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Preface The Authentic Age

It’s 1993. The height of the Clinton presidency, lodged somewhere between the end of the Cold War and the heyday of the Information Age. Mikhail Gorbachev had torn down the wall, but the walls between people remained standing. Silicon Valley was about to go into overdrive, and little did anyone know that someday, after the Millennium, people would become addicted to personal devices that would fit in the palm of your hand yet have more computing power than an Apollo mission. Not yet would people crouch as they walked down the sidewalk, thumbs seemingly doing a jaunty two-step on a keyboard, carrying on a text conversation with someone thousands of miles away while ignoring every passing soul and, perhaps, the “Do Not Walk” icon. “Read my lips” had come and gone, but read my text was not yet en vogue.

This was also the year my most successful business book ever was published. Guerrilla PR: Waging an Effective Publicity Campaign Without Growing Broke was, as the title suggested, a handbook on how to wage a successful, big-budget public relations effort without the big budget. To do that in 1993, we followed some cardinal rules:


	We knew the players. The anchors, the reporters, the editors, the writers, the critics; we knew about their interests, their awards, their insecurities, their senses of humor and their dreams. They were the gatekeepers, but we knew how to get through the gate. There’s a very famous bit of dialogue in the movie Broadcast News that epitomizes the volatility of the television industry. I always made it a point to be able to answer the question, to be “in the loop,” so that I became a confidante of many in the media. When they came to recognize that I understood their business and their lives, they became more likely to trust me when I came to them with a pitch.

	We practiced journalism. Because of that trust we established, journalists came to rely on us for story ideas. Quite frankly, there were times when we were doing most of their work—originating story ideas, and tracking down sources—but we recognized that journalists were stretched very thin because of the nature of the business. Journalism is, in part, the process of becoming an instant expert one day on something you knew nothing about the previous day. (If you don’t think that’s difficult, try it at home.) Journalists are harried, distracted, and working on deadline. If an interview doesn’t come through, it’s like the first in a set of dominoes falling. So, we turned our clients’ narratives into saleable stories, we vetted the sources, and we made sure everything came through on time.

	We practiced the “5:30 Rule.” If it was after the end of the business day, and the light on the phone was blinking, we answered it. To ignore it would be to, potentially, miss a column on the front page or a slot on Good Morning America the following day. In public relations, as in the news business, tomorrow never comes. News is perishable; it’s only appealing when it’s fresh.



Guerrilla PR, though, was more than just a handbook of professional public relations. As the title suggests, the thesis of the book was that you didn’t have to spend a fortune to get the same results as Fortune 500 companies. The title was meant to describe a dominant public relations idea in 1993 about the capacity of people to do for themselves what literally had been done by companies with large budgets. Guerrilla PR was a title meant to describe how you could do the very same thing those companies could do for the cost of a postage stamp. (At the time, email wasn’t commonly used by the general public.) So I wrote the book, and it went on to become the best-selling PR book of all time all over the world, taught in twenty-five of the top business schools in America. It was the right message for that time. The advice in it was keyed to professionals but meant for anyone who wants to be a strong voice amid murmurs. As I explained in an interview with PR Week, our philosophy was based on my “Tiffany Theory”: If you give someone a present in a Tiffany box, it has a higher perceived value than if you give it to them in no box.

In the years that followed, it became clear to me that the world was changing rapidly, with technology—and social media in particular—reshaping the way public relations and communications function. I came to conclude that the message I had written twenty-five years ago, while valuable, was outdated. I’ve now come to conclude that, after consideration, the most appropriate message for this time, as opposed to 1993, is a phrase called Authentic PR.






Introduction The Promise

For a book to work, it must make a promise to the reader; preferably, a big promise. The promise is that if I give you twenty-five dollars and ten to twelve hours of my time, I will get something productive for it. So, with Guerrilla PR, the promise was that, if I gave my twenty-five dollars and twelve hours of my time, I would get a roadmap of how to do Guerrilla PR.

