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May I confess that I am not easy to impress?
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With that in mind, I dedicate this book to the president of my company LCO, Dawn Miller, for her tireless commitment to a continued legacy of greatness.









Preface



In the fifteen years since its publication, Guerrilla P.R. has become a phenomenon.

Included in the Library of Congress, read by presidents, taught in all the most prestigious business schools in the country (and the world), this book—which I thought was too revolutionary to become so widely accepted—has indeed grown into “the most widely used introduction to P.R. in the world.” That’s not an exaggeration.

So given all that success, the questions must be asked: Why change it? If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it; right? What’s the point of adding to something that has proved to be extremely successful as it stood? What was wrong with the book the way it was?

Well, at the risk of sounding egomaniacal, I have to start by saying that nothing was wrong with the book the way it was—in 1993. And even today, the information that I tried to supply in Guerrilla P.R. remains usable and relevant. This edition is not meant to recount anything that was published in the original version. It was all true, and the basics remain true to this day. No need to take a word of it back.

But no one could possibly say that little has changed in public relations since 1993. Indeed, the world is a completely different place now than it was then, and since the point of P.R. is to make your name in the world, changes all over will certainly have an impact on the techniques and principles used to draw attention to a person or business.

Technology has had the widest, deepest, and most profound effect on P.R., as it has on almost every other aspect of American life. In 1993, a cell phone was at least twice the size of the one you’re carrying today. Yes, the Internet was an interesting diversion, but nothing was ever going to replace newspapers, TV news, travel agents, bookstores, encyclopedias, and handwritten letters. The average American, asked about a plasma TV, would have wondered what blood had to do with making a television set work better. You wouldn’t have wanted a Bluetooth; it would have meant a potentially painful trip to the dentist. A BlackBerry? Well, it was something to put in a pie.

The same condition is true for the editors, publishers, and producers of the world (not about being put in a pie—about the changes in the world). Their technology—the very tool you’re trying to access as a P.R. Guerrilla—has changed a thousand times over in the past decade and a half. Things happen faster. News is disseminated in seconds rather than hours. It took weeks for some Americans to learn about the assassination of Abraham Lincoln (and keep in mind—the country did not stretch to the West Coast in those days). It took people in Singapore a few minutes to learn of the death of Anna Nicole Smith, if they were interested, and that was only because the reporting took some time to complete. Technology would have the information to the public in a second or less.

You might as well get used to it now: I’m going to say over and over again in this book that there are two speeds in today’s media world—fast and dead. That’s not just a clever catchphrase; it’s an absolute truth. There is no excuse for slowness, and no remedy for its effects. If you don’t keep up with the increased metabolism of information flow in today’s world, your business will not succeed. Period.

But with increased demand has come a huge jump in the number of hungry media outlets to which you can supply sustenance. In 1993, there was no Fox News Channel. There was no Food Network. There was no XM Satellite Radio. CNN was just getting itself going. MTV was still a music video channel. The words “reality-based show” had never been uttered in Hollywood. American Idol referred to someone like Clint Eastwood.

Then, there were the deplorable 9/11 attacks, and everything changed, especially in the United States. Guerrilla P.R. had to change as well. Now, the country’s mood was different: first anxious, then angry, then a spectrum of other emotions. It wouldn’t be possible to conduct business—any business—the same way again. Publicizing those businesses would also undergo fundamental alterations, shifts in the very foundations of the Guerrilla P.R. method.

The world of P.R. had to change. The basic principles of Guerrilla P.R. have remained sound; the philosophy has not changed.

But some of the techniques involved definitely have. They’ve gotten faster, trickier, and more complicated. In some ways, they’ve gotten easier, more direct, and yes, faster. Everything, no matter what, is faster.

Since the book’s initial publication, there have been some amazing successes in Guerrilla P.R. Consider the unbelievably profitable film The Blair Witch Project, which used Internet viral messaging to spread its message and reaped rewards its creators couldn’t have imagined in their most fevered dreams. Consider the fact that presidential campaigns have been announced on YouTube.

By the same token, there have been some tremendous Guerrilla P.R. disasters. The February 2007 attempt by some Cartoon Network employees to publicize a new program with suspicious-looking packages in Boston was an attempt at Guerrilla P.R. that didn’t take into account the nation’s climate post-9/11, and it went in a direction that can’t be characterized as anything but wrong.

The rise of the Web log (blog) has also created a basic difference in the P.R. world of today. Now, anyone with a computer, a microscopic budget, and the will to type can create a media outlet of his or her own. Deliver your message—unfiltered, uncensored, and unopposed—to the consumers you want to reach. Do it on a daily—an hourly—basis, if you like. Make yourself a star without having to go through the gatekeepers who have held the power for so long.

So why revise a book that has been an unqualified success? Because those who stand still are doomed to extinction in today’s media world. If I am to practice as I preach, it is essential that I bring Guerrilla P.R. into the twenty-first century not simply intact but improved. This is the book that teaches about the down-and-dirty world of public relations on a low, or no, budget. This is the book that launched many thousand press releases. This is the book that put forth the crazy notion that P.R. need not cost more than the operating budget of most small companies.

In today’s world, that means it has to be the book that moves at the speed of technology and shows you how to do the same. It must adjust, as the Guerrilla is required to adjust, to the conditions of the present day. The twenty-first-century Guerrillas, and the book that created them, have to be fast, because the alternative is dead.

And there’s still plenty of life left in this Guerrilla.

