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INTRODUCTION

July 2019, London, United Kingdom

“What are you doing, man?”

“Writing a book.”

“About what?”

“Public relations, of course. That’s what I’ve been doing for the past twenty-five years. That’s what I know well.”

“Good, good. Then write about everything that’s happening in the modern world today. Everything! Fake news, black PR, bloggers, trolls, haters … Write about Brexit and about Trump … PR only. No politics, no business, no human relations. Just PR. You know all of this much better than I do.”

“You’ve just made my point.”

October 1995, Sofia, Bulgaria

It all happened with a simple email. Just a couple of lines.

Two centuries ago, this would have happened with a letter brought on horseback; a century ago, via a letter by mail; decades ago, via fax machine.

Today, it may happen with a message on Facebook or Snapchat.

But nearly twenty years ago, there was an email in my inbox. Short and clear.

Mr. Behar, in WPP we’ve heard about your operation in Bulgaria and will be interested to cooperate. I think Hill & Knowlton might be your logical partner. Please contact, on that matter, Mr. Howard Paster.

—Martin Sorrell

Who was this guy?

I was sitting in my office in downtown Sofia—a tiny room with a slightly bigger kitchen, where my secretary’s desk was, and I was trying to figure out who Martin Sorrell was. Then I called Elka Koleva, who ran Young & Rubican’s office in Sofia, and asked: “Elka, have you ever heard the name Martin Sorrell? I just got a strange mail from him.” Elka was silent for a few seconds and then very slowly said, “Max … how come Sir Martin knows who you are and you don’t know who he is?”

Of course, I also did not know that 2018 would become “the year of Martin Sorrell” and that his resignation as chief executive of WPP, the world’s largest advertising-and-marketing conglomerate, would turn the whole corporate PR business upside down (at least this is my current prediction).

How come, indeed? I did not know that this email would change my life, many other lives, and from a certain point of view the PR industry in Bulgaria.

And all over the world.

PR IN THE DAYS OF REVOLUTIONS

“If I would ask customers what they want, they certainly would tell me: faster horses.”

—Henry Ford, explaining why he invented the
so-called fast production line for gasoline cars

Henry Ford will be mentioned again in this book, especially when we discuss the threats of modern social media.

I started writing this book many times. Then I would stop and start all over again. For months. On the plane, at the airport, big and small hotels, during forums, conferences, and summits, sometimes even in small coffee shops surrounded by couples in love. I was watching them very, very carefully, as I was and I am still in love—with the extremely dynamic business that is changing every day called Public Relations. What will its name be tomorrow?

PR is everything and everywhere. PR is the King and the Slave, the Game Changer and the Boss, the revolution! Indeed, the Global PR Revolution!

The reason I stopped and started this book over and over was that the industry kept changing so dynamically, within a matter of days, hours, and minutes, that what I had written seemed obsolete already.

The PR environment has been changing like a taximeter on a high-speed highway, and I could hardly fix the price—not the financial one, but the creative and the communications one. It had been changing literally every week, day, and hour.

It is quite important to know when you read this book that I was writing and stopping, starting, deleting, adding … Then it hit me that in the time of social media revolution, this is precisely the essence of the industry called “public relations”—the most dynamic, creative, and captivating business in the world over the past two decades.

It will always be like that. Ever changing.

I have been a part of the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO), the leading global organization of PR consultancies, for over ten exciting years now.

From ICCO board member, to treasurer, to vice president, and now as president, I have had the opportunity to witness with my own eyes how the PR revolution, brought about by social media, has played out in over fifty countries. I have been discussing it with my colleagues and their clients and partners.

I still do this. Every day, almost every hour. Every minute, even.

In 2014, my lecture in front of hundreds of professionals at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, was entitled “PR Man Never Gives Up.” I believed in that sentiment from the very first moment in the business, back in 1994, and the more time I spend in PR, the more I know in my gut that it is true. The next year, the organizers asked me to make a similar lecture, which I titled “PR Man Never Grows Old.” Indeed, this captures the demands and aspirations of PR professionals all over the world today.

My fellow PR professionals and I would have endless arguments on how our industry has actually changed. We would cite who said what in some presentation somewhere around the world. We would fall out, make up, and then, after some more bottles of wine, we would agree: what we do today in the PR industry has not much to do with what we used to do yesterday, and it’s all because of social media.

I am not a professional writer of books (although the first three I wrote had many editions in many countries) but have spent almost a quarter century in the public relations business, solved hundreds of crises, managed almost six thousand projects, and met PR colleagues from at least fifty countries. This has given me the energy to try to formulate what has happened in our business for the past couple of years, in 2017 particularly.

Exactly 100 years ago plus one (history sometimes makes such jokes), a political revolution in Russia divided the world into two camps. Luckily, one century later, the PR revolution is going to unite it.

How?

It is simple—technology and social media.

2017. The year of miracles for public relations. The first year of Mr. #45’s (Donald Trump’s) era and the last year of Harvey Weinstein’s glory, the year of the biggest PR boom in the whole history of this business. You will see why later in this book.

I’m not sure how I ended up in the PR business, I mean before Sir Martin’s email and before I met the legendary Terence Billing (then-executive vice president of Hill & Knowlton, which was later rebranded to Hill+Knowlton Strategies, and one of the greatest names in the PR industry at that time). Looking back, I realize that I had actually always aspired toward it—even in the years when it was unthinkable or unknown.

When I was fifteen, I published ten issues of a neighborhood daily newspaper produced on a typewriter. Later, I defended a thesis on marketing and advertising, the first senior thesis to tackle this topic in the history of the Prague University of Economics. That was ten years before Communism collapsed, bringing a free market.

