis situation.

• Digital media relations. Assist clients in understanding the rapidly changing digital media landscape and develop a strategy to maximize the opportunities it presents.

• Environmental public relations. Work with clients in environmentally and socially responsible businesses or with companies that need to improve or protect their environment image.

• Franchise promotion. Work with franchised companies to promote both the product and the franchise. 


• Grassroots PR. Develop programs and strategies to target local, grassroots media on behalf of your clients with initiatives designed to spark a small group of influencers who will spread the word to a larger group.

• Investor relations. Specialize in information and disclosure management for public and private companies as they communicate with the investment community.

• Issue management. Apply various public relations strategies to the process of managing specific issues and aligning organizational activities and stakeholder expectations.
[image: 005]

Beware!

Don’t confuse a grassroots campaign with what is known as “astroturf,” which is an artificial grassroots effort. In the PR world, astroturf refers to efforts by a political or commercial entity to create the impression of spontaneous grassroots behavior, when in fact it is carefully orchestrated and often deceptive.





• Industrial (labor) relations. Assist clients in using public relations strategies in influencing the relationship between management and workers, particularly workers represented by a union.

• Marketing public relations. The technique of using press releases targeted to consumers on the internet as a marketing tool.

• Media relations. Focus on the relationship a company develops with the media, including print, broadcast, and online, both mainstream and alternative.

• Nonprofit public relations. Serving a client base comprised of organizations that are not for-profit and applying the particular strategies they require.

• Product launches. Public relations strategies designed to support the launch of new products, including developing messages, preparing company representatives for public presentations, identifying third-party advocates, arranging speaking engagements, and media coverage.

• Reputation management. Tracking a client’s actions along with reaction to those actions, then reacting to that information in an appropriate manner.

• Special events. Focusing on public relations for special events.

• Specific industries. Developing expertise in specific industry segments and targeting public relations services to those particular groups.






Choose a Blend That Works for You 

There are many valid reasons for choosing a well-defined market niche. By targeting a specific market segment, you can tailor your service package and marketing  efforts to meet that segment’s needs. You’ll also develop a reputation for expertise that attracts new clients.

Consider the different types of public relations specialties and then focus on the one (or ones) that will allow you to build the firm you envision. Think about what you enjoy doing—do you like working on strategy development and systematic campaigns or are you an “adrenaline junkie” who thrives on reacting to crises? Do you want to work with clients whose mission and goals you share? Do you want long- term relationships or would you prefer to move from project to project?
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Bright Idea

Whether you choose to work in crisis PR, it’s likely that at some point you’ll have a client that’s facing a crisis. If you don’t have the skills to help in-house, develop a relationship in advance with a crisis PR specialist so you’ll be prepared to help your client immediately if the need arises.



When Kate Kaemerle founded Entech Public Relations in Seattle, Washington, she combined her passions for the environment and technology to create a firm that specializes in high-technology public relations, digital public relations, environmental public relations, and green marketing. Jonathan Bernstein’s firm, Bernstein Crisis Management, Inc., based in Sierra Madre, California, provides crisis management consulting to clients across the country and even some internationally. He doesn’t offer marketing or promotion services—he helps his clients prevent crises, if possible, and deal with them if they happen. Rhonda Sanderson’s Chicago-based firm, Sanderson & Associates, focuses on fulfilling the publicity needs of nationwide franchise systems as well as introducing new products for companies that want to develop a national profile. The expertise at Development Counsellors International, a firm founded by Ted Levine, headquartered in New York and operating across the United States and in several other countries, is economic development and travel.

Consider your own experience and expertise, as well as your interests. It’s hard for a business to be successful if the owner isn’t passionate about it, so choose a specialty or combination of specialties that you can get excited about and enjoy working in.




Public Relations Services 

Once you’ve decided on your specialty area or areas, you’ll need to think about exactly what services you want to provide for your clients. They could include some or all of the following, as well as other activities designed to enhance your clients’ relationships with their publics:
• Media releases. Writing and distributing media (press) releases. 


• Media interviews. Arranging for interviews for your clients with the print, broadcast, and online media.

• Media kits/press kits. Creating and assembling the information that goes into a media (press) kit.

• Media relations. Managing the relationship your clients have with the media.

• Special promotions. Planning and coordinating special promotions and events.

• Guest columns. Arranging for your clients to be featured as guest columnists in print and online publications.

• Article placement. Having articles either written by or mentioning your clients published in print and online publications.

• Ghostwriting. Writing articles, books, and other materials that will appear under your clients’ bylines.

• Letters to the editor/op-ed essays. Writing and submitting letters to the editor and opinion essays to newspapers and magazines, commenting on previously published articles or on current events.
Technology, You, and Your Clients


Technology has made public relations a totally different ballgame than it was just a decade ago and than it will be a decade from now. You need to constantly pay attention to new technologies and be willing to change your services and strategies as necessary.

Consider that as recently as the mid-1990s, negative and unflattering news stories could appear and then disappear within a few days. Today, bloggers and sites such as YouTube give such news items a virtually indefinite life. Your clients cannot take the attitude of “ignore it and it will go away” to a negative issue because, thanks to the internet, “it” will never go away. The impact of technology and the internet is discussed further in Chapter 6, but the point is that some strategies that worked in the past will not work today and some strategies that are working now may not work in the future.

Invest time in study and research so that you don’t get blindsided by a technological innovation. You don’t have to stay at the leading edge, because you don’t know what will have staying power, but you need to stay ahead of the biggest part of the crowd. 






• Marketing PR. Using press releases as marketing tools.

• Seminars and workshops. Assisting your clients in developing seminars and workshops that will enhance their public image and then promoting those events.

• Speaking engagements. Arranging for your clients to speak to appropriate groups.

• Press conferences. Arranging press conferences, including setting up the facility, inviting the media, and assisting clients in the presentation.

• Market research. Doing the necessary research to assist clients in determining the appropriate public relations strategy.

• Contact lists. Developing appropriate contact/media lists for individual clients. (These lists may or may not be shared with the client.)

• Reputation monitoring. Monitoring print, broadcast, and online media, including blogs, social media, and discussion boards, for mentions of your client, and reporting your findings.

• Crisis response. Assisting clients with appropriate response when a crisis occurs.

• Media training. Preparing clients for media interviews.

• Other training. Providing clients with training as necessary to protect and maximize their public relations efforts.








Seeing the Big Picture 

It’s possible a small-business client will hire you to simply write a press release or another very specific task in the PR process. The best way for you to serve such a client is to help them see the big picture of PR and how your services can be blended with corporate communications, advertising, and marketing to achieve strategic goals. To do this, you must not only understand your business of PR but business in general and your client’s business in particular.

“Imagine a world in which you can tell clients ahead of time, through research and an analysis of the best practices, which communication vehicles would be most likely to enhance the firm’s reputation, make employees happy, and increase stock price to its fullest potential,” said Paul A. Argenti, Professor of Corporate Communication at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth. “If you can imagine that, you can probably also imagine a world in which PR firms would no longer be hired just to implement strategy, but also to develop the right strategies to have the greatest impact on constituencies. But to do this, you will need to hire people with a greater understanding of business and you will have to reward them accordingly. I have always thought that PR should come out of the cold and become part of the club. The business elite  come from business schools today and PR people need to realize that they must not only be excellent at communication but also understand finance, marketing, operations, etc.”




Timing Is Everything—Most of the Time 

As a PR professional, you’ll offer guidance to your clients in terms of the timing of their various communications and events. For example, if your client wants to hold a big special event and hopes to attract media attention, you need to find out if anything else is scheduled for that date and time that would divide or dilute possible coverage. Certainly you can’t control unexpected news events, but you should be aware of what’s planned.

You also need to time your press releases for optimal effectiveness, considering both the reporters and your ultimate audience. In general, radio cutoff is up to an hour before “drive time;” television cutoff is up to an hour before newscasts; daily newspaper cutoffs are up to three hours before printing but stories are generated a day or more prior to publication; weekly publication cutoffs are usually two days prior to printing; monthlies can be weeks or even a month in advance.

There may be situations when you are obligated to issue a press release but you’d really prefer for it to get little, if any, attention. In general, those releases should go out toward the end of the week when reporters are tired and focused on their own weekend rather than your news.

While your press release may get overshadowed by other news, don’t depend on a strategy of hiding your own bad news behind more spectacular events. One of the most famous and repugnant incidents of using a disaster to hide negative information occurred on September 11, 2001. Less than two hours after both of the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon had been attacked, Jo Moore, a press officer with the British government, sent this e-mail to the press office of her department: “It’s now a very good day to get out anything we want to bury. Councillors’ expenses?” When the e-mail was leaked nearly a month later, Moore apologized and eventually resigned. The phrase “a good day to bury bad news” has since been used to describe the strategy of attempting to hide a news item under a more publicized issue.
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Who Are Your Clients and How Do You Sign Them Up?


Once you’ve decided on the type of services your firm will specialize in and the services you want to provide, you need to identify your potential clients. Create a picture of the type of company that needs what you’re going to offer. What size is the company? What business is it in? What kind of  marketing and public relations budget does it have? What sort of special PR challenges does it have?

With a clear image of your prospective clients, you’ll know how to reach out to them. Of course, when you happen across a potential client that doesn’t exactly fit your profile, don’t pass it by—consider whether or not you could make a relationship work. Getting too far outside your target market will probably not work for either you or the client, but you can push your boundaries somewhat and still be successful.

It’s important that you maintain a broad client base. You need enough clients so that losing one—or even several—is not devastating. Never allow a single client to control so much of your revenue that you would have trouble operating if you lost that client.




Marketing Your Firm 

Market your PR firm in the same ways most professional services are marketed: through networking, referrals, possibly advertising, direct selling, and, of course, public relations.

You’ll likely get most of your business through referrals and networking. Advertising might raise awareness of your company, but public relations agencies are rarely chosen on the basis of paid ads. You can usually get more for your money by using other marketing strategies. Once you identify a potential client, you’ll need to use sales skills to close the deal. And be sure that you are always using your public relations skills to promote your own business as well as your clients.
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Bright Idea

Your satisfied clients are your best marketing tool. Most will be happy to endorse you and allow you to use their name and recommendation in your marketing materials—after all, it’s one more place they can get their own name out in front of people.




Your Web Presence 

In today’s business environment, a great website is absolutely essential for any business—and especially for a public relations business that will likely be advising clients on how to enhance their online image. A professionally-designed website is a worthwhile investment. Chapter 6 discusses the impact of the internet on public relations. Apply that information to your own business as well as to your clients.


Seminars and Workshops 

A great way to promote your firm and establish yourself as an expert in your specialty is to offer seminars and workshops. You can do these for free or for a nominal cost. They can be held in a classroom situation or via webinar (online) or teleseminar (telephone). Focus on some of the services you provide or on some of the special PR challenges companies in your target market are likely to face.

While it may sound self-defeating to offer to teach people to do for themselves what you’d like to do for them for a fee, it isn’t. Many people will listen to your advice, respect your knowledge and expertise, realize the work is too challenging for them to do in-house, and call you to do it for them—and, of course, pay you well for your efforts. Or they may refer someone else to you.