—Michael Levine
 Los Angeles, California










Introduction




There are conditions of survival in a guerrilla force: they include constant mobility and constant vigilance.

 

—Che Guevara

 

Opportunity Knocks

In the middle of the worst drought in California history, a sudden downpour deluged Los Angeles in March 1991. Though the city was grateful for the moisture, the rain caused problems. Under a two-block section of Ventura Boulevard in the San Fernando Valley, a water main burst, causing the street to split apart.

Torrents of water cascaded over the sidewalk. Traffic and business came to a standstill. As workmen toiled to repair the damage along the thoroughfare, no customers could reach any shops. One such hapless establishment was Mel’s Diner, a kitschy fifties-style eatery located right in the middle of the affected area. The situation looked bleak as Mel’s lunch business dried up amid the floodwaters.

So what did Mel do? He gave away free hamburgers to the street maintenance crew, and he invited local TV news outlets to witness this noble act of charity. For the cost of a couple of dozen beef patties and a few phone calls, Mel’s Diner was all over the airwaves that night, and ever since, business has been better than ever.

Mel showed himself a master of Guerrilla P.R.

In 1970, an ambitious young businessman named Michael Viner sought a way to enter the music industry, though he had little money to invest, and no recording artists lined up. With no other resources than his native creativity, Viner pressed several thousand copies of an album titled The Best of Marcel Marceau. It was thirty-five minutes of silence, punctuated by applause. He sent copies not to record distributors but to newspaper writers like Vernon Scott of UPI, who ran an amusing story on the prank record, which was picked up by every paper in America. Other stories ran in major outlets like Newsweek.

The record even hit Billboard’s Album Chart. Orders began pouring in, and Michael Viner built up a financial war chest with which he then entered the record business in earnest, releasing albums like Candyman by Sammy Davis, Jr.

Michael Viner is a master of Guerrilla P.R.

The examples of Mel’s Diner and Michael Viner illustrate the central premise of this book: the world is overflowing with opportunities. Opportunities in work, in love, for spiritual growth and emotional fulfillment. It’s your mission to remain constantly vigilant so that opportunities do not pass you by.

That’s how I view the world. As founder of one of the nation’s largest independent public relations companies, I’ve constantly sought new and more effective ways to heighten the profiles of my clients, and I have scoured every resource available to me in order to find them.


This approach has worked, at least according to my clients, who have included Charlton Heston, Mickey Rooney, Jon Voight, Vanna White, Michael J. Fox, Linda Evans, Fleetwood Mac, and hundreds more. They chose our firm in part because of our attitude, stemming from my ceaseless quest for opportunity.

When I read the morning paper, I don’t just keep up with the headlines. I’m scanning for possibilities: letters to the editor or guest editorials for my clients, trends that may end up as surveys, predictions, or other kinds of press releases. When I watch television, I’m not zonking out with a bowl of popcorn by my side. I’m looking for talk shows that might book my clients as guests. I’m looking at news programs to get a feel for the angles of the day. In everything I do, I stress an outlook different from that of most people: I’m looking for opportunity.

As I suggested, this view can be applied to any field of endeavor, work-related or otherwise. As it relates to P.R., anyone—pro and non-pro—can benefit from it. But if you wish to tackle a publicity campaign on your own, this opportunity-driven perspective is key. Adopt it and you’ll have joined the ranks of the Guerrilla P.R. army.

What the Pros Can and Cannot Do

The difficult we do right now; the impossible will take a little longer.

 

—SEABEES’ motto

 

Today, most colleges and universities offer degrees in communications and public relations. Professional P.R. trade associations and think tanks abound. If a teen tells his parents, “I want to go into public relations,” he or she will likely get almost the same approving hugs from Mom and Dad as if the kid were to choose medicine or law.

That’s because P.R. is a respectable calling. The money’s good, the status is high, the demand for services is strong. My company has seen a steady stream of clients who want what we’ve got, and every year the business grows exponentially.

What do professional publicists do for clients that they cannot do for themselves? For one, we give them the hard-driving personality of that unique human subspecies, the Professional Publicist. The venerated Dartnell Public Relations Handbook, considered by some the bible of the business, says: “The P.R. careerist with great potential always exhibits a lively interest in people, events, action. He has an insatiable curiosity and a high energy quotient that lead him to a number of activities not necessarily related to his school courses or working life.” Sounds like a good prescription for anyone; but it’s a positive I.D. on any capable publicist.

I can tell you that, in general, publicists and P.R. careerists are among the most upbeat, lively, curious, well-spoken, and enthusiastic people you’ll ever meet. Their attraction to media is a direct outgrowth of an inner desire to know what’s going on in the world, to make sense of the world, and to leave a mark on the world. They merely took that driving passion and channeled it into a logical career direction.

In addition to energy and curiosity, the pro has contacts. More than anything, we offer clients entree to the media. We know the reporters, editors, hosts, and producers of every newspaper, magazine, radio station, TV news program, Internet search engine, influential blog, and morning show in America.


We also know the subtle art of pitching a client. Every day we do the journalists’ work for them, coming up with ideas, devising angles, showing them why they should do stories on our clients. We tell them what’s news, and we get them to agree. (I can’t count the number of times I have spoken with intelligent media people who have expected me, the publicist, to concoct their entire story. They tell us, “We just report the news; we don’t manufacture it.” Personally, I don’t buy that. Seventy-five percent of potential news items that reach the average news desk every day never reach the public. The veto power of newspeople decides what’s news.