After twenty successful years in journalism, I left it, vividly remembering that “You can achieve a lot with journalism, but you should know exactly when to quit.” Somebody told me that was a quote by the legendary British Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Although I’ve never managed to confirm he ever said that, it does sound like something he might have said, and at the end of the day, it didn’t even matter—I liked the quote so much that it has stayed in my mind ever since.

I started a business in downtown Sofia, as if by a miracle. I didn’t know what was hiding behind the two magical letters of “PR,” but I realized that public communication was my love, and once I fell in love, it was for good.

I started my business full of ideas and energy—of which I have even greater quantities today—but I think that I have never really moved away from journalism.

Freedom of speech is priceless to me. So is the freedom of expression of thoughts and beliefs as an expression of yourself, the freedom of showing that you are different, the freedom of being the force motivating people around you, and the freedom of being motivated by the successes of others.

The freedom of speech is the mother of all those freedoms in the modern democracy. This freedom has completely conquered the new communication technologies.

It has also, to a great extent, influenced the dynamic development of this marvelous and ever less predictable industry still known by the name of “public relations” (though probably not for long).

If you decide that some of the ideas or arguments in this book could have been put differently or explained in greater detail, or if you just want to comment on something, do not hesitate: get in touch with me through social media or drop me an email at max@maximbehar.com with the subject “PR Revolution.”

I look forward to hearing your thoughts.

Talk to you soon. Very soon, I hope.

—Maxim Behar

August 2019


CHAPTER 1

PR REVOLUTION 101

Public Relations? Three billion people who are on social media are dealing with “relations,” and everything has become “public.”

THE NEW “SOCIAL MEDIA” NORMAL

3.8 billion.

That was the number of active social media users on Planet Earth as of late fall 2018!

Mind-blowing as it is, that number is no longer accurate. It will have grown well beyond that by the time you are reading this book.

Yet it’s a momentary snapshot that’s overwhelming: the Earth’s population at the time was estimated at 7.66 billion people.

Half of humanity is now actively engaged on social media.

Close to four billion human beings plugged into social media might be difficult to absorb, but its implications for everything, PR included, are way more profound than the impressive number itself.

Up until ten years ago, freedom of speech was primarily in the realm of the professional journalists; but today, with well over three billion users of various social media, freedom of speech has grown into entirely different dimensions.

For instance, a taxi driver with a secondhand laptop sitting in an old garage could actually become a lot more well known and tell a lot more truths than a journalist on TV.

We are observing ferocious efforts to wield control over the media, especially television, everywhere in the world.

In the very cradle of free speech, the United States, the election of Donald Trump as president has ignited a Punic War among different TV networks. His personality, in particular, has undeniably emerged as a litmus test among the media, who are trying to prove how much they are for or against Trump.

Similar media upheavals—or outright efforts to keep a lid on free speech—can be observed in most other countries around the globe.

Yet, at the end of the day, if TV cameras are brought under control, and the traditional media and even online media are under excessive pressure, social media cannot be controlled. This is where the true leaders of speech and communication emerge nowadays.

At the very beginning, when the PR industry was invented, some 110 years ago, about 95 percent of the relations in politics and in business were hidden from the public—only the convenient information was made available, no more than 5 percent.

Business people and politicians would hire people, former journalists more than anyone else, to manage that 5 percent of public communications for them. Everything else was decided in private, in muddled talks behind closed doors.

In the century since PR’s humble beginnings, the share of political and business decisions that remained closed to the public has been declining, but a good deal still remained rather secret.

In 2019, however, there is nothing left from that: the revolutionary advent of social media has now reached its full swing, and 100 percent of all deeds, thoughts, deals, and acts in our lives are public. Social media’s almightiness has brought about many things, but the main one is transparency. Total transparency everywhere and for everyone.

As a result, social media have shaken up the PR industry beyond recognition. In fact, social media have caused the first and only real PR revolution in the industry’s more than 100 years of history.

Regardless of how the PR business may have developed over the years, we always used to be a transmission, a sort of bridge, between our clients and their clients.

Ten years ago, the PR formula was overwhelmingly simple.

The client would show up, knock on the door or ring the bell, and say, “Mr. PR expert, good morning, it’s very nice to meet you. I make these nice cars (or chairs, or whatever). I would like the people to know more about my goods. How should we go about doing that?”

We would reply, “Of course, Mrs. Client, that would cost you one thousand dollars!”

Back then, we had a specific set of tools. It was the same set that we had for decades, and it was the same one all over the world.

We would send out a press release, stage a press conference, organize a breakfast with reporters, organize a media trip, or take the journalists to show them the products in order to convince them how great those products really are. We would avoid talking about the competition, and we would only emphasize the strengths and advantages of our clients’ products, and so on, and so on.

Nowadays, all of that is almost entirely gone. First, because the client would come to us with an entirely different query.

The client would come in and say, “Mr. PR expert, I produce X products, and they are great products!”

That part is the same, but the next sentence makes all the difference: “I’ve got media, and I don’t know what to do with it!”

PR businesses used to try to convince the media how fabulous a product was, so they would publish or broadcast as many materials about it as possible. Today, thanks to the social media revolution, clients actually own media and consequently a platform to express themselves.

In many cases, we would tell that new client, “We’re going to think about Facebook …”

“No, no, don’t touch it, my secretary is doing a great job with Facebook.”

“Then what do you have in mind?” we would ask.