Trade Shows 

Business-to-business trade shows could be a tremendous marketing and networking oppor tunity for you. You don’t need to exhibit; especially when you’re just getting started, the cost of a trade show exhibit may be beyond your budget. Use the shows as a networking opportunity as well as a chance for you to educate yourself on companies and industries. Just remember that exhibitors pay a substantial amount of money to set up at a show, and they’re there to get business, not buy services. Don’t waste their time on the exhibit floor if you’re not a prospect for them; make your own sales contact later.
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Smart Tip

Ask every new client and potential clients how they found out about you. Make a note of where they heard about you and what kind of business they represent. This will let you know how well your various marketing efforts are working. You can then decide to increase certain programs and eliminate those that either aren’t working or are attracting a type of business you don’t want.



Many shows have refreshment areas and scheduled seminars and networking events where you can mix and mingle with exhibitors and other attendees. This is a good opportunity to acquire business cards of potential clients for later follow-up. However, don’t just stuff the cards into your pocket; when you can, make a few notes on the card to remind yourself of who the person was and whether or not they indicated any interest in your services. After the show, use the cards you collected as sales leads.

Don’t bother to take brochures to a show if you’re not exhibiting—just take plenty of business cards. Put your own business cards in your left pocket and reserve your  right pocket for the cards you collect. That way you won’t risk accidentally giving away someone else’s card.

Wear business clothes to trade shows. Just because the event is held at a resort doesn’t mean you should dress like you’re on vacation. And no matter how creative you are when it comes to organizing campaigns, public relations is a serious business and your appearance needs to reflect that. But remember that at trade shows, you’ll likely be on your feet all day, so wear comfortable shoes. Don’t chew gum or smoke, and avoid alcohol even at cocktail parties—you’re there to make a good impression and get new business, not to play.




Pitching Clients 

In most cases, your client pitch will involve a series of telephone calls, meetings, a written proposal, and a formal presentation. Your initial contacts will be primarily fact-finding in nature because you’ll need to gather sufficient information to make an adequate proposal.

Your proposal document itself should include:
• An overview of the client’s company and needs

• The solutions you can provide

• The results you anticipate

• The resources you bring to the process (your skills and experience, the experience of your team, your network, and so on)

• Credibility-builders, such as a list of successful campaigns and recommendations of other clients

• Fees and other costs

• A signature page





Your proposal should provide a clear overview of what you do and how you operate without giving too many specifics. Don’t make your proposals so detailed that companies can take the information and implement your plan without you. Remember that a detailed PR plan  is part of your product; don’t share too much of it until you have a contract signed and a check in hand.
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Bright Idea

When you give your business card to someone, give them two—one to keep, and one to share. It’s much easier for someone to make a referral if they can just pass your card along. Whereever you are, whether it’s a business or social situation, offer your card when you are introduced. This ensures people know your name, what you do, and how to reach you—and will remember.



Proofread your proposals carefully. If there are typos in your proposal, why should a client think you can prepare error-free news releases? And while it’s natural that you’ll develop templates and use material from one proposal in another, check it carefully to make sure that it’s not personalized for the wrong client.

Your proposal can serve as the outline for your presentation. You can also create a modified version as a PowerPoint presentation to add some visual pizzazz to the process.


Sales and Negotiation Skills 

Public relations involve the buying and selling of an intangible service, and it is not always easy to measure results, which makes this a strong relationship business. You’ll use face-to-face and telephone sales skills both as you acquire new clients and as you implement their public relations plans.

Don’t let the word “selling” scare you. Most of the world’s top sales professionals will tell you they hate “selling.” What they mean is, they hate the vision of the slick,  fast-talking character on the used car lot or the door-to-door peddler who wedges a foot in the door and won’t leave until you buy. But that’s not “selling” in the professional sense of the word.


Whom Should You Associate With?


Membership in associations is a key networking tool for PR firms. You should be a member of PR industry professional organizations so that you stay current on issues affecting your business. Associations such as the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) include members from various industries, government, and nonprofits as well as PR firms. It’s common for company PR staffers to have business handled by outside firms. Many national associations have state and local chapters; your local business journal should publicize their meetings—if not, get in touch with the national office to find out about a local chapter.

You should also belong to the associations your clients and prospective clients belong to. This helps you increase your own industry knowledge and provides you with a wealth of networking opportunities. For example, Rhonda Sanderson of Sanderson & Associates specializes in public relations for franchises, so she is actively involved in organizations such as the International Franchise Association.



When you sell as a public relations professional, you convince prospective clients that you have the capabilities to help them with their PR needs better than any other firm—and if you don’t believe that, you don’t need to start a PR business. You are not going to browbeat a client into signing on with you, nor are you going to manipulate them into buying services they don’t need. You’re going to provide the best professional PR service that meets their needs at a fair rate, and communicating that is a major part of the sales process. You will also use selling skills in your relationships with the media and with the other publics you’ll be dealing with. If you’ve never taken any professional sales training, it’s a worthwhile investment.


Qualifying Prospects 

The first step of the sales process is qualifying the prospect, which is sales training jargon for determining how much business the potential client has and who makes the decision as to what firm is going to get it.

This is not as hard as it seems. It really involves asking a few simple questions. If you networked your way into the company, you probably have a pretty good idea of the answers. When you make a contact with a prospective client, just ask questions such as, “Who in your firm is responsible for public relations?” and “Who makes the decision on which PR firm to retain?”
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Beware!

Be careful that you don’t patronize or insult the support staff of your clients or prospective clients. Keep in mind that these people may not only influence the decision-making process, but also they may eventually be promoted to decision-making positions—either with that company or with another. So treat them with respect, be concerned about their needs, and nurture a professional relationship with them.



While it’s critical to identify the real decision maker, which may be an individual or a team, you shouldn’t ignore the decision influencers. These are the people who are in a position to influence the decision-making process and could be telephone operators, receptionists, administrative workers, sales representatives, marketing personnel, and even high-ranking corporate officers.

Think about this: You and another PR firm are competing for a particular account. The company’s owner will make the final decision with input from the senior management team.  You and the other firm have similar resources, and while your ideas aren’t identical, you could both do an effective job. But the other firm took the time to talk to the marketing director’s assistant as part of its proposal preparation process. So when the marketing director asks the assistant for input before making a final recommendation to the owner, which firm will have the edge in the assistant’s mind? The firm that clearly cares about her opinions and needs.

This doesn’t mean you need to wine and dine every assistant or send flowers and candy to all the receptionists in the hopes that they’ll put in a good word for you. What it means is that you should demonstrate that you respect their role in the process and that you want to be sure you identify and meet their needs.


Determining Needs 

Remember, every organization has public relations—they just have different publics and manage the relationships with those publics differently. Before you start telling a prospective client what you can do for them, find out what they need. It’s a waste of your time and theirs for you to do this any other way.

To find out a company’s needs, simply ask. “Before I tell you about our services, I’d like to ask you a few questions and find out exactly what you need.” Then ask questions about the company’s business, marketing strategy, and challenges that you may be able to assist with. Most of the time, you’ll get plenty of information. Have a notebook handy and take notes; don’t count on being able to accurately remember all the details you’ll learn. Jot down any ideas you might have for strategies as you’re listening as well—this will be very helpful when you put together your proposal.

Part of determining needs includes learning about the company’s decision-making process. Again, all you need to do is ask: “Who will make the final decision and how will that process be handled?” Will you need to make a written proposal? A detailed face-to-face presentation? Are other firms being considered? Will the company prepare a request for proposal (RFP) detailing what services are required?

Most companies will be upfront about what they’re looking for and the procedures they’re  going to follow. If they’re not, it’s a red flag—if they’re not open and honest with you from the very beginning of your relationship, they may be difficult to work with later on.
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Bright Idea

Thanks to the internet, it’s easier than ever to find out about your competition. Before you get started, study the websites of other public relations firms in your geographical area as well as in the specialties on which you plan to focus. Then set aside some time at least once a month for browsing the internet looking for website updates or sites of new companies.




Features and Benefits 

You’ve probably heard the sales training phrase “sell the sizzle, not the steak.” What this means is you need to understand the difference between features and benefits—and focus on the benefits.

A feature is an aspect of the service you provide; the benefit is what the customer gains from that aspect. For example, the fact that you’re on a first-name basis with several producers who book guests for the top-rated cable business shows is a feature. That you can get your clients on those shows and that the exposure will enhance their public image and lead to great sales is a benefit. That you’re a great writer and know how to use keywords in press releases to appeal to search engines is a feature. That you can use press releases to increase your clients’ internet visibility is a benefit.


The Real Issue Behind Objections 

Another long-time sales training phrase is “handling objections.” That sounds much more frightening than it really is.

In most professional sales situations, an “objection” comes in the form of a question. Whether it’s a question or a statement, it’s usually a request for more information. For example, when a potential client says things such as “Our customers don’t buy online, so why should we bother issuing online press releases?” or “We prefer not to publicize our community service efforts,” you have a great opportunity to demonstrate your knowledge and explain what the client will gain by using your services and following your advice.

When you explain any part of your services, ask questions that will confirm that the client understands and agrees with the value you provide. A sales presentation should never be a lecture; it’s a dialog.
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Bright Idea

Submit your work for consideration in various industry awards programs at the local, regional, and national levels. In addition to bragging rights, winning industry awards increases your visibility and credibility among your clients and potential clients.




Business Entertaining


Entertaining clients and prospective clients over a meal is a great opportunity to showcase your social skills and level of sophistication. It’s also a chance to get to know your clients in a more relaxed atmosphere.

Some general issues to keep in mind about business entertaining include:
❍ Business entertainment takes a variety of forms, most commonly lunch or dinner, but it could be breakfast, coffee, a sports event, or other community event.

❍ The location or event should be high quality but not so extravagant that it appears as though you are attempting to “buy” the business.

❍ Generally, the person who issues the invitation will pay, but you should always be prepared to pick up a check even when your client is the one who suggests going out.

❍ To reduce the risk of potentially embarrassing situations, keep alcohol consumption to a minimum or avoid it altogether.

❍ Never invite a client to a restaurant you haven’t already been to and are confident about.

❍ Check with your accountant to find out what records you need to keep to deduct your business entertainment expenses on your tax return.








Ask for the Business 

One of the most difficult parts of a sales call for most people is the close—but it shouldn’t be. If you’ve been paying attention and identified your prospect’s needs and determined that you can satisfy them, if you’ve focused on benefits rather than features, then asking the prospect to make that final commitment should be the natural evolution of the sales process.

Here’s one approach that works well: when your presentation is complete and all of the prospect’s questions are answered, ask what internal procedure the client would have to follow so that you could begin your work. This is a simple matter of asking: “Which department would you like me to begin working with first so I can get the information I need to put together a master plan for you?” When the prospect  answers the question—perhaps with something like, “You will need to interview our sales manager to find out the biggest challenges our salespeople are facing”—ask if the sales manager can step into the meeting so you can answer any questions the person might have. Following that, getting the contract signed will be a comfortable formality.

If the prospect resists, find out why. Say: “We’ve agreed that a strong public relations campaign will increase your sales and my firm is in a position to get started on developing and implementing that campaign right away. Is there any reason why we shouldn’t bring the sales manager in at this point?”