Journalists are among the most dedicated people I know, but the natural laws of inertia come into play, and they customarily expect us to connect their dots. Top professional publicists are good writers, too. We dash off press releases as easily as grocery lists. We conceptualize attractive press kits, photo opportunities, clever press releases, information-packed biographies, and eye-catching events to reshape media perception (and therefore public perception) of our clients. That ability to use language persuasively, whether orally or on paper, is arguably the single most important attribute of the top-notch professional publicist.

With major clients, such as governments, Fortune 500 companies, and other powerful institutions, the role of the P.R. professional takes on even greater dimensions. Clients of this nature aren’t merely looking for good press. They expect public relations counselors to foster a widespread and permanent positive perception, an inexorable bending of the public mind toward the “correct” point of view: theirs.

I can cite a classic example. The multinational oil companies have led the entire Western world to believe that life as we know it would cease if society were to deviate in any way from reliance on their products. Forget that fossil fuels cause greenhouse gases that are raising the temperature of the atmosphere and steadily choking the planet to death; forget that plenty of viable energy alternatives are available. Thanks to skillful management of public relations, the oil companies—though largely perceived as avaricious—are nevertheless generally accepted as our best hope for an energy-rich future. It may or may not be true—but we believe it. And you have their hired P.R. geniuses to thank. Or not.

Essentially, the pros see things from two points of view: the media’s and the client’s. They tailor a client’s image and the client’s message to meet the needs of the press. At the same time they challenge the media to perceive the client as we wish them to. The pros don’t always know what’s best, but often they’re called upon to make critical image decisions for clients, based on experience with what goes over well in print and on the air. It’s a formidable assignment; when it works, it’s extraordinarily gratifying.

Still, there are some things the pros cannot do. No matter how hard we try to muster a genuine sense of enthusiasm about a client, the bottom line is this: the pros are just doing a job. We are paid to pitch. If the client stops paying, we stop pitching. So concern, caring, and devotion can be turned on and off with the bounce of a check. Nobody will care about the client and his goals as much as the client himself.

Similarly, because the pros are in business, there may be certain kinds of assignments we may be unable or unwilling to take on.

Some potential clients, such as a small business in a secondary market, are too narrowly focused. Others may be unable to afford the cost of professional P.R., which can be considerable (up to $5,000 a month, and more). Still others may present image problems. After a change in senior management in 1993, top Washington P.R. firm H&K severed its relationship with several controversial clients, including the scandal-ridden BCCI bank. Said H&K CEO Tom Edison at the time, “We have no business representing sleaze.” I have also broken ties to clients when I felt they had crossed the line. My relationship with Charlton Heston, for example, ended after his famous “out of my cold, dead hands” speech in 2000, not because I oppose the right to bear arms (I don’t) but because I felt Mr. Heston had fallen under the spell of a radical branch of the National Rifle Association and was tarnishing his legacy by looking foolish.

So you can see there are as many doors closed to the professional as are closed to prospective clients. Add it up, and there may be countless businesspeople, civic leaders, inventors, performers, scholars, directors of charitable groups, and others who could greatly benefit from the services of a professional P.R. firm, yet are unable to connect.

To them I say there is a way out that bypasses the pros, that avoids the high costs, and that proves as effective in securing publicity as the efforts of most professional P.R. companies, if not more effective. It’s a method that incorporates everything the pros have—energy, contacts, written and oral skills, and broad perspective—by teaching a new approach. I call it Guerrilla P.R.

The Jungle Fighter

A guerrilla is a jungle fighter, a lightning-quick devotee of the sneak attack. A guerrilla knows his terrain better than his opponents, believes passionately in his cause, and is nearly impossible to defeat. A Guerrilla publicist works in much the same fashion—but without the deadly weapons. Agile, confident, dynamic, making do with far less than his desk-bound professional counterpart, the Guerrilla is a model of compact efficiency.

Resourcefulness is next to godliness. That’s the cornerstone of my technique. What a Guerrilla lacks in funds, he or she makes up in moxie. Every press campaign, even the most expensive and sophisticated, is ultimately a grassroots crusade. The goal of any publicist, professional or Guerrilla, is to reach individuals. The pros, as paid pitchmen, can’t help but take a less credible posture in representing a client. By taking a close-to-the-ground, one-on-one approach, and wearing his passion on his sleeve, the Guerrilla P.R. trooper cuts to the chase.

In other words, because you are the owner of your business, or the manager of the business, you have more credibility as an expert in that business than a professional P.R. agent would have. You can promote not only your business but your knowledge of the business, and therefore yourself, by drawing attention to it. You start off with more gravitas before you pitch your story. It’s an advantage—use it.

Today, technology permits millions to launch cottage industries at home. Everyone has access to the prime tools: phone, fax, computer, modem, and mailbox. On the road, you have a cell phone with Bluetooth technology, and a BlackBerry that can access your e-mail and send responses, keep your schedule, and hold your address book, among many other uses. But these tools mean nothing to the Guerrilla publicist without the attitude I’ve described. I’m talking about the attitude that says, “My project is the most important thing in the world, and I’ll stop at nothing to tell the world about it!”

So who are the Guerrillas?



	The owners of a Utah ski resort who noticed their guests developing runny noses standing in long lines at frigid ski lifts. Management installed tissue dispensers and made sure the local media knew about it. That year, business climbed, and it’s still referred to as the “Kleenex resort.”