“Well, if you could come up with something interesting so that I can become more popular … but please, it really shouldn’t be very expensive, because my secretary already does a lot of the work, you know …”

That would be a huge mistake, of course, because of the revolutionary changes in PR brought by social media that have already matured in 2015–2017.

One implication is that we, the people who have been known as PR experts—and still go by that title—have now turned into a combination of publishers, reporters, and editors.

We are publishers because we own media. We control the social media profiles and pages of our clients. We have their blogs and their websites.

We are reporters because we have to fill up all those media channels with relevant content.

We are editors because that content has got to be created, designed, arranged, structured, and presented in the best way possible so that it can be convincing, attention-grabbing, and—most important—efficient.

Our PR business today has increasingly less in common with the business that we used to do just ten years ago, let alone a hundred years ago. Pretty soon, it will look nothing like its former self.

This book explores in detail the numerous arguments I have for this claim as I delve, with input from some of the world’s top PR professionals, into the various aspects of the first and only real PR revolution so far—social media—that has swept our industry.

Not like the first press release sent out by Ivy Lee in 1906. The press releases we used to send just five years ago were meant for the media.

Today, the press release (or whatever is left of it) and the new types of messages, tweets, and posts that have replaced the traditional press release, mostly target the end consumer.

A medium-sized influencer on Twitter in the United States has between 1 and 1.2 million followers! There simply isn’t any other medium that has that large a circulation. There probably aren’t that many TV viewers who would see something on TV and remember it.

In that sense, I am inclined to think that “Public Relations” is not the best name anymore for the industry that we are in.

We do need these two words, “public” and “relations”—and, of course, those words are still extremely important.

However, those 3 billion people who are social media users are all dealing with “relations,” and everything has become “public”!

With social media, everything has been “public” for quite a while now; there is nothing “nonpublic” anymore.

My current definition of PR is “telling the truth in a way that people understand,” plain and simple.

In the next chapter, I will discuss how I have arrived at this definition, because I have spent a good deal of time researching and contemplating it. But I am now firmly convinced that telling the truth in such a way that people will understand it is the essence of PR, especially in this time of social media revolution.

“FROM CRISIS POINT TO TURNING POINT”: THE BELL POTTINGER CASE

This book is going to delve into ethics, morality, accuracy, and transparency—but the fact is that the gist of our job has always been to tell the truth, and this is what we’ve been doing in our everyday lives.

Nothing proves this point better than the giant scandal that shocked the UK, South Africa, and the entire global PR community, culminating in September 2017, just as I was starting and restarting this book: the Bell Pottinger case.

Bell Pottinger is a PR agency founded in 1987 by Lord Bell, Margaret Thatcher’s favorite PR adviser, whom I know personally, and Piers Pottinger.

Lord Bell is a great personality in modern PR, and it is a pity that he got entangled in what has become not only South Africa’s biggest political scandal since the end of apartheid, but also a landmark case for PR in the world of total transparency.

In January 2016, Lord Bell led a Bell Pottinger delegation to South Africa to pitch for business from the wealthy and powerful Guptas, the Indian-born family said to be connected to South African President Jacob Zuma.

Bell Pottinger stood to gain 100,000 pounds (UK) per month from the Guptas’ company, Oakbay Investments, for a campaign for “economic emancipation.” The campaign, however, stirred up anger over so-called “white monopoly capital” and “economic apartheid,” thereby spurring racial tensions in order to divert attention from the Guptas, who had been accused of benefiting financially from their links to Zuma.

Leaked emails and documents and subsequent journalistic investigations have revealed that Bell Pottinger used a fake blog and Twitter account, and other questionable tactics such as misleading journalists during the campaign.

Lord Bell went live on the BBC to allege that he had nothing to do with the negotiated contract. To prove it, he resigned from Bell Pottinger.

By September 2017, the Bell Pottinger firm itself had all but collapsed after it was expelled from Britain’s Public Relations and Communications Association (PRCA) in an unprecedented move, underscoring better than anything else how crucial ethics, morality, and transparency are in today’s PR industry.

[image: Image]

Paul Holmes, the founder of the website The Holmes Report, had some scathing criticism to offer in the 2018 Global Communications Report of the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism, aptly titled “The Evolution of Ethics”:

When British PR man Lord Tim Bell told the New York Times earlier this year that “morality is a job for priests, not PR men,” he demonstrated just how far the PR profession—or at least an element of it—had fallen from its true purpose.

Lord Bell belonged to a generation of PR people—and a school of PR, with its roots in rough-and-tumble, anything-goes politics—for whom morality took a back seat to pragmatism. But these days, morality and pragmatism are no longer in conflict; they are, instead, synonymous. Or, to look at the issue from a slightly different perspective, good public relations provides the pragmatic justification for ethical decision-making.
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PRCA Director General Francis Ingham explains the cataclysmic ramifications of the Bell Pottinger case:

The Bell Pottinger case, handled by the PRCA, was a defining moment for our industry. The moment when the world saw that we have high ethical standards and that we are prepared to uphold them, no matter how famous an agency might be.

There was nothing wrong in an agency working for Oakbay Capital. What was wrong was the nature of the work that was delivered, breaking as it did a number of clauses in the PRCA Professional Charter and the PRCA Public Affairs Code of Conduct.

No industry association can prevent every single practitioner from doing the wrong thing—but it can set powerful precedents when it expels them for doing so. And the PRCA did just that.

The reaction in the UK and internationally was simply astonishing. Our action generated literally thousands of television, newspaper, and magazine pieces, along with vast amounts of online coverage.

It also garnered massive amounts of industry support—of practitioners saying that they were delighted to be associated with us, and we’re proud that we had done the right thing in taking decisive action.