Prospects rarely say no without some sort of an explanation—an objection—that you’ll have a chance to overcome. And even if you don’t get the business—and you won’t get it all—at least you’ll know why.


Sample Contract

Agreement for Public Relations Work

This agreement is between [name of PR firm] and [name of client] for public relations work [PR firm] will undertake in order to [briefly describe the goal of the work].

The work will begin on [commencement date] and will continue on a monthly basis until such time as this agreement is terminated by either party. The scope of work is described in Attachment A. Deliverables related to the scope of work are described in Attachment B.

If [Client] requests [PR firm] to complete additional activities not described in Attachment A or to produce deliverables not described in Attachment B, [PR firm] will propose an addendum to this agreement and additional fees may apply.

[PR firm] will assign an account manager who will be [Client’s] primary contact and will be responsible for the implementation of work covered by this agreement. [Client] will appoint a primary contact who will work with the account manager and coordinate all communications with [PR firm].

In exchange for the services described in Attachment A, [Client] will compensate [PR firm] a monthly fee of $XX. The first month’s fee is due on signing of this agreement, and then due on the ____ day of each month thereafter. In addition, client agrees to reimburse [PR firm] for expenses listed in Attachment A within 30 days of receiving an invoice with documentation for said expenses. [PR firm] will secure advanced approval from [Client] for any single expense not originally agreed upon.

All design material, media events, and any other public relations or marketing initiatives will require approval from [Client] before printing or scheduling. If printing errors occur after [Client] approves a proof that contained errors, reprinting is the financial responsibility of [Client]. If errors caused by [PR firm] or a contractor of [PR firm] that did not have [Client] approval occur, corrections including reprinting and redistributing will be the financial responsibility of [PR firm].

The initial duration of this agreement is for six months. Should [Client] elect to terminate this agreement without cause on the part of [PR firm] during this initial period, [Client] will pay fifty (50) percent of the balance remaining. After the initial period, either party may terminate this agreement without cause with 30 days’ written notice. If [PR firm] fails to deliver on the terms of the agreement, [PR firm] would be at fault and subject to termination without financial compensation.

[Client] agrees to work with [PR firm] to complete the activities and deliverables described in Attachments A and B by providing requested information and feedback within a timely manner. If delays on the part of [Client] staff or representatives cause additional work or delays, additional fees may apply.

[PR firm] shall treat as confidential all information relating to the services described in Attachment A, except where the revelation of such information is within the scope of work. [PR firm] shall not, without prior consent of [Client], use or disclose information deemed confidential to persons not authorized by [Client] to receive same.

All information, property, and records pertaining to [Client] are and shall remain the property of [Client].

[PR firm], its designees, and their respective directors, officers, partners, employees, attorneys and agents, shall be indemnified, reimbursed, held harmless, and defended from and against any and all claims, demands, causes of action, liabilities, losses, and expenses (including, without limitation, the disbursements, expenses, and fees of their respective attorneys) that may be imposed upon, incurred by, or asserted against any of them, or any of their respective directors, officers, partners, employees, attorneys, or agents, arising out of or related directly or indirectly to this Agreement. This paragraph, insofar as it applies to work undertaken while this agreement is in effect, shall survive the termination of this agreement.

This agreement along with Attachments A and B constitutes the full agreement between the parties.

Both parties signify their acceptance of the terms described herein by affixing their signatures below.
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Attachment A: Scope of Work

Under the terms of the attached agreement with [Client], [PR firm] will complete the following scope of work:

[describe scope of work]
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Attachment B: Deliverables

As part of the completion of the scope of work described in Attachment A, [PR firm] will deliver the following items to [Client]:

[list deliverables]
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Client Relations


Your goal should be to develop long-term relationships with your clients so that you can become an integral part of their team—even if your business model is designed around services such as crisis response or even short-term project PR. Let them know that your first priority is their success. In  addition to keeping them on your client rolls, this will increase the referrals they make to you and contribute to your firm’s growth.




Know Your Clients 

You should know your clients’ businesses as well as you know your own. It’s impossible to effectively manage public relations for a company if you don’t understand what it does or how it operates. A client that won’t take the time to educate its PR firm is dooming the effort to failure. Ask for plant tours. Visit retail outlets. Get product samples and actually use them if possible. Talk with employees at all levels in all departments. Interview customers. Do internet searches to find out what’s being said about the company and confirm what’s accurate and what’s not.

Set up comprehensive files and don’t rely solely on your memory for retaining and managing this information. Sometimes you may simply not be able to recall a particular detail you need, and you should be able to find it out without going to your client. If you have a change in staff, you want to be able to bring the new person up to speed on the client before making an introduction; complete files will make this possible.

Maintain key client information in an easily accessible electronic database that includes the company name, location(s), contacts, telephone numbers, e-mail addresses, other pertinent information, and detailed project logs. These records should be constantly updated. At any given point, you should be able to look at a client’s file and know everything you need to know about the company. You should also always be able to quickly summarize what you’ve done for the client and the results the work produced.




Your Role in the Process 

Be very clear about your role in your clients’ public relations process from day one. Tell your clients that if they’re looking for a “yes person,” they need to look elsewhere. A key part of your job is to provide objective advice and recommendations, so make it known that when you think the client is wrong, you’ll speak up vigorously. You are also committed to pushing your clients to take whatever action is necessary to   meet their goals. Let them know you’ll nag, prod, pester, and generally do what it takes to keep things moving.
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Smart Tip

You don’t have to share your media list with your clients; you’ve worked hard to build it, and you are under no obligation to give it away.






Blend Public Relations with Your Clients’ Sales and Marketing Efforts 

Certainly there is a difference between public relations, sales and marketing, and even operations and production, but those respective functions will be more powerful if they are working in concert. Make it a practice to encourage all of the key functions in your clients’ organizations to participate in the public relations process. For example, let’s say your client has made a major investment in energy-saving equipment. Your client may simply be thinking of the long-term savings involved; it’s your job to know about the purchase and let your client know that it can have a PR benefit.

On the other side of the coin, teach your clients to take advantage of what you do. When a company is mentioned in a news article, for instance, make sure it puts a link on its website, includes the article in its press kits, and its sales representatives mention the article on their calls. Help companies maximize the impact of positive publicity.

A great PR strategy is to tie your clients into a national event. While this is generally your responsibility, it will be helpful if your clients understand it and can let you know when a news event is happening so that you don’t miss it. For example, let’s say your client is an engineering firm in Georgia. A building under construction collapses in Arizona, resulting in the death of several workers and a bystander. Because of the degree of tragedy, that incident in Arizona is likely to be covered by Georgia media, both broadcast and print. Reach out to local reporters offering your client as an expert source who can give their stories a local angle, including “can it happen here?” Teach your clients that if they become aware of any news situation for which they can be a positive resource, you are to be contacted immediately.




Media Training for Your Clients 

A key part of a PR firm’s job is to get media coverage for their clients—and that usually means the clients will participate in interviews. It’s not enough to simply set  up the interview—be sure your client is able to handle the process. At the very least, provide your client with guidelines for how to conduct the interview. Use the Interview Guide on page 42.

Even better is to conduct more in-depth training with your clients. Role-play interviews so your clients can practice their responses. Record the role playing on video and critique it, then do it again so your clients can correct mistakes. Consider bringing in an image consultant to assist your clients with dress, hair, makeup, mannerisms, and other physical presence issues.

You may also want to review your clients’ media policies. If they don’t have a policy, help them create one. The larger the company, the more important it is to have a clearly stated media policy so that everyone knows how media inquiries should be handled and who is allowed to speak publicly on behalf of the company. See the Sample Media Policy on page 45.
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Smart Tip

Always try to see things from your client’s point of view, no matter how unreasonable or demanding they seem. Remember that what you see as nagging, repetitive phone calls could be your client’s way of expressing anxiety, or that you may end up on the receiving end of a flare of temper that isn’t actually directed to you at all. You don’t have to take abuse, but be as understanding as possible.






Don’t Let Your Clients Make Mistakes 

When your client wants to do something that you know would be ineffective or even damaging, you need to do everything you can to stop it. For example, don’t let your clients spam the media with press releases—or have you do it for them (that not only hurts your client, it also hurts your reputation). If your client isn’t happy with an article but it contains no factual errors, don’t let him complain to either the reporter or the editor. Explain that a complaint not only isn’t going to change what was published, but also won’t endear him to the reporter, which could affect what, or even if, the reporter writes about him in the future.

Remember that you are the public relations professional and your clients are paying you for you expertise and judgment. You may have to periodically remind your clients of this, especially when you are dealing with spontaneous entrepreneurial types who like to make decisions, take quick action, and be in control. Be prepared to explain the consequences of a mistake so that your client can see the wisdom in following your advice.


The No-Charge Invoice


Your contracts should clearly spell out what you’re going to do for your clients and how you will be compensated. Even so, there will be times when you choose to do work for your clients for which you will not charge. Consider letting them know what you’ve done by issuing a no-charge invoice—an invoice that details the work and its value, and indicates that there is no charge.

You can include no-charge items on your regular invoice or create a separate document. In addition to letting your clients clearly see the bonuses they’ve received, this is a great way for you to track the work you do for which you aren’t billing. When it’s time to renegotiate a client’s contract, review the no-charge work and keep that in mind as you work out the new details.






Dealing with Difficult Clients 

Not all clients are created equal, and some are more difficult to work with than others. Some clients will be great to work with, while others will be extremely demanding, wanting you to be available at all hours, and expecting unrealistic results.

The first step in dealing with difficult clients is to set your boundaries and stick to them. Know how much you’re willing to take and what you’re going to do if a client exceeds your limits.

Some difficult clients simply need training. You need to explain to them how you work and how things have to be for you to get your job done—the job that you are doing for them as well as the work you are doing for other clients. If training isn’t enough, you may need to restructure your contract to accommodate the client’s demands and be compensated for additional  work. Some people will push you to do more until it’s going to cost them more, and then they back off. Remember that you teach other people how to treat you, so if you allow abuse, it will likely keep happening.
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Smart Tip

Meeting deadlines is critical to successful public relations campaigns. As you’re putting together project timelines with your clients, be sure you make this very clear. Missed deadlines generally mean missed opportunities—and less-than-desirable results.



Keep detailed records of your dealings with difficult clients so you have documentation if necessary. Such records are also useful when you evaluate whether or not the client is worth the pain and trouble.

Above all, keep your sense of humor and be honest and fair in all your client dealings.


When You Have to Fire that Troublesome Client 

Not all client relationships are worth saving. Sometimes you just have to walk away, but you need to do that in a calm, professional way. Your contracts should include a termination clause that can be used by both you and your clients. The clause could be as simple as, “This contract may be terminated without cause with 30 days’ written notice.” (Or you may want to include some termination penalties. That depends on the nature of the work you’re doing for the client as well as the fee structure.)

When it’s time to end a client relationship, keep your written notification simple and to the point. You may want to explain further in a conversation, but don’t turn this into a venting situation and spend a lot of time and energy telling the client how difficult he is. At this point, you are no longer negotiating; you are moving on. Use classic lines: “This isn’t working out” or “Another firm will be able to better serve your needs.” Most difficult clients have heard it before. Stay firm and be professional in wrapping up the details of your work. Honor your confidentiality agreements, and return all of their materials as promptly as possible.