	The creators of “Lonelygirl15,” which began as a video blog on YouTube and became a phenomenon known worldwide—and was always meant to help its creators land movie deals.

	The director, writers, and producers of The Blair Witch Project, made for a minuscule amount of money and promoted via viral video on the Web and through a Web site to become unquestionably the most profitable film ever made.

	The Miami florist who ran a campaign in his shop dubbed “Who Would You Most Like to Send Flowers to?” Entry blanks were available to all customers, who enjoyed filling them out. The florist issued a press release announcing the winners (Tom Cruise and Cybill Shepherd). The flower shop gained a good deal of notoriety, and business increased sharply.

	Candy Lightner, who formed Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) in response to the death of her daughter at the hands of a drunk driver. At her first press conference, she and her surviving daughter wept openly while describing their ordeal. An electrifying photo of the two women flashed around the country, and MADD was off and running. Though her emotion was genuine, Candy knew that touching hearts would reach minds.

	The heavy metal band Immaculate Mary, which sought to distinguish itself from the hundreds of competing bands in L.A. At every show, the lead singer threw foil-wrapped condoms into the crowd. Weird, yes, but different and eye-catching.

	The owners of the Improvisation Comedy Club, who wanted to increase the club’s visibility. They launched a petition drive to demand a Best Comedy Oscar. Thousands signed the petitions, which were delivered by the boxload to the Motion Picture Academy. Press releases announcing the campaign, the tally, and the delivery were sent, and they even wrote a guest editorial in the Los Angeles Times. (There remains, however, no category devoted specifically to comedy.)

	The out-of-work accountant in Los Angeles, tired of discouraging headhunters and go-nowhere want ads, who strapped a sandwich board over his body and hit the streets of Beverly Hills. Emblazoned on his homemade billboard were the words “Unemployee of the Month.” He got a good job a few days later.



The Guerrillas are those who take responsibility for their own success or failure. They reject the smug conventions of our specialized society. They say “no” to the advisers, the naysayers, and the consultants, and they bring to their projects the kind of spunky cleverness that typified the old Hollywood. People say movies were better back then.

They say cars were built better back then. They’re right. It’s because in those days individuals cared more, complained less, and took pride in the whole, the final product, no matter how little may have been the piece of the puzzle they claimed as their own.


Who Needs It?

The 1990s were dubbed the Age of the Entrepreneur. It seemed in those days that everyone was starting a business, and it’s still true: every year more and more people jump into the marketplace, seeking to turn products, projects, and concepts into successful and lucrative ventures. What kinds of individuals need Guerrilla P.R.?


	1. A fledgling manager of a local rock band, hoping to be spotted by major download sites and eventually by recording companies and concert promoters.

	2. A director of a free clinic or shelter for the homeless, seeking to increase public support.

	3. The designer of a bold new look in apparel, ready to excite the tastemakers in the fashion world.

	4. An actor or actress appearing in a small production, hoping to be “discovered” by top casting agents.

	5. A shopkeeper in a competitive mall, trying to focus attention on his store.

	6. The inventor of an environmentally safe automobile engine, attempting to attract the interest of Detroit or Tokyo.

	7. A crusader against drug abuse, needing increased community involvement and financial support.

	8. A restaurateur, seeking loyal clientele for her newly opened café.

	9. A medical practitioner, hoping to expand his practice.

	10. Professors from the rarefied halls of academia, who have lost touch with the real world of business.

	11. The franchisee, seeking to distinguish his own store from the scores of copycats in the neighborhood.

	12. The author, in search of the widest possible audience for his new book.

	13. And even the journalist or other media professional who would like a deeper understanding of the people vying for his or her attention.



You may already have in place an ongoing marketing, advertising, and merchandising campaign on behalf of your business or project. If so, great! Assuming your campaign is working, there’s no need to stop. Guerrilla P.R. can simply serve as an ancillary marketing tool. But if you don’t have any such campaign, and/or you cannot afford one, then listen up. This book was expressly written for you.

Why a Manifesto?

This is by no means the first book on the subject of P.R., and it wasn’t even that in 1993, by any stretch of the imagination. I make no claim of originality on that score. However, thumbing through previously published volumes on the subject, I noticed a major defect running through many of them. Although each explained what to do (some more lucidly than others), none showed the reader how to think like a publicist.

Consider the difference between learning a few phrases in a “Traveler’s Guide to Spanish” and really learning the syntax of the language. Once you’ve mastered “Where can I get my pants pressed?” you’re no better off than before. You have to learn to conjugate. You have to learn sentence structure. You have to feel the music of the language. This book teaches the grammar of directing public perception.


If you can’t think like a publicist, you won’t know what to do if something unexpected happens. You won’t pitch the talent coordinator at your local morning show in a persuasive way. You won’t know whom to call or what to write when an innovative campaign idea occurs to you. In fact, you might not even conjure up those ideas in the first place.

Guerrilla P.R. is as much manifesto as textbook. I show you not only what to do but why to do it. Throughout, I offer my own partisan philosophy of public relations. Granted, it may not be shared by all my colleagues in the profession, but it has worked very effectively for me, especially early in my career before I had a large and well-connected company, and I know it can work for anyone who applies Guerrilla P.R. techniques.

This book is designed to change the way you see the world, insofar as the media are concerned. If you apply my principles, you will emerge a media-savvy urban Guerrilla, fighting and winning the battle for public attention.