It led directly to the Helsinki Declaration launched by ICCO under Maxim Behar’s presidency, a new gold standard of ethical professionalism around the world. Quite simply, it turned what could have been a crisis point for our industry into a turning point.

[image: Image]

As Francis points out, many people deem the Bell Pottinger case to be both an incredible precedent and a milestone in the PR industry. For the first time, there has been an information leak from a PR company trying to use dishonest and subversive means to the benefit of their clients, and the industry reacted in the most honorable way.

The Bell Pottinger affair is certainly going to be a lesson for all, bringing our industry even further down the road of total transparency—a point that goes back to my plain and simple definition of PR as telling the truth so people can understand it.

Ten years ago, my definition of PR had more to do with “telling the truth in such a way that people will like it.” Things have changed. It isn’t so much about liking any more as it is about understanding, since we are all obliged to tell the truth.

In all those years in the PR business, I have rejected the demands of dozens, maybe even hundreds of clients to send out press releases that may have been inaccurate, or even just a tiny bit too liberal with the truth. I have refused to organize press conferences for people whom I suspected of wishing to misrepresent reality.

At the end of the day, the age of total transparency generated by the social media is only going to make our industry “cleaner,” and our role will be reduced to conveying our clients’ messages to their own clients in the most creative way possible. Hence my notion of the PR agencies as something like editorial teams.

TRADITIONAL MEDIA: FROM ENDANGERED TO EXTINCT

The perception of PR agencies as editorial teams in the years of social media revolution is all the more relevant given that traditional media are no longer just endangered species, but are actually going extinct.

Back in 1999, in an interview with Bulgarian online media expert Justin Toms, I declared that print newspapers will be gone by 2025.

What followed was a tsunami of indignation on behalf of many press professionals. At least 100 former colleagues and friends of mine called me or wrote me with anger.

“Max, you’re going against your livelihood—you started in the press, with the printing press and newspaper ink!” they would rant.

“Don’t make fools out of yourselves!” I would reply, insisting on my forecast. This was in 1999, twenty years ago. The upcoming extinction of the press had been clear for a long time, and many people had predicted it back then, so it’s nothing to claim credit for. But I think I have been proven right. Why is that?

First of all, the word “newspaper” doesn’t really exist anymore, because the first part, “news,” is gone from it. What’s left is only “paper.”

Some PR professionals have been slow to grasp the scope of the paradigm shift brought by the social media revolution in our industry. Many who have grasped it have been slow to keep up-to-date with it.

Many of their colleagues from traditional media, however, have been even slower. They have often been lagging desperately behind.

A case demonstrating that mindset was the 2010 meeting of the International Press Institute in Bratislava, Slovakia. At the meeting, a couple of hundred people, mainly old-school journalists, reporters, editors, and publishers from around the world, mostly from print media, were greeted by the prime minister of Slovakia, Iveta Radičová, who told them that newspapers were never going to die.

Other speakers’ most convincing argument was as follows: “I like how the paper feels, I like the smell, I like touching and smelling the newspapers! You can never get that from online media!”

There have been thousands of similar stories of reporters, journalists, publishers, editors, and plain old-fashioned readers desperately clinging to the old, traditional media, especially the press.

And by “press” I don’t just mean newspapers, but also the actual printing press. As discussed below, the fate of printed books will be the same as the fate of print newspapers—it is just going to take some more time to go all digital.

The big issue with newspapers is not with the smell, the touch, the feel, or any other sensations—or the lack thereof. If one has a newspaper fetish, they can easily keep several newspaper issues on their nightstand, or when the press finally truly goes extinct, they can have it here just for themselves so that they can smell it, touch it, and feel it as much as they like.

The big issue with newspapers is that there is no one to fund them anymore. Nobody can support them and bear the costs in the new environment of public communications revolutionized by online media and even further by social media.

It’s not that the press was or is bad journalism. It’s a matter of financing. It has been a long time since newspapers have been able to sustain themselves through sales revenues alone.

The other reason for the demise of the press, as already mentioned, is the fact that “news” is now gone from what once used to be NEWS-papers.

It is hard to possibly fathom why some people are still buying newspapers. Maybe mine is some kind of a professional sickness, but it is really hard for me to read actual newspapers. It’s the same thing with printed books. I am unable to read those, either.

The moment they are downloaded to my Kindle, reading is extremely fast and pleasant for me. Printed books are beautiful, they are great to look at on your bookshelf at home, but they, too, are set for extinction.

It is madness for someone to drag a suitcase full of books for their summer beach vacation, or a business trip, instead of just getting the Kindle in their back pocket and downloading 20,000–30,000 books.

Not to mention that the function I most often use and like best on Kindle is to pick quotes and put them in notes. Therefore, when I think of a book that I’ve read, I just go over the quotes I have selected.

Yet while electronic devices and software have already been beating hard copies for a long time now, in some cases, I find it is better to do without them.

I might be one of the few business presenters in the industry who never uses PowerPoint, Prezi, or other presentation programs for keynote speeches, lectures, etc. I never use visuals.

There is one other person I know who never does that—and I have copied that from him. That is my good old friend, teacher, and mentor Paul Holmes, CEO and founder of the Holmes Report.

There was one single time when I used PowerPoint for a presentation, back in 2009 at the Communication on Top forum in Davos.

I gave my presentation and showed my slides with all of my charts and graphs and short videos. When I sat down, I said to myself, “God, how could I be such an idiot! There are intelligent people from around the world sitting here, and I was showing them slides rather than just speaking to them!”