So, the first thing a book has got to do is make this big promise to the reader and articulate that promise well. The second thing it has to do is deliver on the promise. The book about Guerrilla PR was executed well, judging by its sales and popularity with readers. Authentic PR is the right message for this time. Jack Benny and Bob Hope were the right comedians for the age in which they lived, but their material would likely be out of sync in the era of YouTube moments.

That doesn’t mean that Authentic PR is a complete break from the past. Guerrilla PR was a usable, practical book that didn’t pretend to pretense. It was USA Today, not The New York Times. It was Denny’s, not Spago. Authentic PR: How Transparency Can Transform Your Business is a step forward, from Denny’s to Uber Eats, from the McIntosh to the Metaverse.






Chapter One Augmenting Authenticity


“The public is the only critic whose opinion is worth anything at all.”

—Mark Twain



The Mission: You are a brand. You live, you breathe, you articulate, and you present yourself whenever you’re in public. You are unique. With some of those you meet, you mesh; with others, you clash; and with others, you’re like the proverbial ships passing in the night. You may be well defined, or you may be vaguely outlined, or you may be a total enigma, but the image you project has an impact on people. It may attract, it may repel, or it may make no discernible difference whatsoever. Either way, your “brand” will help determine where you live, how well you live and what you do for a living.

Why It’s Important: Your brand is crucial in any event; but if you own a business, it’s critical. As Tom Goodwin, former Head of Futures & Insight—Publicis Groupe, writes, “Brands are essentially patterns of familiarity, meaning, fondness and assurance that exist in the minds of people.” And in the minds of people today, the perception of a business is inseparable from the perception of whoever runs it. At a time when social media can amplify a customer’s compliment, concern or complaint around the world, your branding and that of your business can foster or hinder your success.

But how can you burnish your image? How can you not only increase your name recognition and make people aware of your brand, but also propagate a perception that will get people drawn to your brand? Multi-billion-dollar corporations turn to well-established public relations firms that you may not be able to afford. But there are techniques that may not be out of reach and that do not require you to hire public relations professionals. It’s the mission of this book to give you some of those techniques.

With Guerrilla PR, as the title suggested, it offered strategies designed to shock, awe, and work. LinkedIn, Facebook, and Twitter hadn’t become part of life then. Yelp hadn’t yet become a tool for the satisfied or dissatisfied customer. That book was published at a time when social media had yet to change the conversation; and different times call for different strategies.

For example: In Guerrilla PR, I note how a restaurant named Mel’s Diner, which I described as “a kitschy, fifties-style eatery,” elevated its profile after a water main burst in Southern California. In 1991, a persistent drought in the state was followed by a deluge, and a water main burst under Ventura Boulevard in the San Fernando Valley. The break decimated the lunch crowd at the restaurant, but rather than sit around apprehensively, David “Mel” Weiss transformed what had happened into an opportunity. As I put it then, “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’s Diner became a nightly news hero because Weiss waged Guerrilla PR.

Suppose that had happened in the 2020s. In some ways, the strategy might have been similar: make the hamburgers and alert the local television news outlets. But the recipe for success in this “guerrilla” campaign might have also included instructions to “add social media and stir.” Such a gesture could have gone global and viral. Social media are force multipliers because they create a virtuous cycle: Users become aware of a good deed by a business or a good experience at that business and they spread the word to their friends, connections and followers, who, in turn, send the message to their networks. It can become what might be called a geometric progression of goodwill.

In today’s more volatile weather environment, this sort of campaign could become more commonplace. According to the National Interagency Fire Center, as cited by the Insurance Information Institute, there were 58,985 wildfires in 2021, and 58,950 in 2020. Restaurants could publicize spontaneous efforts to furnish food to firefighters who are battling the blazes that are now appearing year-round in parts of the US. The same rule applies in the aftermath of any life-changing weather event, such as a hurricane or a tornado.

That’s not to say that you need to wait for an apocalyptic event to garner some goodwill. Opportunities are everywhere if you know where to find them. Think of this book as a sort of Public Relations 101, or, if you wish, public relations for dummies. Public relations is a fascinating field, but its practitioners may not be available or affordable for some businesses. Authentic PR will fill the gap, offering a readable guide to raising your visibility and burnishing your reputation.