But that’s not all. I truly believe that many of the philosophical principles of Guerrilla P.R. offer a prescription for living, a manner of interacting with others. It’s not a new idea. From Aristotle to Sigmund Freud, the premier minds of their times have pondered the intangibles of human relations. The ideology undergirding my plan for gaining media attention works just as well in getting ahead in your office, or in making friends or customers, as it does in getting your name in the paper.

Just as hard work and initiative in one area of your life have a beneficial spillover effect in other areas, so can your Guerrilla P.R. efforts make you a better—and better-liked—person. I’ve seen it happen many times.


How to Use This Book

Guerrilla P.R. is a tool for empowerment. But it works only if you use it. In each chapter, I’ll outline several principles, give examples, describe methods for practical application, and frequently offer Tips & Traps. In some sections I suggest exercises. Do them. Practice is the key to thinking like a Guerrilla.

Throughout the book, I give real-life examples of creative ideas that have kicked selected P.R. efforts into overdrive. I also cite individuals—I call them Guerrilla P.R. Commandos—who best exemplify the Guerrilla P.R. spirit. Some of them are well known; some are not. All have successfully engineered their own P.R. campaigns. You can learn from them. I certainly have.

Most importantly, I’ve designed this to be an action manual. That means you should utilize the principles as you devise and initiate your campaign. Refer often to the book. Use it the way a jungle fighter would use a map. Check back frequently to see if you’re on track. Don’t worry—I’m right behind you.

Dream On

We can’t all be Beethoven, but we can all make music. If you own a hamburger stand, don’t be consumed with a desire to become the next McDonald’s, because you probably won’t. But that doesn’t mean the game is over. Perhaps you can turn your place into the best burger stand in the city. For that you can strive.

I’m not telling you to avoid dreaming big. If you’re not dreaming big, I would question why you’re in business in the first place. But dreams occur while we’re sleeping. I focus on the waking hours, when steel-eyed practicality goes a long way in making dreams come true.

What you can achieve is limited only by internal factors. Fear and laziness are tougher obstacles than irascible reporters and distracted talk-show producers. Basically, all it costs to make it in the Fame Factory is the price of a few stamps (or better, the non-cost of a few e-mails) and a telephone. What cannot be appraised is the value of imagination.

If you can make a mental picture of yourself benefiting from media exposure; if you feel you have enough creative energy to devote to planning and engineering an original, self-directed P.R. campaign; if you’re up to acquiring new skills that will help you comprehend the world of the mass media; if you are prepared to look at media and society in a new and positive way, then consider yourself a recruit in the Guerrilla P.R. forces.

It would be a mistake to promise you too much. In the beginning you may find the going difficult. Not every newspaper or radio station is going to be interested in what you have to offer, and you may feel discouraged at times. But don’t be afraid of failure. Teddy Roosevelt said, “He who has never made a mistake is one who never does anything.” If you follow my system, not only will you pull off a first-rate public relations campaign but you’ll gain a new sense of yourself.

The seeds are within you right now. Forward, march!
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A Brief History of Time…
and Newsweek and USA Today




Three hostile newspapers are more to be feared than a thousand bayonets.

 

—Napoleon Bonaparte

 

The Nature of Media

More than four decades ago, Marshall McLuhan, the father of modern communications, wrote these immortal words: “The medium is the message.”

Today I would amend that to “The medium is the media.” Our civilization is utterly dominated by the force of media. After our own families, no influence holds greater sway in shaping the text of our being than do the media that cloak us like an electronic membrane.

We all think of ourselves as unique, unlike any person past or present. Indeed, what gives human life its divine spark is the distinct quality of every individual. Yet, in many ways we are all the same. The task of market analysts, pollsters, and demographers is to identify those characteristics we share and to group us accordingly. If you are in your early fifties, male, Caucasian, a father of two, earn $100,000 or more, and listen to a Top 40 radio station, there are total strangers out there who know an awful lot about you. That’s because they understand a lot about your upbringing.

They know you watched The Mickey Mouse Club in the fifties, The Man From U.N.C.L.E. in the sixties, and Saturday Night Live in the seventies; became environmentally conscious in the eighties; and were probably sorry ABC canceled Thirtysomething in the nineties. They’ve got your number because they understand the role the media have played in your life from the moment you Boomed as a Baby. Today, in America, we tune in to over 9,000 commercial radio stations, 1,100 television stations, 11,000 periodicals, and over 11,000 newspapers with a combined circulation of nearly seventy million. This doesn’t even take into account online radio stations, blogs, podcasts, video feeds, iTunes, and pay-per-view events.

These are the sources of our opinions on everything from nuclear disarmament to Madonna’s recent adoption. Nobody likes to be told what to think, but all of us, every single day, are told precisely what to think about.

As Anthony Pratkanis and Elliot Aronson show in their insightful book Age of Propaganda, the mass media are most effective in terms of persuading the public for two primary reasons: First, they teach new behavior; second, they let us know that certain behaviors are legitimate and appropriate. So if the media are encouraging certain buying patterns, fashion trends, and modes of thinking, the unstated message we receive is “It’s okay for me to like that, do that, feel that.”


In this way our culture evolves, is accelerated, and is disseminated. Like the transcontinental railroad of the nineteenth century, the media link every city, gully, farmhouse, and mountaintop in North America.

Regionalism is fading. The American accent is more uniform; our penchant for migration and blending in is like the smoothing out of a great national blanket. We are fast becoming one.

