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“Chicken or Egg?”  

“In the great debate of whether it’s ‘marketing,’ ‘public relations,’ or ‘communications’, where do you roost?”

This is a long-time source of conflict among communicators and it is indeed a chicken or egg debate:  which comes first communications or marketing?  Is public relations a subset of communications?  Is it a poor stepchild of marketing?  Is communications the overall umbrella term under which everything else falls?

During this next hour, I would like to present some definitions – of both communications and marketing -- my views of the communications profession, point out some of the primary differences between visual communicators and content communicators, some thoughts on ethics for you to consider and finally, how we can all work together to provide the best service to our clients or employers.  This is styled as a ‘debate’ so please ask questions.  Also, I have provided an electronic version of my presentation to Ken, so you don’t have to be distracted by taking notes.   

First off, I will reveal my bias.  I fall in the “communications as the umbrella term” category.  It was something I came to early in my career and nothing I have experienced has swayed me since.

It’s been over 30 years since I graduated from the University of Washington’s School of Communications.  I worked for a few years in weekly journalism, then like many people of my vintage and background, backed into the pr profession.  Looking for a job that better suited a family lifestyle than daily or weekly newspaper reporting with all its evening and weekend commitments (news always happens inconveniently), I took a job with a community mental health agency in Cincinnati, Ohio.  I quickly learned that the basic skill set I had acquired as a reporter (research, interviewing, writing, editing, understanding the printing and production process and being able to quickly assimilate and organize a lot of new information) translated nicely to a public relations role within an organization.  What I was missing was also just as apparent: a knowledge of how business works, preparing and managing a budget, managing a staff or hiring outside resources and working with a team and understanding politics or models of governance was quite beyond me.  But I faked it.  And then also took the right steps to rectify my deficiencies.  I took a few business courses on my own time, took advantage of every learning opportunity my employer provided, joined the local PRSA chapter and immersed myself in my new profession.

In the late 1970s, I found public relations a very young, very green, very raw industry.  And just like the old comedian Rodney Dangerfield, ‘it didn’t get no respect’.  While law, accounting and medicine are time-honored professions with standards of education and licensing requirements, that was not the case with public relations…nor is it today.  It is also not understood…by those hiring or using pr…and shockingly, by many of those practicing it…or purporting to practice it.  People can’t seem to agree – inside or outside – on what exactly communications or public relations is and is not.  So here is what I concluded many years ago and where I still stand today:

Public Relations is the management of communications between an organization and its publics.  Just as important is the definition of what it is NOT: publicity, promotions, propaganda, advertising, events, spin, puffery or marketing.  (Grunig)

Marketing is the sales of goods and services.  Therefore, it is a sub-set of public relations (not other way around).  This is heresy to people trained at traditional business schools.  I used to get the biggest kick out of addressing marketing students at UBC and I would say that just to hear the sharp intakes of breath. Marketing is asymmetrical.  It may be about ‘hearing’ from its target segments (what they call “market research”), but only in a self-interested way to gain knowledge that will further sales.

Of course, some of the confusion comes from the commonalities in methodology used by marketing and public relations.  For example, both departments may talk about stakeholders, but marketing would focus on those target groups who are current or potential purchasers of an organization’s products or services.  PR would take a much broader view.  Let’s look at the poor beleaguered forestry industry: its stakeholders include employees, unions, management, directors, shareholders, forest industry associates, related industries and businesses, service and product providers, provincial government, federal government, regulators, health and safety groups, municipal governments, environmental groups, activist groups, public in affected areas, media --mainstream and specialty – and citizen journalists (bloggers), as well as the general public.  And who knows what forestry connections there may be on Second Life!  Lumberjack avatars…the mind boggles.  The marketing department would likely only be interested in interactions – mostly one-way – with existing customers and potential customers for the forestry company’s products.

Strategies employed by communications and marketing departments may be similar as well.  That is, the methods of communicating with your stakeholders such as newsletters, magazines, press releases, Web sites, email, blogs, video, meetings, special events/tours, conferences, brochures, annual reports, paid advertising, research, direct mail, sponsorships, Second Life, wikis, podcasts, social networking, word-of-mouth marketing and participation marketing.

But here is what I consider the single most significant difference between marketing and pure two-way communications: Communications manages relationships between interested parties and sometimes disinterested or hostile parties and an organization.  Marketing does NOT address conflict management and public relations does.  

Have you been discussing PR 2.0?  Do you know about it?

I subscribe to the same views Stuart Bruce put on his blog about PR 2.0 though I might not have put it like Stuart did: “PR 2.0 is a pile of garbage.”  Good communicators have always understood it’s about the conversation.  It’s about listening and it has to be interactive for credibility and for change. Now you’re trying to tell me that it’s ONLY happening because of the Internet and blogs?  Think again.  It’s just the tactics that have changed.   And of course, I am not advocating we do other than embrace all the media possible.  I have long been a champion of bypassing the traditional and mainstream media and taking messages directly to the primary audiences anyway.   