[image: 019]

Bright Idea

Check out the Institute for Public Relations website at instituteforpr.org for information on how to measure results from public relations efforts.






Measuring Results 

Measuring the results of your public relations efforts is not easy, but it can be done. Some clients will want to measure your performance through sales leads generated and press clips. While these are easy to count, they are not always the best indicator of what you’ve done. The value of your services is better measured in what the market thinks of your clients, and that’s more challenging to measure.

Your clients should want to evaluate the effectiveness, efficiency, and costeffectiveness of their public relations efforts, and they may ask for your assistance in doing this. Ideally, you should begin any campaign with some specific and measurable goals, and those goals should be tied to the overall goals of the organization. Instead of measuring PR as a total entity, recommend that your clients measure individual PR activities, such as an individual program or particular special event.

There are three basic areas you’ll want to measure: outputs, which are the specific tactics that you use; outtakes, which are the impact of those tactics on the attitude, beliefs, or awareness of the targeted public; and outcomes, which are the business results of the tactics. There is no single, all-encompassing research tool or technique that can be used to measure and evaluate PR effectiveness. You might analyze media content, evaluate search engine rankings, conduct polls and surveys, hold focus groups, or use other measuring methodologies.

Be careful when evaluating media content. While it’s valuable, it’s only part of the measurement process. You can count the number of times your client is mentioned in the media, but you don’t know from that whether the target audiences saw the messages and, if they did, if they responded to them.

It’s not a good idea to make a direct comparison between PR effectiveness and advertising. Your client has control over the content and placement of advertising, but not over what media outlets do with your PR efforts. Also, the fact that advertising and PR are perceived differently by the public needs to be considered.

The bottom line on measurement is that it’s not “gee whiz” information, it’s critical to demonstrate the impact of public relations on corporate objectives and on managing a company’s reputation.


Interview Guide

Before the Interview

Before the interview is a good time to develop a rapport with the reporter and at the same time exert your rights as a spokesperson. Be assertive while maintaining a courteous and friendly demeanor. Reporters know that the better prepared you are, the better the interview will be. You don’t need to ask all of these questions; choose the ones you feel will be most helpful. It’s also a good idea to research the reporter ahead of time if you can. Just do an internet search on the reporter’s name to see what type of work he does.
• What is the publication or broadcast outlet?

• What is the reporter’s deadline? Most reporters work on tight deadlines. You need to know how much time is available so you can prepare and still give the reporter time to complete his research and finish the story.

• Who is the ultimate audience? To answer questions and provide information that will be appropriate, you need to know who the listeners, viewers, or readers will be.

• When will the results of the interview (article or broadcast) appear? Reporters usually do not provide you with copies of the published or broadcast interview but they will let you know when they expect it to appear so you can find it yourself.

• Who else is the reporter interviewing? This may reveal the angle of the piece and what types of questions (or accusations) you may have to answer.

• How will the interview be done and how will it be used? Is it a live broadcast? Taped? If taped, will it be edited? Will you be in a studio or by remote? By telephone? Face-to-face?

• When will the interview take place and how much time is necessary? If possible, choose a time when you are at your best. It’s OK to set time limits; for most interviews, 20 to 30 minutes is sufficient. The reporter should be able to tell you how much time he needs.





During the Interview


• You have the right to record the interview and you may want to do so. If the subject matter is sensitive or complex, this will let you confirm that  your quotes are accurate. It’s also a good way to hone your interviewing skills because you can review and critique what you said and how you said it later. If you choose to record the interview, let the journalist know what you’re doing.

• Answer all of the reporter’s questions. If you don’t know the answer, be honest and say something like, “I’ll have to get back to you on that.” If the question is about something proprietary or confidential, indicate that you can’t reveal that information.

• Know your message and deliver it often. This is your opportunity to share the information you want the world to know. Bridge from what you’re asked to what you want to say.

• Stick to your area of expertise. Don’t allow the reporter to pressure you into making comments you’re not qualified to give.

• Don’t let the reporter rush you to answer or cut you off. You are there to deliver your message and you have the right to be heard.

• Avoid being manipulated. Don’t let the reporter put words in your mouth or define your vocabulary. Don’t answer unrealistic hypothetical questions.

• Maintain your composure no matter how hard it might be.

• Maintain a proper facial expression. If it’s appropriate, smile. If a serious, somber look is more suitable to the situation, adopt that expression.



General Do’s and Don’ts


• Do remember that you are always “on the record.” This includes during an interview as well as in casual conversations and other locations where you interact with reporters.

• Do speak in complete sentences, avoid giving one-word answers.

• Do be enthusiastic.

• Do correct factual inaccuracies in the questions you’re asked.

• Do use anecdotes to illustrate your points.

• Do mention your organization, product, book, or whatever you’re promoting as often as you can. 


• Don’t ask for a list of questions in advance. Some writers may offer them, and if they do, that’s great. But most will simply tell you the general direction they expect the interview to take.

• Don’t say “no comment.” If you can’t answer a question, say so and briefly explain why.

• Don’t ask to have anything you said edited out before broadcast or publication.

• Don’t use professional jargon or statistics your audience won’t understand.

• Don’t argue with a reporter.






Sample Media Policy

Effective and accurate communications with the media are important to our company and we make every effort to accommodate the media. Our goal is to balance the needs of reporters, our customers, our employees, and our company. Only individuals authorized to do so may speak on behalf of the company.

Inquiries from the media should be referred to [insert name, title, contact information] who will route the inquiry to the appropriate authorized spokesperson. Those who are authorized to respond to media inquiries should follow these guidelines:
• Find out who the reporter represents and be familiar with that publication or broadcast outlet.

• Treat all reporters, editors, producers, and other media representatives with courtesy and respect at all times.

• Media inquiries should be responded to promptly, if possible within one hour.

• Provide media representatives with appropriate background material, including media kits, either prior to or at the time of an interview.

• Be truthful and accurate. Don’t exaggerate or speculate. Be as candid as possible without revealing confidential or proprietary information.

• Avoid commenting on other companies or people, particularly in a disparaging or defamatory way.

• Record or take notes on any media interview and forward that information to [insert name of designated individual] as soon as possible.

• Do not comment on pending litigation.
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PR and the Internet


New technologies are creating significant implications for public relations and it is essential that public relations practitioners pay attention and educate their clients appropriately. The “rules” are changing as emerging technologies continue to transform the ways the public accesses information. “As audiences have increased their use of the internet  and have grown more savvy with digital media of all types, public relations have needed to evolve with them,” observes John V. Pavlik, Ph.D., in Mapping the Consequences of Technology on Public Relations, a report published by the Institute for Public Relations. “Audience members, or members of often key publics, maintain their own websites, blogs, or podcasts, often circumventing traditional media outlets. These citizen-produced online media can be influential and widely seen, and accounting for them may be essential to a public relations campaign.”




The Internet’s Impact on PR Strategies 

The internet has become a daily tool for journalists and editors who use it for email, to do research, and to find new sources and experts, press releases, and new angles on topics. Virtually all journalists go online for at least part of their story research.

Increasingly, journalists will check out corporate websites for information, which is why your clients need to have a clearly marked, easy-to-navigate press room on their sites that includes background information, a brief company history, news releases, bios and photos of key personnel, articles by other sources, and contact information. You will also need to incorporate online technologies such as blogs, podcasts, and videos into your clients’ PR strategy.


[image: 020]

Smart Tip

Regardless of the medium, writing quality is still a deciding factor in effective communication. Be sure all your written materials are crisp, clear, accurate, and styled for your intended audience.




A Web Presence Is Essential 

It is absolutely essential that your clients have a professional and functional web presence. This means a well-designed, eye-appealing, user-friendly website that will serve your clients’ publics as well as being search-engine friendly. Unless your client is in the website design business or is large enough to have an IT and graphics-design department with these skills, it’s almost always better for them to hire a professional designer than to do it themselves.

There are a number of fairly simple web design software packages on the market that are relatively inexpensive and easy to learn, making it tempting for many  small-business owners to handle this process in-house. But that’s not a great idea. The difference between a professionally designed site and one created by an amateur can range from subtle to obvious and can have a significant impact on a company’s image and public relations.

“Getting a website online is not rocket science, but getting an effective website online is a lot more involved than it looks,” says Elise Cronin-Hurley, owner of Liseydreams Web & Graphic Design in Winter Park, Florida. “Good design can elicit trust and interest in your client’s commodity, but it is only one aspect of an effective site. A good web designer will seamlessly blend together design that communicates the company’s vision with user-friendly navigation and search engine optimization to build a site that truly accomplishes what the client needs.”

Some of your clients will have their own in-house team of IT and graphics people who can design and launch websites. Those who do should still consider using an outside consultant to evaluate the true usability of the site. Those who don’t should outsource the job. “Poor design is at best a waste of time and money, and at worst detrimental to your company’s image,” Cronin-Hurley says. “I tell my clients that they are the experts in their fields and have valuable insight and input in the development of their site, but they need to focus on their core business, whatever that   happens to be, and let me focus on the development of their websites, because that is my core business,” Cronin-Hurley says.


Techno Tools


Public relations firms are using these online/social media tools to help guide clients through the changing communications landscape:



	Blogs
	84%



	Podcasts
	60%



	RSS
	53%



	Microsites
	53%



	Ineractive portals
	42%



	Mobile marketing
	33%



	Wikis
	22%






Source: Council of Public Relations Firms





The web is an incredibly dynamic tool. Recent trends in website development have more to do with function than design, so they are not always immediately visible. Suggest that your clients regularly evaluate the design, functionality, and search engine placement of their websites. “There was a time when websites were pretty much static and many became stale online brochures. The way we use the web has changed the demands of the web and websites. Today, some companies’ websites function mainly to disseminate information, some are online stores, and others are portals to interconnectivity. No site should be static. The search engines can tell and so can the public at large. Does your website express that your company is dynamic, current, and exciting? If the site was designed even just a few years ago, it is probably now noticeably out of date,” Cronin-Hurley says.

This doesn’t mean you or your clients need a lot of bells and whistles purely for the sake of having them. For example, Cronin-Hurley says, “Motion and sound can be dramatic and effective, and pull people into your site, or they can be absolutely annoying, cause longer download times, and drive people away. Every element on your site should have a purpose that matches the overall purpose of your site.”

As a public relations professional, you may want to align yourself with one or more topnotch website designers so that you have the resources to help your clients in this area when necessary.




Reaching the Public Through Blogs 

They started as minor league sites on the internet and were known as web logs—a term that morphed into “blogs” as the sites exploded in popularity. What has become known as the blogosphere (a collective term encompassing all blogs and their interconnections) has become a powerful communications force and should be a key element in every company’s public relations strategy. Bloggers can set trends, turn an obscure product into the next “big thing,” destroy reputations and careers, expose wrongdoing, and turn ordinary people into instant celebrities.

Posting to a blog is as fast and simple as sending an e-mail. It is that speed and ease that make blogs a double-edged sword—it’s all too easy to post something to a blog and regret it later. A number of sites make it simple to launch a blog in minutes for free or a nominal charge. Or you can purchase blogging software that lets you design, manage, and host blogs on your own servers.