Chapter Two The History of Personal Branding

Mass Production, Mass Communication: Personal branding started coming into its own in the Industrial Revolution. Mass production and advances in infrastructure and transportation allowed people to engage in specialized work. For the first time in history, people asked routinely what others did for a living, since, for the first time in history, the answer didn’t routinely involve a reference to the family farm. This diversification led to the rise of multi-million-dollar businesses specializing in the industrial technologies that were being developed.

Some of the founders of those businesses are easily identifiable: Think of John D. Rockefeller and Henry Ford. These industrial pioneers were wealthy and remote. Their companies surrounded them like fortresses, and a budding public relations industry arose to ensure that potential customers perceived those companies as rock solid and here to stay. It was all very impersonal and institutional.

The movie industry was also very remote. Actors’ images were well manufactured. The heroes of the latest Westerns had no flaws. If you believed their publicity staff, they could lasso three bulls while signing an autograph—and the leading lady was glamor personified in the spotlight. Nothing was known about her flawed personal life because studios were as adept as the Central Intelligence Agency in keeping secrets.

Even small businesses could afford to be somewhat impersonal. If you were deciding whether to patronize a restaurant in the mid-twentieth century, you would have been likely to have based that decision solely on how tasty the food was and how courteous the waiters and waitresses (servers in today’s parlance) were. You wouldn’t have investigated whether the owner of the restaurant dined only on organically grown food or whether the chicken on your plate had been caged for most of its life.

That was then.






Chapter Three The Personal Connection

People are connected today like never before. Social media have transformed the remote into the reachable. A corporate CEO who in past decades might have been a virtual unknown to most people may be your LinkedIn connection. In the words of Sasha Strauss, founder of Innovation Protocol, “One of my favorite coworkers often says Elon Musk has more followers than SpaceX and Tesla combined. And that says a lot about this time, where the leader of the organization often has more attention than the brand itself. And so, this is a whole new expectation, where, honestly, if you traded stocks in the ’80s you rarely heard from the CEO of an organization.” He continued, “Now, now we’re hearing from the CEO at four in the morning, and it may affect the stock price for the day. And so, it’s this really interesting situation where we used to expect a leader to lead economically, financially, and now we’re expecting them to lead with voice. And that’s why this is so trying is that they weren’t prepared. Their voices weren’t ready.”

No wonder Bloomberg Businessweek titles a weekly podcast “Elon, Inc.” The face of the corporation is the fate of the corporation.

Voice and Volatility: Social media has created a more volatile environment in which to do business. If you had bought a Model T Ford back when they were coming off the production line and the engine kept breaking down, you might have railed to some friends or written a letter to the company; but it would have been difficult to get the manufacturer to take notice. If the same thing happened today with the newest model of automobile, your outrage could reach not only your friends, your acquaintances, and members of your family, but also everyone who is on social media, and you could singlehandedly send the company and the dealership into damage control mode. Furious customers on websites such as Yelp can deliver a billion unkind cuts to a business. And cell phone cameras can literally catch businesses and their proprietors in the act, whatever act that is.

A Time of Transparency: Privacy is at a premium in the digital age. At a time when Google can aggregate all of our triumphs and transgressions in one search and Siri and Alexa can blab about us if we ask, it is impossible for owners of businesses of any size to hide. Some owners and CEOs have embraced high visibility or had it thrust upon them by millions of inquisitive and appreciative social media users. Bill Gates keeps in touch with the public online through emails of “Gates Notes.” Elon Musk posts. And posts. And posts. And Richard Branson at least once used artificial intelligence to offer a personalized phone call to anyone who requested it.

For Branson, visibility is a key to customer service. Carmine Gallo, Senior Contributor to Forbes, spent time with Branson on the occasion of the first Virgin America flight from Los Angeles to Las Vegas. She quotes Branson as saying, “A good leader doesn’t get stuck behind a desk,” and writes, “Branson is always on the move, meeting employees, talking to cabin crews, and soliciting feedback from passengers. He’s constantly asking for their opinions and he keeps a notebook of the ideas and the feedback he receives. Branson believes that a leader’s creativity is nourished by the time he or she spends out of the office and in the field.”