A common grammatical error occurs when people say “The media is” rather than “The media are” (“media” being the plural of “medium”). Yet, I sense people who say “the media is” are on to something. They perceive the many arms of the media—TV, newspapers, radio, etc.—as part of one monstrously monolithic creature. The media are “one,” too.

Consider “Baby Jessica” McClure, for whom my firm donated public relations services. Jessica was the toddler from Midland, Texas, who fell down a narrow pipe in her backyard in 1987. For thirty-six hours, America was mesmerized by press coverage of her rescue.

Acting as a concerned neighbor, the media conveyed Jessica’s plight to the nation. The private agony of the McClure family became the anguish of all America. Think of it: the temporary suffering of one “insignificant” little girl stopped the world’s most powerful country dead in its tracks.

(Then, to canonize the experience, the TV movie version of Jessica’s story made it to the small screen within a year. You may draw your own conclusions.)

Without those cameras there to catch it, and those TV stations to broadcast it, Baby Jessica’s ordeal would have made absolutely no impact on anyone other than her family and those who saved her. Because of the media, all of America for two days became part of Jessica’s family.


Contraction and Expansion

Journalists and talk-show hosts like to claim they’re in the information business or the news business. But you know and I know they’re in the money business just like everyone else. Because practically all media are privately held profit-making ventures, they behave much like any other enterprise, looking for ways to increase the bottom line.

To do that they must expand their consumer base—that is, their audience. They must give the customer what he or she wants. So if your local news station runs a few too many five-part specials on the illicit sex lives of nuns during sweeps month, remember they’re only trying to please the viewers.

Creating a successful product means citizens may not always get the information they need. A Harvard researcher found the average network sound bite from presidential campaigns dropped from 42.5 seconds per broadcast in 1968 to just under 10 seconds in 1988, where it appeared to stabilize; the number stayed the same through 1996. That translates into roughly sixteen words a night with which to make up our minds on who should run the country. We absorb more information, yet understand less than ever before.

This is a logical consequence of big media. Their existence depends on keeping the audience tuned in. If TV station “A” covers candidate “B” droning on about farm subsidies, most of the audience will probably switch to station “C” running a story about the stray cat raised by an affectionate pig. Station “A” would be wise to ditch candidate “B” and send a crew out to film Porky and Tabby.

Along with this contraction of information is a parallel expansion of media. Because social scientists have us so precisely categorized, outlets targeted to specific groups flourish. O: The Oprah Magazine caters to mature, high-income women. Men’s Health appeals to middle-income, fast-tracker men. Essence aims for black women.

Peter Yarrow, of Peter, Paul, and Mary, tells a great story in his stage show to illustrate how narrowly focused we’ve become as a society. In the 1940s and 1950s we had the all-encompassing Life magazine. Then we cropped our vision down to People magazine in the seventies (all of Life wasn’t good enough anymore). Things tightened up even more with Us. Now we have Self. Somewhere, there’s just gotta be a magazine just for you. I can just imagine it: on sale now, Fred Morgenstern Monthly.

Not only do we see more media outlets, but the flow of information has likewise increased dramatically during the past few years. Fax machines, cell phones, high-speed modems, fiber-optic cable, low-power TV, satellite downlinks—all have reshaped the way we get our information, when we get it, and what we do with it. And the Internet has changed things even more. (See Chapter 4.)

During China’s “Goddess of Democracy” protests in 1989, the students kept in touch with the outside world via fax. Instantly, China seemed to leap forward from feudal empire to modern nation. Vietnam was the first “we’ll be right back after these messages” war. As napalm rained down on the jungle we saw the war live as it happened. We had no time to process information or analyze events as we were barraged by them. Because of improved communications, the Gulf War had the same effect, only with infinitely more drama. The media may have accelerated the process of dissemination, but as we found out in the days of the first supersonic jets, breaking the sound barrier did not, as some scientists feared, cause planes to disintegrate. Likewise, instant news did not cause us to psychologically disintegrate.

With the Iraq War and its “embedded” reporters, access was quick but limited. We got the information immediately, but not all the information—at least, not at first. Technology had improved to the point that reporters could report on any event anywhere in the world at any time and it would be seen immediately, not after the tape (or earlier, film) had been sent and processed and edited. Vietnam may have started the trend, but by Iraq, technology had really changed the entire process forever.

There’s no way to assess what this means to society. To be carpet-bombed by information must have far-reaching consequences to our civilization, but that’s for future observers to sort out. Today, we face an intimidating media-driven culture. Anyone looking to succeed in business must first master the fundamentals of navigating the media. To reach customers, donors, or investors—to reach the public—one must rely on the media as the prime intermediary. The methodology to achieve this is known as public relations.

The Nature of Public Relations

Half the world is composed of people who have something to say and can’t, and the other half who have nothing to say and keep on saying it.

 

—Robert Frost

 

I’m often asked whether public relations is a science or an art. That’s a valid question. In science, two plus two equals four. It will always equal four whether added by a Republican from Iowa, a shaman from New Guinea, or an alien from Planet X. However, in public relations, two plus two may equal four. It may equal five. It may equal zero today and fifty tomorrow.

Public relations is an art.

As in any art, there are rules of form, proven techniques, and standards of excellence. But overall, it’s a mercurial enterprise, where instinct is as legitimate as convention. Public relations was once defined as the ability to provide the answers before the public knows enough to ask the questions. Another P.R. pundit once stated, “We don’t persuade people. We simply offer them reasons to persuade themselves.”