Text Messaging Terminology


Here are a few examples of terms and characters used in text messages. It’s a shorthand-type code that you should become familiar with.



	ADIP
	Another day in paradise



	AND
	Any day now



	AFAICT
	As far as I can tell



	Affair
	As far as I remember/recall



	AWCIGO
	And where can I get one



	AYT
	Are you there?



	DGT
	Don’t go there



	Treeware
	Documentation



	GWTL
	Get with the lingo



	HHIS
	Hanging head in shame



	Hhok
	Ha ha only kidding



	Mstke
	Mistake



	MWBRL
	More will be revealed later



	PTMM
	Please tell me more



	RBTL
	Read between the lines



	Xxxwrds
	Rude words



	FUD
	Spreading fear uncertainty and disinformation



	SHTSI
	Somebody had to say it



	W3s
	Websites



	Wdyt
	What do you think



	Y3
	Yadda yadda yadda






Source: lingo2word.com






As a PR professional, you need to study blogs from the perspective of guiding your clients in getting them set up, what sort of content to post on them, and how to get the most benefit from them. In addition, you need to monitor the blogosphere for  posts about your clients and subjects of interest to them. Part of your clients’ blogging strategy should include linking to and posting comments on other blogs.


Podcasts, Twitter, Text Messages, Cell Phones, and More 

Podcasts are digital files distributed over the internet for playback on portable media players and computers. Twitter is a website and service that lets users send short text messages from their cell phones to a group of friends or to blogs they can be valuable in a fast-breaking news situation.

The increased use of cell phones for text messages, e-mail, and internet access, and even online games should also be factored into your PR strategy. Sponsoring online games is an increasingly popular way to reach young publics. And social networking sites such as MySpace and Facebook have enormous implications for public relations.

Keep in mind that by the time you read this, Twitter may have morphed into something else or have been replaced by a new technology. The online games that were popular last year may disappear by next year. And who knows what the next generation of cell phones will be able to do? As a public relations professional, you need to pay attention, monitor the trends and technologies, and adjust your strategic perspective accordingly.


[image: 021]

Fun Fact

The first electronically transmitted press release was sent to 12 media outlets in New York by PR Newswire on March 8, 1954.






Online Press Releases as a Marketing Tool 

Press releases used to be sent exclusively to the media, generally by snail mail or fax, and the media functioned as gatekeepers, determining how much, if any, of your information the public ever saw. Today, savvy companies don’t care if reporters even see some of their news releases, because those releases are targeted to search engines and the ultimate consumer.

Using press releases on the internet as a marketing tool is called marketing PR and it has become a very effective way to communicate with the public. Such press releases are generally keyword rich and include live links so the reader can go straight to your  client’s website for more information. These releases are not targeted to the media but rather to the ultimate consumer who uses the internet to gather information. They can be released through online wire services as well as posted on your client’s site. They should be written in a style appropriate for the targeted reader and are typically longer and include more anecdotes and testimonials than a traditional press release does.

“News releases must also be adapted to cell phone and mobile media formats,” advises Pavlik. “Embedding links within content is also important, enabling consumers to immediately act on content or messages of interest.”




Video News Releases 

Video news releases (VNRs) emerged in the 1980s as a video version of the traditional press release. Many were amateurish and most were clearly self-promotional. Tapes were mailed or sent by courier to television stations in the hopes that all or some of the VNR would make it on to the evening news. With technological advances, “the VNR has evolved into a sophisticated public relations tool and a frequent part of television news, particularly at the local level,” notes Pavlik. “New technologies have made it increasingly effective to distribute VNRs in digital format via satellite or other broadband technologies. Typically, journalists can view or download VNRs before deciding whether to use them.”
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Beware!

Once something is posted on the internet, it is out there forever. Even though you may take the post down, chances are it’s been archived by another site and will continue to be available to viewers.



Just as it’s no longer essential to use traditional news channels for written press releases, VNRs are now available online on corporate websites and sites such as YouTube.




Free Article Sites 

A great way to spread your clients’ messages across the internet is through various free article sites. These sites have vast libraries of articles that are available for anyone who wants to download them for free and use them on their websites, blogs, in e-zines and other online publications, and elsewhere.

Most of these articles are short (about 400 to 600 words), keyword rich, and tightly focused. For public relations purposes, they may be written by an independent author who quotes your client, or by your client as part of your campaign to establish her as a recognized expert in a particular subject or industry.

Don’t just recycle press releases and post them to the free article sites. The better sites will recognize what you’ve done and reject the pieces to protect their own reputations. Make the effort to create a well-written original piece that has value for the reader. It’s OK to post the same article on multiple sites as long as the site doesn’t have an exclusivity policy.




Search Engines 

It’s essential that you have a basic understanding of search engines and how they work so that you can guide your clients on issues such as search engine optimization and search engine marketing. A search engine is a type of software that searches the internet for information and returns sites that provide that information. There are two basic types: crawler-based search engines and human-powered directories that gather their information in different ways.

Crawler-based search engines “crawl” or “spider” through the web and create their listings automatically. Users search through what the software has found. A human-powered directory depends on submissions by people and a search looks only in the descriptions provided. In the web’s early days, search engines were one or the other type; today, it’s common for search engines to return results based on both crawler-based and human-powered listings.

Search engine optimization is the practice of designing web pages so that they will rank as high as possible in results from search engine sites. You can do this honestly by making the web page clearly describe its subject, making sure it contains truly useful information, including accurate information in Meta tags, and getting other sites to link to the page. Or you can do this dishonestly by attempting to deceive the search engine software with inaccurate Meta tags and other gimmicks. The dishonest route might occasionally work in the short-term, but it can get you blacklisted by the search engines. The long-term damage isn’t worth it.

Search engine marketing involves search engine optimization but also includes other online website marketing strategies, including various types of advertising and other marketing programs offered by search engines. While search engine marketing is not a public relations function, you should be aware of what strategies your clients are using in this area so you can work in concert with them.




What’s Not to Like? 

The internet and all its capabilities has revolutionized how public relations practitioners function and generated a tremendous amount of opportunity for savvy users. It’s fast, inexpensive—and absolutely essential for success in the future.

“As communication technology has evolved, U.S. society has come to expect ever more rapid communications,” notes Pavlik. “This can be both a boon and a bane to human existence. For public relations, it often means great expectations for fast and efficient communications between and among organizations and their publics.”
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Building Media Relationships


Media relationships are a critical element of successful public relations, and there are no shortcuts to building them. Cultivating media contacts is an ongoing process for successful PR professionals.




First Step: Identify 

The first step in building media relationships is to identify the media members who work in areas that are important to you and your clients. You can buy media lists and directories, but you need to refine the information they contain to suit your own purposes.

A way to build a more effective list is to read the publications you want to see your clients in, identify the writers who cover the appropriate topics, and initiate a contact. In most cases this can be done by e-mail. Simply send a message that you saw the writer’s byline in whatever publication, you represent clients that may be appropriate sources in the future, but you want to make sure you send the writer information he can use. Ask if the writer will answer a few questions by e-mail or if she would prefer that you call. In this initial contact, your goal is to get only basic information including contact preferences and topics covered.

Most print and online publications include contact information for the author at the end of the article, either an e-mail address or a website in print publications, or a link in online publications. You can usually tell by a quick check of the masthead information whether a writer is staff or freelance—staff writers are usually identified as such and freelancers are generally listed in the “contributing” category. Remember that publications often have different teams of writers working on their print and online editions, so don’t assume one contact at any given media outlet is sufficient.

For broadcast outlets, check the show credits for the producers’ names. Contact information for local media outlets is usually easy to get with just a quick phone call to the station or a look at its website. National media is a little more challenging, but with perseverance, you can find out who you need to contact. You can also search in online directories for television and radio show producers.

Remember that online publication opportunities include more than just the digital version of print products. Bloggers have become very powerful in the media world; read blogs and get bloggers on your media list. Look beyond standard broadcast outlets as well. Podcasts allow anyone with the initiative to do so to launch an online radio show, and those programs are always on the lookout for hot topics and interesting guests.
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Bright Idea

Make friends in the media before you need them. Establish relationships so that when something happens, reporters know who you are. And don’t overlook young journalists at small outlets—the ones that are talented and driven will be moving up, and you want to be on their contact list when they do.




Information to Keep on File about Media Representatives

Note: Set up your own database in whatever system works for you
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Build the Relationship 

Set up a database with details about all your media contacts. Use whatever contact management system works for you; what’s important is that the information be easy to use. The list on page 59 is a good guide for the type of information you need to keep on file.

Pay attention to what media contacts tell you about the type of stories they do and the way they want to work with PR professionals. Most journalists recognize the value that a good PR contact brings to the process of researching stories and finding good sources, but they have little patience with or use for PR reps who don’t demonstrate a solid understanding of their needs.

To get an idea of what annoys journalists, take a look at www.angryjournalist.com, a blog set up for “the underpaid, overworked, frustrated, pissed off, and ignored media professionals to publicly and anonymously vent their anger.” Here’s one post on that site every PR practitioner should take to heart: “Stupid, stupid, stupid public relations practitioners who send me things that clearly demonstrate that they have no clue what I do, that they NEVER read my publication, and they have no clue what their clients do. And then they quietly wonder why they never get into my stories?!?!?!?!”



PR is Not Telemarketing



“Dialing for dollars” doesn’t work in PR. Big PR firms often put their junior people on the phone calling journalists and reading scripts pitching a particular client or product. Not only does that not work, it’s annoying to busy journalists and editors.

One freelance journalist tells this story: “I received a phone call from a big New York-based PR firm.The rep raced through a script about something I couldn’t use, and when he finished, I politely told him his client didn’t fit anything I was working on at the moment. I added that what I needed was ideas and resources on business insurance. He began telling me about another company—one that refills toner cartridges. When I asked what that had to do with insurance, he said, ‘Nothing.’ I have talked with telemarketers who listened better than this guy.”

If you’re going to call a media representative, personalize it and make it about something that the rep can use. And always begin the conversation by asking if it’s a convenient time to talk.
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Beware!

Never call a media representative and suggest that he write a profile on your client; that’s one of the quickest ways to get on a journalist’s “ignore” list. Only offer legitimate story ideas and indicate that your client would make a good resource for the piece.



When you contact a media representative, remember that it’s always about him, never about you or your client. Your client may be paying the bill, but when you’re talking to a reporter, your job is to help her get a good story.

Once you have relationships established with journalists, they will often call you when they’re looking for a source. If you have a client that’s a good fit, great. If you don’t, be honest. And if you can refer a reporter to someone who is not your client but would make a good source, do it. Reporters appreciate and respect that level of professionalism, and it will keep them coming back to you for sources in the future.

Keep your media list up-to-date. Once a year, go through the list to make sure you have the right contact information and other details. Journalists are mobile, and even if they stay with the same publication, they may change beats. Once you’ve established a contact, maintain it.




Don’t Spam 

E-mail is a preferred contact method for many journalists and most make an e-mail address available to the public. They welcome good story pitches and useful information, but they hate spam as much as anyone else. Get permission before you add a media representative to your press release distribution list. And even when you have permission to send e-mails, don’t send every single release to every single person on your list. Be selective and target your releases.