Decision makers are no longer out of the public’s reach. They may be secure at home in gated communities, but there are no gates online. The time of faceless companies and institutional public relations is over. Corporate public relations must be personalized and nimble. CEOs must be ready at a moment’s notice to handle memes as competently as they handle mergers.

That same accessibility is not only available to smaller businesses; it’s essential to their survival. If you’re a business owner, it behooves you to get in front of your business, the way Branson does. Not only should you be the face of your business to your customers; you should also aggressively find out what’s on their minds and cater to that. But above all, you have to make members of the public aware that your business exists and then find ways to attract them. The only difference between smaller and larger businesses is the size of their public relations budgets. Think of Authentic PR as a force multiplier for the smaller business.





Chapter Four Your Challenge as a Brand

If you have a business, you are just as visible and vulnerable as Elon Musk, Bill Gates or Jeff Bezos. And in the minds of the public, you and your business are inseparable. For example, in my book Broken Windows, Broken Business: The Revolutionary Broken Windows Theory: How the Smallest Remedies Reap the Biggest Rewards, I mention the story of a vegan restaurant owner who resigned after she posted in an online forum that she had “spiked a vegan meal.”

As recounted in The Guardian, “A group of diners had booked a table on Friday evening, and in the early hours of Saturday [Laura] Goodman posted: Pious, judgmental vegan (who I spent all day cooking for) has gone to bed, still believing she was a vegan. And on a separate post she writes, Spiked a vegan meal a few hours ago.” The response on social media was vehement.

According to Goodman’s co-owner and fiancé, they received death threats and threats of lawsuits.

Goodman resigned.

It’s not enough to say that you have the best vegan restaurant, please come here. You have to communicate that you have a wonderful vegan restaurant run by an authentic vegan who raises his children to be vegans and who donates to vegan causes. And you need to offer evidence. That’s the authentic part.

Building Your Business with Background: Customers want to know the people with whom they’re doing business, and they want to be assured that the business is acting ethically. Generations of people who were raised to be health-conscious and socially conscious want to make sure that their food is ethically sourced. In the case of restaurants, it’s no longer enough to know that the food is good. Potential diners are likely to scrutinize the lives of the owners of restaurants, and learn something about the histories of those restaurants.

Starbucks is a prime example of a company that celebrates the background of its product rather than just the product. As the company notes on Starbucks.com, “Helping people thrive helps ensure the long-term sustainability of the premium products we provide. Whether it’s arabica coffee, tea, cocoa or manufactured goods, we’re committed to offering ethically purchased and responsibly produced sustainable products of the highest quality.” Without such an assurance, Starbucks would arguably be unsuccessful. Customers want to identify with the businesses they patronize. But they won’t identify with the business if the owner doesn’t share their values.

Being Authentic—The Value of Vulnerability: You might say that Starbucks adds value through vulnerability. In an interview with The Associated Press posted by Business Writer Dee-Ann Durbin, former Starbucks CEO Kevin Johnson is quoted as saying, “[I]f I think back to my life journey the advice, I would give to the younger version of myself is be authentic. I went through life maybe not having the courage to show vulnerability or the confidence to really be who I was and as I got later in my life, I figured out that authenticity is the fastest way to create human connection and to lead people. That means having the courage to show vulnerability, show empathy and compassion, and in doing that, you’re demonstrating something that every single one of us on this planet has in common. That’s the human experience, and that’s what makes us great leaders.”

Vulnerability spawns credibility. Everyone has flaws. Would you be more likely to buy from a business that’s opaque with its flaws and spin-doctors its image? Or a business that’s transparent with its flaws and pursues its vision? A business’s vision should be in line with its values. When the two are in sync, consumers get a message that keeps them coming back for more. For example, Ben & Jerry’s Homemade Ice Cream Holdings, Inc. attracted customers because of its founders’ commitment to the values associated with the 1960s. When it was sold to Unilever in 2000, part of the deal was that its social mission would be protected. Today, it has a separate board of directors charged with assuring that its social mission gets the same attention as its profit picture. In an age of authenticity, the two are related.