Whenever you are showing presentation slides, you unwillingly start verbalizing whatever is written on them. “No way, I am not doing that anymore!” I said.

Paul Holmes was the keynote speaker in the same forum. I recently had lunch with him in Casablanca, and I told him, “You know, I got a light bulb idea as I was listening to you back then. I thought, ‘God, this person speaks so freely, as if he speaks to students or somebody on the street, while the rest of us are torturing ourselves and the others with slides and long presentations!’”

He replied, “Max, it’s also made an impression on me that I have never seen you with a PowerPoint presentation since then.”

“Because you set an example for me,” I said.

“Oh, I am so happy because that’s what happened to me, too. I used PowerPoint once, and then I was ashamed of myself for doing that,” he said.

So when I am about to give a speech, I resort to the hand-brain connection. I jot down notes on my notepad, half a page, and when they go through my hand and pen, there seems to be a better link to the memory. Once I do my notes, I don’t even need to look at the paper anymore; I just know the sequence of my arguments.

I do use flip charts to demonstrate my ideas, but flip charts also have to do with your own handwriting. Oftentimes in those flip charts, you are coming up with the things on the spur of the moment—you don’t have them prepared in advance, as you would in presentation slides.

While thousands of people had been aware that newspapers would go extinct, nobody had really imagined certain disturbing developments in the new media, and more specifically in social media.

This has been a little like the collapse of Communism. In 1989, we were all jubilant, and so was the entire world. In Eastern Europe, we knew nothing about democracy and how culturally and mentally things should fall into their places in a free society. We thought that the great freedom had arrived, and we could do whatever we liked. It turned out to be much more complex than that.

In the same way, when newspapers began to die and social media started its supreme reign, we didn’t imagine the risk of fake news. We didn’t think that when media is freely in the hands of billions of people, they will do with it as they please. We didn’t suspect that social media profiles could be stolen and fake personalities would come up. We didn’t know that there would be fake profiles, pretenders, bots, and other ill-minded actors whose only goal would be to carry out some political or business manipulation agenda so they could destroy some company or boost another that didn’t have what it takes.

ALWAYS PREPARED: THE LESS-THAN-10-MINUTES RESPONSE RULE

All these things have affected our industry so dramatically that PR experts must be excellently trained and prepared for all kinds of contingencies.

Nowadays, some 60–70 percent of our clients turn to us as PR consultants—and it seems to be exactly the same everywhere in the world—for two main reasons: crisis management and reputation management.

The two often overlap. Not always, though. Sometimes an organization has no reputation whatsoever but strives to become popular and established. Today, that is the easiest thing to do—you create your social media profiles, hire professionals, they start writing about you or on your behalf and work on professionally engaging with the organization’s target audience.

PR experts need to be brilliantly trained and prepared. That’s not just good sense—there are very concrete and powerful reasons for that.

First, a mere ten years ago, we used to have plenty of time on our hands to solve a crisis. Usually, we used to enjoy almost an entire day to do that.

You’d get up in the morning, grab the newspaper, and see that someone had written something against a client of yours.

You would give your client a call and say, “Well, here is a bad article about you.” They would reply, “Come to my office so we can figure out how to handle it.”

Then you would go and have lunch with the client. In the afternoon, you would issue a press release. At 5 or 6 p.m., you would meet with reporters to tell them that what had been written was not true, and so on.

We used to have between ten and twelve hours to solve a crisis.

Now we don’t even have ten minutes!

The moment a client of ours suffers a blow somewhere, we have to respond immediately. We do that every single day in our office by monitoring social networks, even at 5 a.m. If any of our clients have been affected in any way, we’ve got to react. If the client has done wrong, we have to apologize on their behalf, quite naturally. If the client has been wronged, we have to disprove whatever false allegations or perceptions there might be about them.

This requires an entirely different mindset, training, and level of preparedness.

It requires an understanding that there is no difference between PR and social media anymore. From the point of view of a top-notch PR expert, they have become one and the same thing.

Many people come to our office and say, “I don’t want social media. What I want from you is traditional PR!”

“What do you understand by traditional PR?” we ask.

“Well, more traditional, you know, classical PR!”

You can guess our response.

“There is no such thing anymore, it’s all social media now!”

The findings of the 2018 World PR Report by the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO) demonstrated that beyond any doubt, based on the survey of ICCO’s members.

Roughly half of the respondents, 44 percent, said they saw the most growth in 2017 in social media community management. Multimedia content creation and senior counsel remained second and third with 37 percent and 31 percent, respectively.

According to the survey, social media community management scored the highest growth in almost all world regions—Africa, Asia-Pacific, Eastern Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, the UK, and Western Europe. The only exception is North America, where multimedia content creation came in first with social media management being a close second, a result that probably reflects the maturity and certain other specifics of the said market.
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Source: 2018 World PR Report by the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO).

Social media community management was also the leader, at 43 percent, in terms of the areas with expected increase in investment in 2017. Multimedia content creation and digital build and production again came in second and third, with 41 percent and 35 percent, respectively.
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Source: 2018 World PR Report by the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO).

A good 64 percent of the ICCO members said they saw the most growth in 2016 in digital and online communications from among the other communications functions, and 48 percent of the respondents said they expected that particular communications function to generate the most growth in the upcoming years.
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Source: 2018 World PR Report by the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO).
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Source: 2018 World PR Report by the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO).

Social media community management also features prominently on ICCO members’ lists when it comes to the skills deemed to be the most relevant for PR executives in the next decade. It shares the top positions with closely related skills crucial for the era of the global PR revolution, namely, crisis counseling, creativity, and multimedia content creation.
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Source: 2018 World PR Report by the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO).