Online thought leadership and viral marketing strategist David Meerman Scott wrote this on his blog, WebInkNow.com:
At every one of my speeches, I say PR people are spammers. That gets everyone’s attention so I have an opportunity to explain what I mean.

I get several hundred unsolicited press releases and PR pitches every week. Well over 99 percent of them are not targeted to me, instead they are sent to me because I am on various PR people’s lists because of this blog, because of my books, and because I am a contributing editor to EContent Magazine and have written for a bunch of other publications. I’m getting the identical piece of spam e-mail as hundreds of other poor journalists.





To paraphrase the Wikipedia entry, spam is sending e-mail that is both unsolicited by the recipient and sent in substantively identical form to many recipients.

Chris Anderson, editor-in-chief of Wired Magazine and author of The Long Tail recently lamented that he gets 300 e-mails a day and he’s had it. So he’s blocked PR people and has published a list of those blocked on his blog.

Chris says: “So, fair warning: I only want two kinds of e-mail—those from people I know, and those from people who have taken the time to find out what I’m interested in and composed a note meant to appeal to that (I love those e-mails; indeed, that’s why my e-mail address is public).”

I couldn’t agree more.

At my speaking gigs, after I get people’s attention by saying PR people are spammers and describe the worst practices, I also offer ideas on how to be successful with the media:
• Read our blogs.

• Comment on our blogs.

• Read our books.

• Read our publications (or watch and listen to our TV and radio shows).

• Attend our speaking gigs.

• Publish your own blog.

• Send well-crafted, personal e-mail telling us something that is interesting and helpful.
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Fun Fact

Yellow journalism doesn’t refer to a color, but rather is a pejorative reference to unethical and unprofessional practices by news organizations and journalists that feature scandalmongering, sensationalism, and biased opinion masquerading as fact. The term was coined in the late nineteenth century when the practice was blatant and widespread. Though obvious yellow journalism disappeared for the most part in the early 1900s, it’s still a good idea for readers to remain skeptical of news sources.






Journalism Comes in a Variety of Flavors 

Journalism is defined as the “collection, preparation, and distribution of news and related commentary and feature materials through media such as pamphlets, newsletters, newspapers, magazines, radio, film, television, and books” [Britannica Precise Encyclopedia]. Within that definition are a number of journalism   genres that are useful to understand when building media relationships and developing public relations strategies.


• Advocacy journalism intentionally and transparently adopts a nonobjective viewpoint, usually for some social or political purpose. It is intended to be factual and is usually produced by private media outlets, as opposed to governments.

• Citizen journalism is also known as public or participatory journalism. It is the process of citizens being actually involved in collecting, reporting, analyzing, and disseminating news and information.

• Civic journalism is as much an ideology as a practice, and treats readers and community members as participants rather than spectators in political and social processes.

• Community journalism is locally oriented coverage that typically focuses on city neighborhoods or individual suburbs rather than metropolitan, state, national, or world news. Media outlets such as community newspapers typically cover subjects larger news media do not, such as local school news and events (student achievements, sports, etc.), local crimes, zoning issues, and local issues that would usually not attract a broader interest.

• Gonzo journalism tends to blend fact and fiction to emphasize an underlying message. The writing is subjective, and the reporter is often a part of the story.

• Investigative journalism is when reporters deeply investigate an incident or issue, often involving a crime, corruption, or scandal. Investigative reports may take months or even years to complete.

• Literary journalism, also known as creative nonfiction and narrative journalism, uses literary styles and techniques to tell a factually accurate story.

• New journalism is a style popularized in the 1960s and 1970s that used literary techniques deemed unconventional at the time. Articles written in this style tend to be found in magazines rather than newspapers.

• Opinion journalism makes no claim of objectivity and features a subjective viewpoint usually with some social or political purpose, such as in newspaper columns, editorials, and editorial cartoons.

• Visual journalism combines words and images to convey information.

• Watchdog journalism seeks to hold accountable various public personalities and institutions whose functions impact social and political life.




Source: Wikipedia
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Grow Your Firm Through Professional Alliances


You may have decided to start your own firm because you want to be in business for yourself, but you can’t succeed by yourself. Certainly you need clients, but you also need a network of resources. Especially when you’re small, but no matter what size you eventually reach, you need professional alliances.




Other PR Agencies 

Of course other agencies are your competition, but there will be times when they are much-needed allies. You may have an opportunity to partner with another agency to accomplish something for a client that you can’t do alone. For example, let’s say your client wants to hold a special event and you don’t have the resources or expertise to coordinate the event itself. If you have a relationship with an agency that does that sort of work, you can team up to benefit each other while making the client happy.

Networking with other agency owners and staffers can be an invaluable source of information in the form of referrals and education. If you run across a prospective client that you can’t handle—either because it doesn’t fit your firm’s niche or for any other reason—pass the referral along. Most professionals appreciate and reciprocate when they receive a lead. Other agencies can also be a resource for recommendations on freelancers and service providers.
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Beware!

Before you enter into a joint project with another agency or hire a freelancer for a project, put all the details in writing, including appropriate noncompete and nondisclosure agreements.




Freelancers 

Even big agencies with large staffs turn to freelancers on occasion. For smaller agencies, freelancers are essential for getting the client’s work done.

Identify freelancers before you need them. Find out what they do, their areas of expertise, what they charge, and how quickly they typically turn work around. Build a database so you have that information readily available when it’s needed. It’s a good idea to have more than one resource for each skill in case your first choice isn’t available when you call.

The typical freelancers you’ll need include:
• Writers. Depending on your client base, you’ll need people who can write press releases (both targeted to the media as well as marketing releases targeted to consumers); company materials such as press kit content; essays and articles; technical materials; scripts; speeches; and perhaps even marketing copy.

• Photographers. At the least, your clients should have professional headshots for inclusion in their media kits and on their websites—and no, snapshots won’t work. The goal is attractive photographs, not mugshots. You may also  need photographers to help with a variety of other promotional photo needs.
What Goes Around Comes Around


The principles of karma are alive and well in the business world. As you build your professional alliances, be willing to share information (as long as it is not proprietary or confidential) and help others even when there is no immediate benefit for you.

The freelancers and service providers you work with have the potential to be a great source of leads for you, so if you can help them find business from sources other than your company, it’s a good investment. If you know of a company that is not a client but would be a good source for a media contact, pass the information along. People remember when you help them. It will come back to benefit you.





• Graphic artists/designers. Typically the visually creative work will be left to the advertising department or agency, but you may occasionally need this type of work for one of your clients.

• Website designers. If your clients’ online presence isn’t up to par, you may need to provide the expertise to correct it.

• Audio and video technicians. You need access to people who can create and edit audio and video recordings for use as video news releases, podcasts, online videos, and so on.

• Proofreaders and copyeditors. It’s a good idea to send critical writing projects to a proofreader and/or copyeditor prior to releasing those materials to the public.
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Smart Tip

Pay your freelancers promptly. Some agencies have a “we’ll pay you when we get paid” policy, but that’s not fair to the freelancer—who is working for you, not your client. Set reasonable payment terms with freelancers and stick to them.




Product and Service Providers 

As with freelancers, you need a stable of reliable product and service providers both for your own needs and for the needs of your clients. Those resources include: 
• Printers. Find printers who can handle standard business needs such as stationery and business cards, as well as printers who can do a great job on brochures, books, packaging, and more.

• Promotional item vendors. You need resources for customized items ranging from traditional mugs and T-shirts to more creative and unusual things. In addition to being a source for the actual item, these companies can also provide you with ideas for various promotional campaigns.

• Web hosting. You need an excellent web hosting service for your own firm as well as to refer your clients to if necessary.

• Press release distribution. Even though you will build your own targeted media lists, you should be familiar with the services of several online press release distribution services.
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Structuring Your Business


Whether your goal is a solo homebased operation, a small family business, or a public relations empire, you need to start with a written business plan. This helps you think through what you’re doing, see your strengths and weaknesses, and figure out ways to overcome challenges on paper before you have to face them in real life. Writing a business plan  is not just a necessary chore; it creates the foundation and sets the vision for your company. If you’re excited about your business, you’ll enjoy the process of creating a plan for it.

Your business plan should include worst-case scenarios. You’ll benefit from thinking ahead about what you’ll do if things don’t go as you want them to. Give consideration to things such as unreasonable clients, equipment breakdowns, employees who don’t show up (even for valid reasons), uncollectible invoices, and other challenges that are part of doing business today.

As you put together your plan, keep in mind the business structure issues addressed in this chapter.




Naming Your Company 

Your company name is an important marketing tool. A well-chosen name works very hard for you; choosing an ineffective name means you have to work much harder at marketing your public relations firm and letting people know what you have to offer.

Your company name should clearly identify what you do in a way that appeals to your target market. It should be short, catchy, and memorable. It should also be easy to pronounce and spell—people who can’t say your company name may use you, but they won’t refer anyone else to you. Many public relations firms include the names or initials of the principals in their name, along with what they do, such as Perkett PR, Inc., founded by Christine Perkett in Marshfield, Massachusetts. Others get more creative, such as Jason Mandell, Jason Thockmorton, and Jesse Odell, who formed LaunchSquad in San Francisco to provide PR to growing technology companies. There is no right or wrong way; choose something that works for you.

Once you’ve decided on two or three possibilities for your firm’s name, take the following steps:1. Check the name for effectiveness and functionality. Does it quickly and easily convey what you do? Is it easy to say and spell? Is it memorable in a positive way? Ask several of your friends and associates to serve as a focus group to help you evaluate the name’s impact.

2. Search for potential conflicts in your local market. Find out if any other local or regional business serving your market area has a similar name that might confuse the public.

3. Check for legal availability. Exactly how you do this depends on the legal structure you choose. Typically, sole proprietorships and partnerships operating  under a name other than that of the owner(s) are required by the county, city, or state to register their fictitious name. Even if it’s not required, it’s a good idea because it means no one else can use that name. Sometimes it’s as simple as filing for a DBA (doing business as). Corporations usually operate under their corporate name. In either case, you need to check with the appropriate regulatory agency to be sure the name you choose is available.

4. Check for use on the Internet. If someone else is already using your name as an address on the web, consider coming up with something else.

5. Check to see if the name conflicts with any name listed on your state’s trademark register. Your state department of commerce can help you or direct you to the correct agency. You should also check with the trademark register maintained by the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (PTO).



Once the name you’ve chosen passes these tests, you need to protect it by registering it with the appropriate state agency; again, your state department of commerce can help you. If you expect to be doing business on a national level, you should also register the name with the PTO.
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Bright Idea

When naming your company, consider creating a word that doesn’t exist. That’s what companies like Exxon and Kodak did. Just be sure the syllables blend to make an ear-appealing sound and that the name is simple enough for people to remember. Also, make sure you haven’t inadvertently come up with a name that means something negative in another language.






Choosing a Legal Structure 

One of the first decisions you’ll need to make about your PR firm is the legal structure of your company. This is an important decision. It affects your financial liability, the amount of taxes you pay, and the degree of ultimate control you have over the company. It also affects your ability to attract investors and ultimately sell the business. However, legal structure shouldn’t be confused with operating structure. Your legal structure is the ownership structure, and the operating structure defines who makes management decisions and runs the company.