Consider it more than simply a way to attract attention or influence people toward buying your product. Public relations is an art that creates an image (hopefully, an accurate one, but certainly a polished one) of you and your business, and presents it in a controlled, planned fashion that will convey exactly what you want to say without having to be obvious about it.

It becomes a question of credibility. If your neighbor tells you that the Dow Jones average for today has dropped 100 points, you would have no reason to disbelieve him, but you wouldn’t necessarily take his information as unquestionably reliable. Maybe your friend got the information wrong, or received it from an unreliable source. He could have just found out at the bar after his third drink, or from a former stockbroker who’s bitter about being fired from his job. He has, if not low, then at least questionable credibility on that subject.

But if The News Hour with Jim Lehrer tells you that stocks dropped 100 points, you will probably not even consider questioning that statement. To be fair, you’d have little reason to question it. Serving as a respected news outlet for decades, The News Hour delivers stock reports every day from reliable sources and has very high credibility. Even if the show makes a mistake, you are more likely to believe it than your neighbor’s true information.

I define what I do as gift-wrapping. If you package a bracelet in a Tiffany box, it will have a higher perceived value than if presented in a Kmart box. Same bracelet, different perception.

Consider the case of one Jean-Claude Baker, the adopted son of Josephine Baker, who owns a restaurant in Manhattan he named after his “maman”: Chez Josephine. In the spring of 2007, Baker, as is his custom, decided to send postcards with images of Maman to 15,000 of his closest friends. A P.R. standard: the targeted mailing.

Because the image he had chosen for the 2007 year’s postcard was, at least technically, a bit risqué (Ms. Baker was depicted topless), Jean-Claude decided to make sure his mailing would be in compliance with the postal code. No sense spending a lot of money on postcards and postage if the cards won’t make it through the mail.

He set out to his local post office in Manhattan, showed the clerk behind a window the postcard, and asked if there would be any problem with the mailing. The clerk took a look and, without consulting a superior, said the image was pornographic and could not be sent uncensored through the mail.

Jean-Claude felt the ruling was a little prudish, but he didn’t want to violate the law. He had the image on the postcards altered so that the word “CENSORED” appeared over Maman’s mammary glands. But no, he was told once again that a tiny amount of breast was visible, and the postcards were not suitable for the U.S. Mails.

Mr. Baker, who does not lack for Guerrilla instincts, had a third version of the image (which had always been an illustration, not a photograph) made, covering any part the Post Office might find offensive. That incarnation was allowed through.

Still, it ate at him (and at his desire for publicity). Jean-Claude contacted civil liberties attorneys and postal attorneys, as well as officials of the U.S. Postal Service itself. In the end, it was agreed that the original illustration, unaltered, would always have been acceptable for mailing.

Some business owners might have been put out by such a rigmarole, while others might simply have accepted the original ruling and moved on with the censored mailing. Not Jean-Claude Baker.

He got on the phone to the press.

On May 9, 2007, an article chronicling the case of Chez Josephine v. U.S. Postal Service appeared in the “About New York” section of the New York Times. It noted, among other things, that Jean-Claude, whom it said had been running his restaurant “unburdened by excess modesty for 21 years,” decided to send out the original postcards, image unsullied, to his 15,000 patrons. He even got an apology from the Post Office.

And he set a press conference for the day of the mailing—one day after postal rates increased by two cents. It was expected to be well attended.

What strikes some people as tasteless self-promotion can be a brilliant Guerrilla P.R. maneuver. Here, while admittedly Jean-Claude was stuck with the bill for 15,000 postcards and had to pay an extra $300 (the two-cent postage increase, which wouldn’t have been necessary if the first postcards had been approved) to send them, he also came away with a charming story in the most visible newspaper in the country—and certainly in the city in which his business is run—for the cost of a phone call.


It’s even a funny story. But where another business owner might have seen an embarrassment (Baker said the postal clerk had said, loudly, in a crowded Post Office, that he was trying to send “pornographic advertising”), Jean-Claude saw an opportunity. And for one day, at least, his restaurant on West Forty-second Street was featured in hundreds of thousands of newspapers in his hometown.

And now, he’s gotten me to write about it in this book. Bravo, Jean-Claude!

Perception Is Reality

Don Burr, former CEO of a popular low-cost 1980s airline, once said, “In the airline industry, if passengers see coffee stains on the food tray, they assume the engine maintenance isn’t done right.” That may seem irrational, but in this game, perception, not the objective truth, matters most.

It’s a matter of broken windows, as defined by a study of crime areas by two sociologists in the 1980s. In James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling’s “Broken Windows,” published by the Atlantic Monthly in 1982, it was put forth that when a tiny crime—a broken window in a remote warehouse—was left unrepaired, it encouraged the perception that the area was not well policed, that the owner of the building either was not present or didn’t care, and that larger crimes would be tolerated as well. Wilson and Kelling argued that if the smaller crimes were dealt with quickly and efficiently, the message would be broadcast that this area was not safe for those who wished to disturb the peace. They had best move on.

I believe this theory applies to business, as well. So maybe Burr was right: if there’s a coffee ring on the snack table, people will imagine that the engine maintenance is equally slapdash. Taking care of the little things will lead to the perception that the big things are also being handled. It really comes down to what people will assume on the basis of what they see.

How one comprehends given information is all-important in public relations. For decades, baby harp seals were bludgeoned to death by fur hunters, but until the public saw the cute little critters up close and personal and perceived the hunt as unacceptable, the problem didn’t exist. Before that, it was a matter of trappers preserving their hardy way of life. The seals ultimately hired the better publicist.