Social media is one of the top four choices, together with strategic planning, leadership, and written communication, among the skills necessary for a PR organization’s success, according to the 2018 Global Communications Report of the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism.
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Source: 2018 Global Communications Report of the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism.

According to the 2017 report on “The Evolution of Public Relations” from the US Association of National Advertisers (ANA) and the USC Center for Public Relations at the Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism, expertise in digital and social media is ranked among the top four reasons why organizations work with outside PR agencies, alongside expertise in specific practice areas, strategic insights, and expertise in media relations.
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Source: 2017 Report on the Evolution of PR by the US Association of National Advertisers (ANA) and the USC Center for Public Relations at the Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism.

The bulk of the global PR industry certainly has no illusions about the complexity of the shift brought about by the social media revolution, with digital and new technologies topping the list of the greatest challenges for PR firms.
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Source: 2018 World PR Report by the International Communications Consultancy Organisation (ICCO).

As the 2018 World PR Report demonstrates, the majority of ICCO members have a keen awareness of both the preeminence of social media and the countless challenges for the industry posed by them.

THE “CREATIVE LIAR” NOTION: BOUND FOR EXTINCTION, TOO

Unfortunately, in many countries, PR as an industry and profession has a negative connotation for the general public.

“This is only PR!” people might say, using the phrase as a euphemism for lying and deception.

Several years ago, I was in a cab in New York City. The driver, an immigrant from the Indian subcontinent, asked me, “What’s your job, sir?”

“I am in business,” I said.

“What business exactly? What’s your job?” he insisted.

“Public relations,” I said, yielding.

Then he turned around and said, “Oh, so you are a creative liar!”

This is probably the most accurate expression of the bad connotation of our profession worldwide: a good PR expert is a creative liar.

This perception implies that, on the one hand, you misrepresent the facts, but on the other hand, you do that in the most creative way possible.

If the PR industry suffers from this negative reputation, it is because many people associate our profession with politicians and businesspeople who use various contrivances and tricks to conceal or whitewash their flaws and wrongdoings.

Nevertheless, the perception of the PR expert as a “creative liar” is going to die over the next few years. It will dissolve as a notion in the public mindset, because liars simply cannot exist in modern PR life.

The moment a person lies somewhere (online), ten others are going to show up to expose the lie, wherever it might be, on any social media platform.

Regardless of this forecast, however, we still must take into account the fact that many people used to lack a decent understanding of our profession, and many still do.

FROM “PR” TO “… LIVE …”

During my two-year mandate as president of ICCO, I toured countries all over the world. In some of them, there were two or three PR associations.

In those cases, a rival association would state, “We do traditional PR, we don’t use social media. We do press conferences and all that.” The others, their competitors, would declare proudly, “We do social media.”

However, in practice, they often happen to do one and the same thing. It is all part of the PR revolution brought by social media.

That is part of the new definition of public relations that has not been invented yet. When it does emerge in a clear-cut fashion, it is going to require—and receive—a new name because the name “PR” categorically isn’t going to exist in five or ten years.

“Eighty-seven percent of PR executives believe the term Public Relations won’t accurately describe the work they will be doing in five years. About half of them believe PR needs to be more broadly defined, while the rest think the name should be changed,” stated the 2017 Global Communications Report of the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism.

Whatever the new name of the industry might be, this book makes the case that it will contain the word “live” in it.

Live communication, live contact, and live presentation are becoming increasingly dominant in our lives, let alone in our business. So everything that’s not “live” is doomed to quickly become already known, obsolete, and boring.

The essence of our industry is to be able to present something to somebody in the most concise form and in the quickest way possible.

Moreover, it must be something that nobody knows. Here once again, we overlap with the journalistic profession and the news industry.

Our instruments of communication have changed, our ways of communication have changed, and, most important, the ownership of media has changed—because now we all own media.

If that’s not a revolution, one that has unraveled in just five to ten years, what else might be?

[image: Image]

Source: 2017 Global Communications Report of the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism.

The language has changed, as well. Things that we used to say in entire pages in a newspaper now must be said in 140 characters.

My previous book, Generation F, published in 2013, tackled the modern-day issue with language.

Eventually, the dominant and maybe even only spoken language will be broken English (yes, we are not all native). That might turn out to be the language all of humanity uses to communicate. It is already rapidly becoming so.

Social media platforms are increasingly consolidating, even though they seem to keep their differing structures and messages. There are several big players, but they don’t interfere with one another.

Different social media networks are used for different communication to the extent that the written word still prevails over visuals. However, in the future, it will be other way around.

Facebook continues to be the most popular social media outlet because it is able to combine text and visuals in a great way. Instagram and Pinterest are dominated by visuals, whereas Twitter is still dominated by text.

Twitter’s success—not so much in terms of numbers, but in terms of delivering breaking news, brevity, and efficiency—could have been predicted easily years ago precisely because it is based on text.

One hundred and forty characters are telling more than a photo. Nobody has time to read long texts anymore, nor does anyone have time to stare at a photo and guess what is depicted.

Sure, sometimes it is interesting to see a nice image. It helps explain the story. But political messages cannot be sent out through a photo only. And if you want to a promote a product with a photo, it is essential to include text that explains it.

Facebook’s preeminence has been based on the simple notion of bringing to one single platform all communication tools that existed before it.

Before 2004–2007, we had ICQ, Skype, email, and websites for posting photos. It turned out that the easiest thing is to merge all of those platforms into one.

Facebook might or might not develop further on from here, but it will indisputably remain the main medium for brand presence for at least a decade, because it provides an opportunity for businesses to reach a vast number of their target audience.