A sole proprietorship is owned by the proprietor; a partnership is owned by the partners; and a corporation is owned by the shareholders. Another business structure, the limited liability company (LLC), combines the tax advantages of a sole proprietorship with the liability protection of a corporation. The rules on LLCs vary by state; check with your state’s department of corporations for the latest requirements.

Sole proprietorships and partnerships can be operated however the owners choose. In a corporation, the shareholders typically elect directors who, in turn, elect officers who then employ other people to run and work in the company. But it’s entirely possible for a corporation to have only one shareholder and to essentially function as a sole proprietorship. In any case, how you plan to operate the company should not be a major factor in your choice of legal structures.

So what goes into choosing a legal structure? The first point is who is actually making the decision on the legal structure. If you’re starting the company by yourself, you don’t need to take anyone else’s preferences into consideration. If there are multiple people involved, you need to consider how you’re going to relate to each other in the business. You also need to consider the issue of asset protection and limiting your liability in the event things don’t go as you expect.

Something else to think about is your target clients and what their perception will be of your structure. There is a tendency to believe that the legal form of a business has some relationship to the sophistication of the owners, with the sole proprietor as the least and the corporation as the most sophisticated. It will probably enhance your image if you form an LLC or incorporate.

Your image notwithstanding, the biggest advantage of forming a corporation is in the area of asset protection and making sure that the assets you don’t want to put into the business don’t stand liable for business debt. However, to take advantage of the protection a corporation offers, you must respect the corporation’s identity. That means maintaining the corporation as a separate entity; keeping your corporate and personal funds separate, even if you are the sole shareholder; and following your state’s rules regarding holding annual meetings and other record-keeping requirements.

You don’t need an attorney to set up a corporation, LLC, or partnership. There are plenty of good do-it-yourself books and kits on the market, and most of the state agencies that oversee corporations have guidelines you can use. Even so, it’s always a good idea to have a lawyer at least look over your documents before you file them, just to make sure they are complete and will allow you to truly function as you want.
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Bright Idea

Sit down with your insurance agent every year and review your insurance needs, which are sure to change as your company grows. Also, insurance companies are always developing new products to meet the needs of the growing small-business market, and it’s possible one of these new policies will be more appropriate for you.



Finally, remember that your choice of legal structure is not an irrevocable decision, although if you’re going to make a switch, it’s easier to go from the simpler forms to the more   sophisticated ones than vice versa. The typical pattern is to start as a sole proprietor and then move up to a corporation as the business grows. But if you need the asset protection of a corporation from the beginning, start out that way.
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Bright Idea

Be sure your insurance covers your clients’ property while in your possession. This could include documents, product samples provided either for you or to be distributed to the media for review, promotional items, and anything else that you may have in your custody that you don’t own.






Insurance 

It takes a lot to start a business, even a small one, so protect your investment with adequate insurance. If you’re homebased, do not assume your homeowner’s or renter’s policy covers your business equipment; chances are, it doesn’t. If you’re located in a commercial facility, be prepared for your landlord to require proof of certain levels of liability insurance when you sign the lease. In either case, you need coverage for your equipment and supplies, and workers’ compensation if you have employees.

A smart approach to insurance is to find an agent who works with professional service providers such as public relations and advertising firms. The agent should be willing to help you analyze your needs, evaluate what risks you’re willing to accept and what risks you need to insure against, and work with you to keep your insurance costs down.

Typically, homebased PR firms want to make sure their equipment and supplies are covered against theft and damage by an act of God, such as fire or flood, and that they have some liability protection if someone (a client, supplier, or employee) is injured on their property. In most cases, one of the new insurance products designed for homebased businesses will provide sufficient coverage. Also, you will probably use your vehicle for business purposes, so make sure it is adequately covered.

If you opt for a commercial location, you’ll need to meet the landlord’s requirements for general liability coverage. You’ll also want to cover your supplies, equipment, and fixtures. Once your business is up and running, consider  business interruption insurance to replace lost revenue and cover related costs if you are ever unable to operate due to covered circumstances.
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Smart Tip

When you purchase insurance on your equipment and fixtures, ask what documentation the insurance company requires before you have to file a claim. That way, you’ll be sure to maintain appropriate records, and the claims process will be easier.




When “I’m Sorry” Isn’t Enough


Often, business mistakes can be handled with a sincere “I’m sorry” and perhaps an adjustment on the invoice. But what if your mistake, or maybe something you said or forgot to say, causes your client serious economic loss? To protect yourself from the cost of litigation and damages, you need errors and omissions (E&O) coverage.

E&O—also called professional liability insurance—covers professionals for unintentional errors or omissions they make in the rendering of their professional services. It pays both defense costs and damage awards.

Don’t confuse E&O with general liability; it’s not the same thing. E&O coverage is typically provided through a stand-alone policy, and is tailored to your particular service and risk factors. Your insurance agent can help you analyze your potential liabilities and determine how much coverage you need. And remember, whether you actually make a mistake or not, you can still be sued. In today’s litigious business environment, E&O coverage is a good idea for all professional service providers.






Licenses and Permits 

Most cities and counties require business operators to obtain various licenses and permits to comply with local regulations. While you are still in the planning stages, check with your local planning and zoning department or city/county business license department to find out what licenses and permits you will need and how to obtain them. You may need some or all of the following:
• Occupational license or permit. This is typ ically required by the city (or county if you are not within an incorporated city)  for just about every business operating within its jurisdiction. License fees are essentially a tax, and the rates vary widely based on the location and type of business. As part of the application process, the licensing bureau will check to make sure there are no zoning restrictions prohibiting you from operating.
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Beware!

Be sure you keep all your licenses and permits current and pay any local or state fees on time. Very often, the penalties for late payments are far more costly than the initial license, permit, or fee.





• Fire department permit. If your office is in a commercial location and/or open to the public, you may be required to have a permit from the local fire department.

• Sign permit. Many cities and suburbs have sign ordinances that restrict the size, location, and sometimes the lighting and type of sign you can use in front of your business. Landlords may also impose their own restrictions. Most residential areas forbid signs altogether. To avoid costly mistakes, check regulations and secure the written approval of your landlord before you invest in a sign.
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Beware!

Find out what type of licenses and permits are required for your business while you’re still in the planning stage. You may find out that you can’t legally operate the business you’re envisioning in the location of your choice, so give yourself time to make adjustments to your strategy before you’ve spent a lot of time and money trying to move in an impossible direction.





• State licenses. Many states require people engaged in certain occupations to hold licenses or occupational permits. Often, these people must pass state examinations before they can conduct business. States commonly require licensing for auto mechanics, plumbers, electricians, building contractors, collection agents, insurance agents, real estate brokers, repossessors, and personal service providers such as doctors, nurses, barbers, cosmetologists, etc. It is highly unlikely that you will need a state license to operate your public relations business, but it’s a good idea to check with your state’s occupation licensing entity to be sure.








Professional Advisors 

As a business owner, you may be the boss, but you can’t be expected to know everything. You will occasionally need to turn to professionals for information and assistance. It’s a good idea to establish a relationship with these professionals before you get into a crisis situation.

To shop for a professional service provider, ask friends and associates for recommendations. You might also check with your local chamber of commerce or trade  association for referrals. Find someone who understands the public relations industry and appears eager to work with you. Contact the Better Business Bureau and the appropriate state licensing agency before committing yourself.

The professional service providers you are likely to need include the following:


Attorney 

You need a lawyer who understands and practices in the area of business and contracts, who is honest, and who appreciates your patronage. In most parts of the United States, there are many lawyers willing to compete fiercely for the privilege of serving you. Interview several and choose one with whom you feel comfortable. Be sure to clarify the fee schedule ahead of time, and get your agreement in writing. Keep in mind that good commercial lawyers don’t come cheap; if you want good advice, you must be willing to pay for it. Your attorney should review all contracts, leases, letters of intent, and other legal documents before you sign them. They can also help you with collecting bad debts and establishing personnel policies and procedures. Of course, if you are unsure of the legal ramifications of any situation, call your attorney immediately.
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Smart Tip Not all attorneys are

created equal, and you may need more than one. For example, the lawyer who can best guide you in contract negotiations may not be the most effective counsel when it comes to employment issues. Ask about areas of expertise and specialization before retaining a lawyer.




Accountant 

Among your outside advisors, your accountant is likely to have the greatest impact on the success or failure of your business. If you are forming a corporation, your accountant should counsel you on tax issues during start-up. On an ongoing basis, your accountant can help you organize the statistical data concerning your business, assist in charting future actions based on past performance, and advise you on your overall financial strategy regarding purchasing, capital investment, and other matters related to your business goals. A good accountant also serves as a tax advisor, making sure you are in compliance with all applicable regulations but also that you don’t overpay any taxes.


Insurance Agent 

A good independent insurance agent can assist you with all aspects of your business insurance from general liability to employee benefits and probably even handle  your personal lines as well. Look for an agent who works with a wide range of insurers and understands your particular business. This agent should be willing to explain the details of various types of coverage, to consult with you to determine the most appropriate coverage, to help you understand the degree of risk you are taking, to work with you to develop risk-reduction programs, and to assist in expediting any claims.


Banker 

You need a business bank account and a relationship with a banker. Don’t just choose the bank you’ve always used for your personal banking; it may not be the best bank for your business. Interview several bankers before making a decision. Remember, you’re the customer. Banks are not doing you a favor by allowing you to put your money in their institution, you’re doing them a favor by allowing them to serve you. Once your account is open, maintain a relationship with the banker. Periodically sit down and review your accounts and the services you use to make sure you have the most appropriate package for your situation.


Consultants 

The consulting industry is booming—and for good reason. Consultants can provide valuable, objective input on all aspects of your business. (Keep in mind that as a public relations professional, you will often wear a consultant’s hat as you work with your clients.) Consider hiring a business consultant to evaluate your business plan or a marketing consultant to assist you in that area. When you’re ready to hire employees, a human resources consultant may help you avoid some costly mistakes. If you’re starting your business with family members, it might help to consult with an expert in the areas of both family dynamics in business and succession planning. Consulting fees vary widely depending on the individual’s experience, location, and field of expertise. If you can’t afford to hire a consultant, consider contacting the business school at the nearest college or university and hiring an MBA student to help you.
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Bright Idea

Prepare for the future. Certainly it’s understandable that at this point your primary focus is on getting started, but you also need to think about the future. Develop a succession plan that is reviewed and revised annually. Know how leadership will be transferred when it becomes necessary—either through voluntary or involuntary departures.




Sales Tax


Laws regarding the collection and remittance of sales tax vary by state, so you need to check with your state’s department of revenue to see what you’re required to do. Many states treat products and services differently when it comes to sales tax; for example, you may not be required to charge tax on fees for your services, but you may have to collect sales tax on any tangible items you provide your clients. Generally when you buy things to resell, you don’t have to pay sales tax on the purchase but you must collect it on the sale.