This also works in negative ways. The congressional check-bouncing scandal in the mid-to late 1980s was a case in which individual congressmen’s visibility skyrocketed while their credibility plummeted. The Phillip Morris Company, a manufacturer of cigarettes, spends time and money claiming that cigarettes are okay. Nothing they do or say will ever make that true, but they may go a long way in changing public perception of their product. In the early 1990s they sponsored a national tour of the original Bill of Rights document, implying subliminally that no-smoking regulations infringe on our basic liberties.

How’s that for a P.R. stretch?

Of course, when terminally ill smokers and their families began enormous class-action suits against the tobacco companies, the public’s perception began to turn. But even in 2007, the Motion Picture Association of America decided to add smoking to its list of questionable behaviors that can bump a movie’s rating from PG to PG-13 because the image of attractive actors in sympathetic or “cool” roles who were smoking was considered dangerous. You can tell children they shouldn’t smoke because they could become ill and die, but when they see someone they think is “cool” smoking, they’re going to want to emulate that behavior.

Ultimately, the goal of any public relations campaign is to either reorient or solidify the perception of a product, client, policy, or event. From there, nature takes its course. If the public perceives the product as good, the movie star as sexy, the pet rock as indispensable, then the public will fork over its money. As the brilliant business author Dr. Judith Bardwick has explained, “To be perceived as visible increasingly means one is perceived as successful.”

Some may charge that stressing perception as reality is tantamount to sanctioning falsehood. I disagree. The great historian Max Dimont has argued that it doesn’t matter whether or not Moses really did have a chat with the Lord up on Mount Sinai. What matters is that the Jewish people believed it and carved their unique place in world civilization because of it. Perception became reality.

Likewise, on a more mundane scale, one will succeed in a P.R. campaign only if the perception fostered truly resonates with the public. I do not believe people are generally stupid or easily duped. You may try everything in your bag of tricks to get the public to see things your way. But it won’t work if you don’t do things right, or if the public really doesn’t want to believe what you’re telling them.

You’ll pull it off only if the perception you seek to convey fits the reality of the public, the reality of the times. As Pratkanis and Aronson argue, credibility today is manufactured, not earned.

Consider the case of “New Coke.” In 1985, the Coca-Cola company decided it would remove its trademark cola—probably one of the most successful consumer products in the history of civilization—from the shelves because market research had convinced it that the formula used by its closest rival, Pepsi-Cola, was preferred by consumers. Sweetening the mix (making Coke taste more like Pepsi) was considered the way to “relaunch” the product and ensure that the brand would be an elite, worldwide phenomenon into the twenty-first century—and who knows how long after that.

The problem was, the public hadn’t been adequately convinced that it really didn’t like what it thought it liked. Coca-Cola drinkers positively revolted at the prospect of losing their favorite soft drink. They staged protests, hoarded bottles of “old Coke” before they could be pulled from shelves, and in short made the lives of Coca-Cola executives miserable at the very suggestion of removing the original formula.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. When “New Coke” was introduced, nobody liked it. It did not attract Pepsi drinkers to cross sides in the cola wars. It alienated Coke loyalists who believed the company had simply lost its mind and was not in touch with the desires of its consumers. Try to find a can of “New Coke” today. Exactly.

If you try to tell the public what it wants, you’d better be sure the public will want that when you give it to them.

P.R. or Publicity?

Often, the terms “public relations” and “publicity” are used interchangeably. They shouldn’t be. Publicity is only one manifestation of P.R.—specifically, achieving notoriety through accumulated press exposure. A publicist knows newspapers, magazines, Web outlets, and radio and TV talk shows. Public relations is much more than that. The public relations expert is as well versed in human nature as in editorial deadlines and sound bites.

P.R. can be as macro as a campaign to persuade foreign governments to buy U.S. soybeans, or as micro as a warm handshake. The notion that P.R. is simply a matter of mailing press releases is nuttier than a squirrel’s breakfast. As producer, manager, and publicist Jay Bernstein says, “P.R. is getting a front table at the right restaurant, getting you invited to the right party, and getting into first class with a tourist ticket.”

A man who has greatly affected my thinking, the esteemed business author and lecturer Tom Peters, tells the story of a visit to a neighborhood convenience store. “American Express was being a little user-unfriendly,” Tom recalls, “and it took a good three minutes for my AMEX card to clear. When it finally did, the cashier bagged my purchase, and as I turned to go, he reached into a jar of two-cent foil-wrapped mints. He pulled one out, dropped it in my bag, and said, ‘The delay you experienced was inexcusable. I apologize and hope it doesn’t happen again. Come back soon.’ For two cents, he bought my loyalty for life.”

This story is about one small business owner and only one customer, but it’s a perfect example of good P.R. But what about bad P.R.? I doubt there’s anyone on the scene who has mastered that dubious craft better than sometime billionaire Donald Trump. This is a man who has lost control of his own gilded ship. His lurid infidelities, his profligate spending, his precipitous fall from fortune, and, worst of all, his attempt to exploit the Mike Tyson rape tragedy to promote a prize fight collectively paint a portrait of a thoroughly vulgar mind.


Once he began an infamous feud with Rosie O’Donnell (then on The View) over whose looks were worse, things had gotten as bad as they could look. Or so we thought, until the distinguished Mr. Trump appeared on a wrestling pay-per-view event, shaving the hair off the wrestling promoter because he had won a
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