LinkedIn’s development has been very interesting as well, yet it is a narrowly targeted medium in which business messages are a lot more textual than visual. This is why it is uncertain whether it will develop beyond its current function as a platform for business contacts.

FROM MEASURING RULERS TO TRULY MEASURABLE

For a modern-day PR expert, it is absolutely essential to know social media platforms in detail: not just because of the tremendous, revolutionary communication tools they provide for our industry, but also because for the first time, our business has become truly measurable. It was never like that before the arrival of social media.

Back in the day, fifteen or twenty years ago, clients would say to us: “We have invested 10,000 dollars with you, Mr. or Mrs. PR Expert. How much would it have cost us if we had purchased advertising space instead?”

We would then pull out a ruler and start measuring. Literally, we operated with rulers. We would measure up the space that the articles about the client occupied in the paper and say, “If this amount of press space had been purchased as an ad, it would have cost you this much.”

Of course, this made no sense whatsoever. It was complete nonsense, because an advertisement is viewed in one way, and an editorial text, an article, is perceived totally differently.

Yet the client had no other way of knowing if their money had gone to waste—and had no other way to justify their spending before the governing board of the company.

Even as recently as six or seven years ago, we in the PR industry adopted the so-called Barcelona Declaration, which declares explicitly that comparing PR articles with advertising value is total nonsense.

PR companies have even been banned from doing that by industry organizations and trade bodies. The Bulgarian Association of PR Agencies (BAPRA) has also adopted such a ban, along with many other PR organizations, due to the fact that clients continue to pressure us for such evaluations.

In the pre-social media revolution era, our clients might also say, “Oh, this press article is very nice. How many people have read it?”

“Well,” we would reply, “the newspaper has a circulation of 30,000. Four or five people on average read one issue—so 150,000 people have read the article.”

This was complete BS as well, because that article might have been at the bottom of page nine, on the left, and you could never prove how many people actually read it, or even if anyone noticed it.

Today, the PR business is 100 percent measurable. You can demonstrate with utmost accuracy who read what, when they read it, what gender they are, what education they have, what country they are from—we have all kinds of data to the smallest detail. That, too, is related to the transparency of our business.

This new world of total transparency and the previously unimaginable abundance of data is the level playing field in which only true PR professionals really stand out based on how they can position a client’s messages in the most efficient and beneficial way.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES OR ENVELOPE JOURNALISM?

My observations from the large number of countries I have toured as president of ICCO have led to the generalization, conditional as it may be, that no more than 25 percent of the communication in a given country is defined by local relations, customs, traditions, etc., and 75 percent of the communication is defined by whether the media are “for sale,” that is, if media and journalists can be bribed.

This does not necessarily pertain to countries where the government controls the media, because they can be considered as special cases in that regard.

However, for a large number of countries with free and strong market economies, the question of whether you can buy (i.e., bribe) the media is crucial.

This makes all the difference, because if you can go to some journalist and say, “Here are 1,000 dollars; print this article,” that’s one type of business.

If you go to some journalist and say, “Here is a great news story that will sell your media, newspaper, TV, radio, or even online media,” and then the journalist decides to run the story—that is a whole other thing.

In the second case, you have done real PR, since you have taken the time and put in the effort to creatively formulate the news story and pitch it to the journalist, making it interesting, making it real, and communicating the right messages about your clients.

Of course, there are special cases such as Bulgaria, where for some reason it is forbidden to mention brands in the media, a ban unseen anywhere else in the free world.

Thus, very often you may watch a fifteen-minute report on TV about a certain product without learning what it is.

This restriction has its history. Advertising agencies in Bulgaria, which had a lot of influence in the media, thought that when the government banned the media from mentioning brands in their coverage—for example, Nestlé sweets or Dannon yogurt—the brands would have to come to them and buy advertisements, because otherwise they wouldn’t be featured in the media at all.

This has led to all kinds of absurdities. For instance, there were recently TV reports about products containing toxic substances, and the TV stations wouldn’t announce the brand that produced it. When asked why, they would say, “It will be construed as advertising.”

At the end of the day, the true watershed between different countries and cultures in our business is the so-called envelope journalism: that is, whether journalists and media can be bribed to publish something.

Every country in the world probably has them, and if you pay them, they will run whatever you like. The million-dollar question is how many of those are there in the country where you operate.

Envelope journalism has evolved somewhat by acknowledging the content that was paid for by a third party with a specific symbol or in a specific section—the so-called PR articles, paid supplements, branded business surveys, or sponsored content.

This is the huge difference in various free markets as far as PR’s relations with the media are concerned. This topic warrants in-depth research, which is why PR experts from around the world were interviewed for this book and were asked specifically about this.

GLOBAL MERGING: PR ON TOP

One of the most important consequences of the social media revolution appears to be a future gigantic merger of the three main parts of the communications industry—public relations, advertising, and digital communications—which is already under way.

Since this merger began, there has been a tough competition over which one of the three will emerge as the leader of the future merged industry: advertising, PR, or digital companies.

“Without us, you are lost. We have the media shops, we own the media, we stack up the large budgets, we direct the media,” advertising agencies would argue.

That is indeed the case in many countries. The advertising agencies’ rationale would go, “Whatever we tell the media, and especially TV channels, that’s what they’ll do, because otherwise they will be losing millions of dollars from lack of advertising at the end of the month.”

The digital industry, which is getting more influential and more specialized by the minute, also claims supremacy: “We will be managing this future merged industry because you can’t cope without us—you can’t do anything without digital communications, without people to write your programs and apps and feed you various interesting software solutions.”

