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Chapter 4 – Community Relations

A community is a social organism made up of all the interactions among the residents and the organizations they identify with.

Organizations must live by the community’s standards (laws) and social mores (values).

Human communities, like organizations, require positive interrelationships in order to operate smoothly.

In order for both the community and organizations to function in a reasonable manner, mutual trust engendered by positive PR is essential.

Community relations (CR) is “an institution’s planned, active and continuing participation within a community to maintain and enhance its environment to the benefit of both the institution and the community.”1

Employers traditionally regard their relationships with home communities as extensions of their employee relations:

      payroll→tax dollars→contribution to the United Way = obligation discharged

Today employers know they need more than a general concern for the adequacy of community services for themselves and their employees.

CR efforts should be:

· focused

· strategic

· most importantly, effective

[p.50: see list of Needs of a Community]
Internet Community

Communities aren’t just defined by streets and buildings, but by subjects close to people’s hearts.  Opinion leaders are still important and there are levels of interest – the fully involved, interested members, and casual observers.  They all choose to be part of the virtual community by opting in and showing an interest in the subject.

· Changing Role of PR

· less concerned with the routine

· more concerned with the unusual

CR can be the core of PR programming because it sets the tone for what an organization stands for – not in words (rhetoric) but in actions (behavior).

How organizations conduct themselves in the communities where they do business can be driven by two factors:

1. Instant Communication – encompasses burgeoning information networks that go far beyond news media data gathering

2. Global Competition/The Global Village – competitors, activist agencies & others have reasons to want such information

Three strategic levels that need to be planned & blended together:

1. Defensive: guarding against negative acts or acts of mission

2. Proactive: being a leader in positive acts that appeal to key publics

3. Maintenance: finding ways to retain relationships not currently key, but still able to influence your reputation by forthright expression of their perceptions of you

Two types (generally best to use a combination of both):

1. arms length “good corporate citizen” activities – speakers bureaus, available meeting rooms, holiday programs, serving on local boards of directors, membership networks, participation in public events

2. becoming part of the fabric of the community – donations to community causes, employee volunteer programs, community research, constituency relations programs, social projects, advisory boards, opinion leader work

Goodwill Ambassadors

· Turning employees into community ambassadors is an effective way to spread goodwill and develop relationships.  Here’s how it helps:

· using speaker’s bureaus to get info to opinion leaders

· employee participation in volunteer or outreach programs

· direct opinion leader contacts, sharing news, gathering insight & feedback

· sponsored memberships (where designated employees belong to & attend meetings of local organizations on behalf of the company)
· 1 Wilbur J. Peak, Community Relations,” in Lesly’s Handbook of Public Relations and Communications, Chicago: NTC/Contemporary Publishing, 1998, p.114.
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