Case Study One: The Antique Advantage

The Challenge: You have opened a new restaurant based on home cooking that was handed down in your family over the generations. You want to showcase your place as an authentic part of the community, with shared roots and shared values.

The Strategy: Most communities have some kind of heritage festival designed to focus on their history and cultural heritage. Set up a space at that festival offering not only free food, but a look at family artifacts, photographs and perhaps a vintage vehicle. Then, offer an appraiser’s services to evaluate some of your customers’ antiques and collectibles. Allow the appraiser to preview the items, then hold the appraisals at the event. Invite television coverage, and shoot a video of some of the appraisals for your website. If you’re living in a smaller city, such a festival probably commemorates the entire community. In larger cities, the focus may be on neighborhoods.

The Rationale: People love history, and they have a keen interest in the artifacts that make it live today. Look at the success of the PBS program Antiques Roadshow. Daphne Northrop writes on wgbh.org, “With about five million viewers each week. Antiques Roadshow is not only PBS’s most-watched ongoing series. It is a local phenomenon—wherever it goes.” Just as history is an anchor for one of the most popular programs on PBS, so can it be a touchstone for a restaurant with deep roots in the community.

Nelson’s, a restaurant in Rancho Palos Verdes, California, is another case in point. The restaurant commemorates Mike Nelson, a former Navy diver portrayed by actor Lloyd Bridges in the syndicated television series Sea Hunt, which ran in original episodes from 1958 through 1961. Food may lure the curious to the restaurant, but the artifacts on display from the television show help to establish an emotional bond, both culinary and cultural, that keeps them coming back. And just as Antiques Roadshow uses history to attract a following around the country, you can use it to create a clientele in your community.

One strategy: Call a local television station and invite them to do a story about your collectibles and your cuisine. You might be surprised at how receptive a television producer may be to a “kicker” story about history on a slow day.

The Costs: Booth space rental, and, possibly, food permits. But you need more than roots. You need wings. For a smaller business, the question becomes how to get the message out. A company like Starbucks may have employees whose sole job is to reassure customers that its products will salve their consciences while satisfying their yearnings for a morning beverage, but smaller businesses can promote an image of sustainability without increasing their budgets.

For example, the chef at a locally owned restaurant could create a YouTube video showing how one of the eatery’s dishes is prepared and talking about how it is sourced. (Customers in the restaurant could access those videos quickly by scanning a QR Code strategically placed at the table.) That same chef could do the same demonstration at a farmers market. And, who knows? That chef could approach the producer of a local morning television news program and offer to do a regular cooking segment. (Producers of these morning shows, which typically run before Today, Good Morning America or CBS Mornings, may be hungry for time fillers. (Non-network affiliates may have their own morning shows with even more time available for segments such as these.)

Conscience drives commerce.



The Strategies

In Sync with the 2020s: Society today is much more cynical than it was decades ago. In those days, 78 percent of American adults felt that authorities—attorneys, doctors, priests, military, teachers—would do the right thing or try to do the right thing. Today, that number is 18 percent. When you measure people under thirty years old, the number goes to two percent. Authentic PR is a way of people communicating messages of credibility. Do you trust someone you’ve known and met in person more than someone you haven’t? Of course. Because in person, they become authentic. All their strengths and frailties are on display. Do they speak knowledgeably? Do they present themselves well? Are they committed to certain ideals? Are they just in it for the money, whatever “it” is? People you meet become authentic. They’re not avatars (unless they live exclusively in the metaverse). Authentic PR is a way of communicating messages for today’s cynical audiences. And you don’t need a Fortune 500 budget to practice it.

A Multi-Dimensional Approach: In today’s world, you have to communicate your message to the audience in many multi-dimensional ways. You can’t rely on any one mode. Instagram isn’t enough. Social media is wonderful, but it’s only one piece of a puzzle. When you’re communicating a message to an audience, you have to communicate in many, many venues, including radio, television, newspapers, magazines, the internet, and social media. American audiences today are so distracted that to communicate with them, you must have a multi-dimensional approach.