One of the best terms I came across in reading a bunch of social media blogs and websites recently is “influencer outreach”.  It may be a bit of a buzz phrase and a mouthful, but it reminded me we used to call these same folks “key influencers” and were very aware of their impact on audiences we were intent on reaching.  In those same “good old days” we called the whole area “community relations” and it included old-fashioned meetings where people interested in a particular issue actually got together face-to-face, out from behind their computers and discussed things.  There are different tools available today – in addition to the old toolkit -- but the basic tenants and principles of good communications remain the same.

The evolution in communications methods and particularly the Internet’s ability for us to all have more public conversations have also led to what I’ll call ‘the blurring of the fields’.  Now everyone working in the communications field is scrapping for the same pie and telling clients or employers “I’m the best way to address your communications needs.”  Who are these folks?  How can we all learn to play nicely together?  Who’s the leader of the pack?  Who’s naturally in charge? I think it depends on a) background and b) how adaptable you are.

Over the years, I have worked with many types of designers; graphic designers, illustrators, website designers, architects, interior designers and even landscape designers.  I like to think I understand the value of good design – i.e. form and function – and how good design enhances the delivery of information.  I have also watched the graphic design and photography fields turned upside-down over the last 20 years with the introduction of computer-assisted design, digital photography and other technology.  Suddenly, you have clients telling you they don’t need the graphic designer who has designed, laid out and produced their newsletter for years.  They’ve bought a software program and they’re sending the receptionist to a course on how to use it.  Yikes.  But designers have adapted and as you would expect, those who have been nimblest and most evolutionary have been successful in the new circumstances.  The downside has been those folks who were trained as writers or communicators who also took the Pagemaker course and are now offering themselves out as ‘one-stop-shops’ – words and pictures.  And there are designers doing the same thing.  Humbug, I say.  No one is really good at both words and pictures.  Most designers I know can’t write the simple declarative sentence and most writers I know couldn’t design a decent paper bag.      

But rather than bicker among ourselves about ‘who’s in charge’, let’s ask: whom do clients think of first?  Who do they turn to for communications counsel?  Or is it just all in the execution and they hire what and whom they need when and if they need it?  As a communications manager in-house, I was in charge of all aspects of the function which often included hiring and directing outside resources like graphic designers, website specialists, advertising agencies, research firms, direct mail experts, videographers, illustrators and photographers.  My interaction as a consultant with those same experts has been the same: I’ve assembled the team for the client.

That said, I have known some very experienced and talented people to come out of a graphic design background to build businesses that are ‘beyond graphic design’.   One long-time colleague and collaborator is one of those rare individuals who grasps business objectives and broadened his abilities to meet the challenges of growing a creative company.  He trained at Emily Carr (pre-computers) and worked as an in-house print designer, then launched his own firm about 20 years ago.  He has kept frantic pace with the changes in technology, always looking to marry opportunity with whatever the new wave is at the moment.  He has hired people with the skills he doesn’t have and developed himself into the firm’s primary client liaison and rainmaker.  Clients love working with him because he can actually speak to them in ways they understand.  He helps them make sense of visual communications and find the ways to interpret their strategic or organizational vision into everything from signage and lobby design to collateral materials based on a visioning process he leads them through.

On the other end of the spectrum is a graphic designer who literally couldn’t speak.  He came highly recommended – by another graphic designer – and his portfolio was impressive.  He was quiet and intense and worked very hard at the logo he presented.  But the presentation screeched to an uncomfortable halt when the client asked him why he had chosen that color and he said, “Because it’s the right color.”  That’s not enough of an answer.  It isn’t even polite and it showed how deeply embedded he was in his own way of seeing the world…which is fine to develop a highly refined and tuned visual sense…but not at the expense of all your other means of communication.  I only hope he took a Dale Carnegie course or joined Toastmasters (serious suggestions, folks) to over his shyness (if that’s what it was and not arrogance) so he can function in a world that demands we all explain ourselves simply, clearly and courteously.

The designers I work with the most today are all good business people with strong work ethics and completely reliable.  They take themselves seriously, they present themselves as professionals in attire and demeanor (while being very stylish, too, of course), and they can speak to clients, can describe processes and costs and understand the principles and strategies of good communications.  They listen well and bring their unique skills and talents to visually interpret the clients’ business objectives.  And they never, ever present the content in 6 point sans serif type.     