Each of the three parties might have its arguments, but it is my strong conviction that the PR business will emerge on top in this future merger of the three industries.

Regardless of what is done in the wider communications industry, PR will always be linked to content creation. And that content remains textual, first and foremost.

Of course, a large share of the content is visual, and that is why more and more agencies around the world do hire people who deal with social media, but also with graphic design and web design. Visuals are becoming an inseparable part of our work as PR experts.

Yet at the end of the day, we, the PR experts, are the people who manage content. We are the masters of content, whether it’s textual or visual.

Second, clients are increasingly coming to us for the two reasons I already mentioned: crisis management and reputation management.

These are matters that no advertising agency and no digital communications company can handle.

If there were no social media, our industry would have remained exactly the same as before, because we would be working entirely with traditional media, and we would have the exact same business share as ten, twenty, or even a hundred years ago.

However, social media is here, it is in full swing, and it is omnipotent. As a result, the industry is entirely different now. The revolution is ongoing, this is the first and only true PR revolution so far, and it is perplexingly gigantic.


CHAPTER 2

INTO THE REVOLUTION

HOW I GOT INTO THE PR BUSINESS

When I entered the PR business back in the mid-1990s, the most logical thing to do when one parted with journalism was to take up a profession that had something to do with the press.

The most obvious choice was advertising—everybody was starting up advertising agencies. It somehow made the most sense when I decided to quit journalism. The quote from Churchill (or whoever might have said it) certainly applied to me when I quit journalism.

I got home one night and said, “I am done with journalism, I am starting up an ad agency.” Back then, everything was about advertising, but I had no idea how and where to begin.

I went to the American Cultural Institute in Sofia, which back then was the only source of relevant information. There was no Google. The internet existed, but accessing it was hard, with dial-up modems and MS-DOS computers.

Long after I had started my business, we still had just one telephone line in the office, which we used for both phone conversations and checking email via dial-up.

One day, I was in the office. Someone else was on the phone, but I wanted to check my email. “Give me a line, give me a line!” I shouted.

A young intern came to me and handed me a string.

“What the heck is that for?” I asked, astonished.

“You were shouting you wanted ‘a line’!” she replied, even more so.

That was the level of communication we had to deal with back in those days.

It was totally normal for me to try out advertising, although back then, advertising everywhere in Eastern Europe, not just in Bulgaria, often boiled down to making branded souvenirs—pens, business cards, forms, calendars, etc.

My first order was for a large number of calendars for some Lebanese businessmen I had met at an event at the Sheraton. They asked me what I did, and I said I had an ad agency.

“That’s awesome, we need an ad agency to make the annual calendars.” And they ordered 2,000 calendars. This was back when we had no money.

We designed them, printed them, and I loaded them in my car and took them to the client. As soon as I delivered them, they said, “There is a mistake!” There was a spelling mistake.

So I loaded the calendars back in my car, and instead of making $2,000, I lost $5,000.

Every successful businessman has experienced such events in their career.

One day, Peter van Gompel, a friend of mine and food-and-beverage manager of Sheraton Sofia, called me: “Max, there is an American guy here who has rented the entire presidential apartment as his office and wants me to find him an advertising agency that can print out his business cards.”

I went there, and the guy first ordered business cards, then brochures, then leaflets. Then he called me one day and asked, “Max, do you know what PR is?”

He was from the largest American oil company at the time, Amoco Corporation (originally Standard Oil). They had decided to try to make a breakthrough in Eastern Europe. They tested out Poland, they tested out Russia, and they also tested out Bulgaria, since they wanted to split the European market with British Petroleum. Later, BP bought them and remained in Europe, and Amoco remained in the US.

But back when I was starting up my business, all that mattered was that Amoco was trying to make a breakthrough in Eastern Europe.

So this guy called me one day and asked me if I knew what PR was.

“I do,” I said.

It was the time when we couldn’t afford to say “No.” It is the same in our company today—whatever you are asked by a client, you say “Yes,” and you find a way to do it. If you are asked if you can bring five watermelons from the marketplace, you say, “Sure, that will cost ten dollars,” for example.

If anybody shows up at our door and asks, “Can you make some business cards for me?” we will do it even though we will probably make only twenty cents. But we will start a new partnership with future potential. So there is never a “No” with our company.

So I told that guy I knew what PR was.

“I have here a man from Chicago [where Amoco was based]. We are looking for a PR agency. Are you OK to participate in a tender?”

“Sure,” I said. We met, and this man from Chicago asked, “Can you give me an overview of the Bulgarian press?”

For me, that was a piece of cake. I went back to my tiny office, bought all the newspapers from the kiosk across the street, brought all the papers to him, and gave him an overview.

“I am very impressed!” he said.

“What is this guy impressed about?” I thought, because for me that was nothing.

Then the same guy from Amoco, Jim Shields, called me and said, “We need to sign a contract.” I replied that was not a problem. However, that contract turned out to be 120 pages.

“I need to sit down and read it through,” I said. For all the business card orders, we had been signing one- or two-page contracts.

“Max, don’t read it, you won’t understand it anyway,” he told me.

“Why do we need this contract?” I asked.

“Because you’ve won our tender for a PR agency!”

My reaction was utter astonishment. “Jim, you are kidding! I have a small office with a kitchen, how is that possible? Are you telling me that you have declined offers from big firms with luxury marble-plastered offices?”

“That’s the thing, Max. We’ve decided that not only are you qualified for the job, but the money that we are going to pay for you won’t go to glossy offices and luxury cars but will help you develop, it will help you do good things!”
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