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Chapter 2

How Public Relations Deals With Problems and Opportunities

Every organization has a reputation that influences the ability of the organization to win friends, persuade others to do business, or be trusted in public matters.

The challenge for management is whether something is consciously done to face the fact of reputation and relationships.

When something is consciously done, the result is a public relations policy, or recognition by management that positive relationships with key publics are essential to success.

Many companies operate in a reactive mode, waiting for public criticism, emergencies or bad publicity before they act.  Reputations are formed and are constantly being re-formed in the minds of various publics.  Since public debates are constantly taking shape a more strategic approach is for a company to be proactive.  It should constantly look for potential opportunities to take advantage of and be on the lookout for potential problems.
1. Preparation for the unexpected involves:

2. understanding the organization’s business, operations, culture & goals

3. learning as much as possible about the publics on which the organization depends for success

4. putting that understanding and knowledge together in a formal strategic plan

One Clear Voice – the idea that an organization must be consistent in what it says and how it acts…if a company’s response to a complaint or crisis seems contrary to its advertising or previous statements, the company’s trustworthiness is compromised

What’s better…spot reaction to a situation…or time for a thoroughly considered response?
The substitute for a thoroughly considered response is a strategic plan that broadly anticipates topics that might arise.  Considering such problems in an advance plan helps deal with the problem before it becomes critical.
The RACE Model (Research, Analysis, Communication, Evaluation) – also called the  four-step process – is the backbone of PR practice that covers basic steps needed for any planned program of PR to be successful:

1. research (fact-finding activities) – it is the responsibility of a PR practitioner to gather facts and perceptions in order to build a reasonable & effective plan

2. analysis & planning – stakeholder publics must be prioritized; those most critical to a given situation must be identified; goals must be set utilizing the SMARTS acronym:

· Specific: is the goal direct & to the point?

· Measurable: is the outcome measurable?

· Attainable: is it possible to achieve this goal?

· Realistic: is it likely this goal will be met?

· Time locked: how much time do you have; how much do you need?

· Sufficient: if the goal is met, will you be where you need to be?

3. action, relationship building & communication – the strategy must be reviewed & tweaked (if necessary) as the situation unfolds; implement relationship-building tools that involve two-way communication

4. evaluation – how successful the strategy is needs to be monitored along the way & measured at the end

Theory – the application of knowledge that has been verified and confirmed to consistently work in consistent situations; theory comprises the principles & methods of PR.  It is sometimes dismissed as being “too academic.”

1. Public Relations theories:
BEHAVIORAL MODEL – based on the belief that PR is all about creating positive behavior…communication alone will not (and can not) create the desired result of changed behaviors.  Beginning every project by making a list of desired behaviors provides a specific guide for what they are trying to accomplish.  Five step-model:

A. Awareness – a person can’t act on something unless they are aware of it; mass media is particularly helpful to achieve this step, as is paid advertising.  Awareness rarely leads to behavior change but it opens the stakeholders’ mind in a process called building latent readiness.
B. Latent desire to act – people tend to build latent readiness as they build positive or negative feelings about a subject/product/issue

C. Social trial – appealing to people to go straight to the ultimate behavior is usually futile; they need to work up to it through a series of intermediate behaviors

D. Triggering events – an activity that motivates stakeholders to act on their latent readiness; this can be a naturally occurring or manufactured event

E. Positive actions or behavior – when the hoped-for behavior is actually achieved

A. PLANNING & PROGRAMMING MODEL – integrates the focus on behavior and relationship building with two-way communications and credible delivery mechanisms.  Key steps:

B. Go direct – bypass critics and gatekeepers; the Internet is replacing mass media in effectiveness, while opinion leaders remain the strongest intervening public

C. To key stakeholders – those who are interested can give supportive behaviors or stop needed action through their opposition

D. Via opinion leaders – publics are stimulated by opinion leaders
E. Using members of the organizational family – involve employees at all levels …to earn supportive behaviors

F. On a local basis – people operate within their local environments

The Importance of Research

Problem
Answer

ignorance
education

apathy
motivation

hostility
persuasion

PERSUASION MODEL – explains the steps necessary to get people to change their minds & actions; it is especially useful for persuading people who are hostile to an idea but are required for its success:

A. Creating dissatisfaction with existing behavior

B. Offering the desired behavior as a viable option for the status quo

C. Explaining the benefits of new behavior or the consequences of the old

D. Modeling the desired results
The key is to create dissatisfaction with the status quo.

Cognitive dissonance – attempts to understand how & why people resolve conflicts in what they know, think or believe.  Researcher Leon Festinger concluded that people resolve conflict caused by competing or contradicting information by acquiring or inventing new thoughts or beliefs.

Core values – those that are not subject to much change; both positive & negative behavior begins with a subject’s personal history that helps to shape their core values.  Core values drive attitudes that help to form opinions.

[p.19] FOUR FRAMEWORKS OF PRACTICE
Two-way symmetrical approach to communication – perhaps the most important academic model; it holds that only by considering the wants & needs of the subject can PR communication meet those needs and be successful.

BEYOND COMMUNICATION THEORY – involves altering how a society thinks and acts in order to precipitate change and satisfy an organization’s goals.  Societal change starts with mores, the informal rules by which we all agree to live.  Once mores have been in place long enough the society is willing to enact laws formalizing them.

If persuasion, mores and laws are ineffective another possibility is an engineered solution (where technology solves a problem for the masses while allowing individuals to continue a negative habit without affecting others).
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