The world is changing though.  With the rise of the Internet and the reliance on visual communication by the next generations following us Boomers, people trained in predominately visual fields may take more leadership roles.  But let’s not confuse tactics with strategy.  Tacticians will remain in execution positions; strategists will always lead.  The only successful business people I’ve known who originally trained as graphic designers have also learned business and leadership.  Those skills don’t come naturally to most of us, but they are attainable and they are the only way out of the backroom, away from the computer and in front of the client on a ‘trusted advisor’ basis.  So if you want to get out from behind Adobe Photoshop and into interacting with clients on a big-picture basis, figure out what you need to do to provide them with strategic value.  What unique strengths do you have that will help them meet their organization’s objectives?  If you conclude that you need to know how to read financial statements, not just how to lay them out in the Annual Report…go out and get that knowledge.  It will never hurt you to learn new things and it could pay back big. 

So, how do we best work together – us words and pictures folks?  With mutual respect, of course.  Whenever I introduce a designer onto the team, I use phrases like “my colleague” and “work with” not “work for.”  I look for the same respect in return.  Neither can be at the expense of the other.  We have to educate clients, too and ‘fuzzy’ wording on websites don’t help matters.  It really bugs me when I go to a website and it talks about “communications” and doesn’t really say whether the firm is a visual design firm, an advertising agency, an investor relations firm or a public relations firm, even to the point of one website I reviewed that avoided describing the background and training of staff members because I guess that would give it away.  But as a potential client and a primary source of business, tell me what you do.  Show me what you’ve done (websites are so good for that) and make it crisp and easy to understand.  You may need to hire a good writer for that (wink).  On your website, make sure you demonstrate your understanding of business objectives, of strategic communications, of delivering work that meets the clients needs before it wins you an award and of your commitment to good, honorable, purposeful work of value to the client.     

Now let’s spend some time on ethics, another big picture aspect of communications that matters to leaders in the field.  We’ve all heard the silly sobriquets and insulting phrases: spin-doctor, image-maker, paid liar, “just pr”, “in a pr move...” Though amusing and colorful, they are all inaccurate if applied to professional and ethical communications practitioners.  It is extremely important for you to have the chance to think about and debate ethical issues; those situations and dilemmas that will challenge you and could result in loss of credibility or reputation – even sound the death knell to your career.  Many public relations people of my era have not given adequate thought or preparation to these matters.  Particularly those who are not ‘in the C-suite’ or even at the management table have not been tested personally or professionally.  Communicators with that level of experience do not have the ability to counsel their clients or employers on sensitive matters involving ethical challenges.  Schools of communications – whether the emphasis is words or pictures -- MUST provide that safe place in which to consider ethical challenges, to foster discussion and debate, to weigh options and potential outcomes.  If you are primarily a visual communicator, do you know intellectual property law, do you study the issues around copyright and trademark disputes, do you consider how much you’d be willing to compromise yourself to ‘get the business’ or keep a job?  Do you think it’s pirating to download music and images or just something ‘everyone does’?  Example: magazine and designer’s offer to do it for 20% less.   

So…those are my views.  Let’s hear from you. 

Bibliography

· Effective Public Relations by Scott Cutlip

· Damage Control: Why Everything you Know About Crisis Management is Wrong By Eric Dezenhall and John Weber

· Excellent Public Relations and Effective Organizations: A Study of Communication Management in Three Countries by Larissa A. Grunig

· Perspectives on Public Relations Research by Danny Moss

· Ethics in Public Relations: Responsible Advocacy by Kathy R. Fitzpatrick

· Excellence in Public Relations and Communication Management by James E. Grunig 

· Managing Public Relations by James E. Grunig & Todd Hunt

· This Is PR, the realities of public relations, by Doug Newsom, Alan Scott and Judy Van Slyke Turk

· Public Relations Writing, Strategies and Skills by Robert E. Rayfield, Lalit Acharya, J. David Pincus and Donn E. Silvis

· The Fall of Advertising & the Rise of PR by Laura and Al Reis

www.shiftcom.com
www.webershandwick.com
www.briansolis.com/
www.jameswarren.wordpress.com/
www.chiefmarketer.com/disciplines/publicrelations/PR_social_media_08052006/
www.pr-squared.com/2006/07/shift_releases_pr_20_essential.html
www.stuartbruce.biz/2006/06/big_pr_firm_fal.html
www.thepr2.0universe.com/the-pr-20-university/
www.edelman.co.uk/pr2summit
www.blogs.bnet.com/pr/?p=53
www.understrictembargo.wordpress.com/2007/08/21/pr-20-over-50-cant-deliver/
www.tylerreed.co.za/social-media/social-media-public-relations-pr-20.html
www.podtech.wordpress.com/2005/11/04/web-20-meets-pr-20-new-school-pr/
www.blog.prweb.com/2006/02/pr_20_ebook_dow.html
www.bernsteincrisismanagement.com
www.e911.com
www.dlfcommunications.com
www.prnewsonline.com/legalpr
www.crisisexperts.com
www.centre4riskman.com
www.prsa.org
www.iabc.com
www.cprs.ca
www.cprsvancouver.com
PAGE  
8