Typically, you’ll be required to file your state sales tax return quarterly, but this varies by state and can often be negotiated based on your volume. If you are in a state that does not tax services and your taxable sales are likely to be limited to a very small amount or infrequent transactions, such as making the occasional printing or premium item purchase for your clients, you may even be allowed to file annually.

Whatever you do, don’t be careless about sales tax. Failing to properly collect and remit sales tax is a serious crime with very unpleasant consequences.




Computer Expert 

Your computer is your most valuable physical asset, so if you don’t know much about computers, find someone to help you select a system and the appropriate software, someone who will be available to help you maintain, troubleshoot, and expand your system as you need it.




Create Your Own Advisory Board 

Not even the President of the United States is expected to know everything. That’s why he surrounds himself with advisors, experts in particular areas who provide knowledge and information to help him make decisions. Savvy small-business owners use a similar strategy.

You can assemble a team of volunteer advisors to meet with you periodically to offer advice and direction. Because this isn’t an official or legal entity, you have a great  deal of latitude in how you set it up. Advisory boards can be structured to help with the direct operation of your company and to keep you informed on various business, legal, and financial trends that may affect you. Use these tips to set up your advisory board:
• Structure a board that meets your needs. Generally, you’ll want a legal advisor, an accountant, a marketing expert, a human resources person, and perhaps a financial advisor. You may also want successful entrepreneurs from other industries who understand the basics of business and will view your operation with a fresh eye.
When It’s Time to Go


Getting practical industry experience before you start your own business by working for another public relations firm or in a corporate PR department is a great idea. But when do you tell your boss about your plans to start your own business?

There’s no one-size-fits-all answer. You need to determine where you stand ethically, legally, and practically. Take any employment-related contracts you have signed—including noncompete and confidentiality agreements—along with your employee handbook to an attorney. This is especially important if your new firm will either compete with or use information (such as media contacts) you obtained from your current employer. A lawyer can review those documents, let you know whether or not you are violating the agreements, and help you understand what potential litigation you may face.

Keep in mind that you can be fired for starting your own business. Most states are at-will employment states, which means you can be terminated for any reason or no reason, as long as there is no discrimination involved. So be prepared to be shown the door as soon as your plans become known.

What about trying to start something on the side and building it as long as you can while still working full time? The risk you’re taking there is the image you’re projecting to your clients. If you’re sneaking around behind your employer’s back and violating your employment contract, you’re sending a message of questionable judgment and ethics to your clients and associates. Also, the nature of the PR industry puts practitioners in a visible position. It’s best to make a clean break when you’re ready to go. 






• Ask the most successful people you can find, even if you don’t know them well. You’ll be surprised at how willing people are to help another business succeed.

• Be clear about what you are trying to do. Let your prospective advisors know what your goals are and that you don’t expect them to take on an active management role or to assume any liability for your company or for the advice they offer.

• Don’t worry about compensation. Advisory board members are rarely compensated with more than lunch or dinner. Of course, if a member of your board provides a direct service, for example, an attorney reviews a contract or an accountant prepares a financial statement, then they should be paid at their normal rate. But that’s not part of their job as an advisory board member. Keep in mind that, even though you don’t write them a check, your advisory board members will likely benefit in a variety of tangible and intangible ways. Being on your board will expose them to ideas and perspectives they may not otherwise see and will also expand their own network.

• Consider the group dynamics when holding meetings. You may want to meet with all the members together or in small groups of one or two. It all depends on how they relate to each other and what you need to accomplish.

• Ask for honesty, and don’t be offended when you get it. Your pride might be hurt when someone points out something you’re doing wrong, but the awareness will be beneficial in the long run.

• Learn from failure as well as success. Encourage board members to tell you about their mistakes so you can avoid making them.

• Respect the contribution your board members are making. Let them know you appreciate how busy they are, and don’t abuse or waste their time.

• Make it fun. You are, after all, asking these people to donate their time, so create a pleasant atmosphere.

• Listen to every piece of advice. Stop talking and listen. You don’t have to follow every piece of advice, but you need to hear it.

• Provide feedback to the board. Good or bad, let the board members know what you did and what the results were.
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Locating and Equipping Your Business


One of the appealing aspects of a public relations firm is that your physical startup requirements are relatively small. When it comes to the actual site of your business, you have two choices: homebased or a commercial location. You can be extremely successful in either venue; your decision will depend on your individual resources and goals.

In any business, but especially this one, a professional image is a critical element of success. Homebased operations are very accepted in today’s business world (in fact, many customers prefer dealing with homebased suppliers because they have lower overhead and can therefore charge less), but you still need to present the appearance of being a serious business, even though you may choose to work from your house. And if you opt for a commercial location, it should be one that is compatible with your goals and image.

Be sure you have plenty of storage room for client files and supplies. You may keep product samples around or if you promote authors, you’ll likely have a supply of their books on hand. In fact, your clients’ “stuff” could take up more room than your own equipment and supplies. By the way, if you are keeping items on hand that belong to your clients, your contract should address that in terms of responsibility, making judgments about whom to give things to, insurance, and returning those items if your relationship ends.




Homebased Operations 

Many PR firms start from home with the goal of moving into commercial space as soon as they are established with a few clients, and this is an excellent strategy. The major benefit of starting a homebased business is the fact that it significantly reduces the amount of startup and initial operating capital you’ll need. But there’s more to consider than simply the upfront cash. You need to be conveniently located so you can get to your clients’ offices without wasting a lot of time in your car.

Next, think about your home itself. Do you have a separate room for an office, or will you have to work at the dining room table? Can you set up a comfortable workstation with all the tools and equipment you’ll need? Can you separate your work area from the rest of the house so you can have privacy when you’re working and get away from “the office” when you’re not?
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Smart Tip

Whether you are homebased or commercialbased, be sure your office has adequate electrical capacity. You’ll need an ample supply of “clean” current without fluctuations that could damage your equipment. You’ll also need plenty of outlets so you can safely plug in all your equipment. Many older office buildings and homes are lacking in this area. Consult with an electrician or a representative from your local power company to make sure your office has the capacity to support your needs.






Commercial Locations 

If you decide on a commercial location, your range of options is fairly broad, and your choice should be guided largely by the specific services you want to provide and the market you want to reach. Starting in a commercial location requires more initial cash than starting from home, but you’ll have a degree of credibility that is hard to earn in a homebased office. You’ll also have space to store the equipment and supplies you’ll use in the course of your business, and create a setup that is more efficient and practical than what you might be able to do in a spare bedroom. You’ll probably only need 200 to 400 square feet at first, and you should be able to find an office that size in a good location at a fairly reasonable price.




Choosing the Right Equipment 

Having the right equipment is a critical part of being able to provide the services your clients want and need. On the plus side, compared with many other types of businesses, your equipment needs are minimal. However, choosing the right pieces for your particular operation will take some research. Here’s a quick rundown of the basic equipment you’ll most likely need.


Computers and Related Equipment 


• Computer. You don’t necessarily need the “latest and greatest” in computer power, but you need a reasonably up-to-date system that will allow you to handle large digital files, burn CDs and DVDs, and access the internet without getting bogged down. Expect to spend $1,500 to $3,500 on your computer and another
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Bright Idea

Consider investing in a natural or ergonomic keyboard rather than the standard flat design. The ergonomic design is slightly curved and fits the natural positioning of the hands, which reduces hand and wrist stress and the risk of repetitive motion problems such as carpal tunnel syndrome.



$100 to $300 for a high-resolution color display monitor.

• Printer. There was a time when your choice of printers was simple: If you wanted to provide quality, you had to have a laser printer. But as inkjet technology improves and prices drop, you may find a lower-priced printer is adequate. You’ll likely spend $300 to $1,000 on your printer. 


• Software. The software you’ll need beyond a good word-processing program will depend on the services you offer. Consider a desktop publishing program, photo editing software, presentation software, spreadsheet program, accounting software, and a contact management program. You should be able to get started with the basic Microsoft programs that usually come with a new computer, but you’ll soon need additional programs. Expect to spend anywhere from $800 to $2,000 or more on all the software you’ll need.

• Scanner. You will likely need to scan documents, photographs, and artwork to create electronic files that can be e-mailed or inserted into presentations.
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Beware!

Only work with legally purchased, properly licensed software, and be sure you read and understand the terms of your software agreement. For example, chances are your software agreement prohibits installation on multiple computers for multiple users unless you pay for that type of use. Law enforcement agencies are cracking down on software piracy; it’s better to pay the price and operate legally and ethically than risk criminal charges.



Expect to pay $100 to $150 for an adequate scanner.

• Data-backup systems. Protect your own and your clients’ electronic data with a comprehensive backup system. Online backup services are available for as low as $50 a year. You can also backup to an external hard drive, CDs, or DVDs. Have at least two backup systems in case one fails, and have one set of backups offsite in case of fire or theft at your office.

• Uninterruptible power supply. To protect your computer system as well as work in progress, all of your machines should be plugged into an uninterruptible power supply that will provide electricity in the event of a power failure. These devices also provide a degree of protection against power surges. Prices range from $50 to $200.

• Modem. Modems are necessary to access online services and the internet and have become a standard computer component. For high-speed access, you’ll also need a cable, DSL, or ISDN modem. Costs range from $100 to $200 for the modem and $25 to $50 per month for service.




Dollar Stretcher
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Before making a final purchase decision, shop online (both at internet stores and online auction sites such as eBay) as well as at warehouse stores, chain stores, and other suppliers to be sure you’re getting the best price, quality, and service package.




Equipment Issues to Consider


On the subject of equipment, there are some issues you need to think about carefully before making the final decision on what to buy, and how to pay for it.


❍ Buying used or new. When buying computers, printers, and other electronic equipment, new is generally the best way to go. Technology is changing so rapidly that used electronics are rarely worth even the discounted price, and reliability can be an issue. Furnishings such as desks, chairs, filing cabinets, and various office fixtures are a different story. These items can safely be purchased used at a substantial savings through dealers, classified ads, and other sources.

❍ Service contracts. In general, service contracts are very expensive insurance policies, and whether or not to purchase them is a judgment call you’ll have to make based on the cost of the equipment and of the contract. Consider service contracts in total, not just on a single item. For example, let’s say you bought five different service contracts on different items and only one broke down. What was the total you paid for the contracts and what would the repair or replacement have cost had you not had the contract?

❍ Lease or buy. With computers and peripherals becoming increasingly affordable, the leasing option is becoming decreasingly viable. Most leasing companies don’t want to bother with a single computer-and-printer package, and business owners find it makes more financial management sense to buy the equipment.





One more thing you need to think about before making your final computer purchase decision is whether to buy a Macintosh or a Windows-based PC. There was a time when Macs were used primarily for graphic design work and didn’t have much in the way of other business software available, while Windows (and even the old DOS) systems had plenty of business software but couldn’t handle the graphics side as well as Macs. But as both systems have evolved, the differences between them have become more personal preference than capability.

Businesses tend to use Windows-based PCs more than Macintoshes for their basic word-processing and administrative needs. When making your decision, keep in mind that your system needs to be compatible with the majority of your clients’ equipment. 



Other Office Equipment 

• Photocopier. The photocopier is a fixture of the modern office and is essential for even the smallest public relations firm. You can get a basic, low-end, no-frills personal copier for less than $400 in just about any office supply store.
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