The Authenticity Advantage: Audiences and customers want (in fact, demand) to know that the people who are trying to sell them something are who they appear to be, that they’re credible, that they’re trustable, that they’re believable. If you have a restaurant today, it’s very important that you have good Yelp reviews. It’s also important that the physical experience is consistent with the promise of the restaurant. You want to be consistent, authentic, transparent, and vulnerable. You want to teach your audience, or potential audience, about the restaurant, about the food you serve, about where that food is sourced, and about who prepares it. Who’s the chef? What were the founding ideas of the restaurant? What are some customer testimonials? What you say about yourself is not nearly as important as what others say about you. Website testimonials are great, but social media testimonials are even greater because you can’t edit them. If you have a Jewish deli, it would be important to have the testimonials come from prominent people in the Jewish community. If you had a Mexican restaurant, it would be important to have testimonials from people in the in the Hispanic community. You’re creating proof to confirm the believability of your message.

No Targeting Required: The key in Authentic PR is not to figure out how to target messages to certain audiences, but to reveal who you truly are, then let the right audiences find you. If you have a sports bar and the owner of the bar has an extensive baseball card collection that they began to amass when they were a kid, it would be important maybe to get pictures of them when they ere that age to tell the story. How did their childhood lead to them owning a sports bar? Their journey to sports began at a young age with a card collection that was started by their uncle, and they still have many of those cards today. This is the kind of thing that creates an authenticity to the audience. It’s very appealing at a time when so much human interaction has been lost to work-at-home days and shop-at-home evenings.

“Cell” the Business: Technology has been an accelerator of low-cost communication. It’s been said that every cell phone in use right now has more computing power than the entire Apollo program. The cell phone is an effective, efficient, and low-cost way of communicating a potentially powerful message. If you own a restaurant or another type of business where people congregate, you can record thirty-second videos on your cell phone of a happy customers and upload them for free. The only investment is a few minutes of your time. (Standard message and data rates may apply.)

Keep in mind, though, that the cell phone you use to record a happy diner enjoying a Salisbury steak can also be used by an unhappy diner to document a hair in their chicken sandwich or a dirty restroom, but the advantage of technology is that the images it records are real. They have the feel of cinema verite on the fly. That gives those images enhanced credibility. They can also be used to tell the story of how a business is striving to be an integral part of the community and a powerful force in enhancing the quality of life.



Case Study Two: Swing and a Hit

The Challenge: Owners of a dry-cleaning establishment want to enhance their visibility and reputation in a community. To that end, they’ve decided to sponsor a local Little League team.

The Strategy: Create a section in your website devoted to the team, showing highlights of each game, especially improbable highlights, like the 450-foot home run hit by one of the players. Then, call a local television station and tell the producer about the surprise you’re going to stage at a specific game. That surprise is a parachutist who is going to land on the field between innings.

The key is the element of surprise. People may or may not attend a Little League game to see someone jump out of a perfectly good airplane, but if they’re already at the game, they’ll have their cell phone cameras out to record the aerial maneuvers.

The Rationale: Some of the greatest moments in baseball don’t involve players. Case in Point: the sixth game of the 1986 World Series between the Boston Red Sox and the New York Mets, when a man parachuted onto the field at Shea Stadium in the first inning of play. Later in that same game, Bill Buckner of Boston would allow a ball hit by Mookie Wilson of the Mets to roll through his legs. The error gave New York the win. And then there was the time a goose landed on the field during a game between the Los Angeles Dodgers and the San Diego Padres.

Baseball is a game of both triumph and tedium. And it’s the surprises and the electric moments that make it such a crowd pleaser. You can’t affect the outcome of the game, but you can affect its impact in person and on social media. Hiring a skydiver to glide into the stadium or onto the field is one way of galvanizing media coverage and social media visibility. All the better if your team is in the championship series. Perhaps the parachute jump could be augmented by a grand slam that clears the bases and wins the night for your team.

The Cost: Hiring the parachutist and renting the plane, plus the ongoing cost of team sponsorship.






Chapter Five How to Get on Radio and Television

The Talk of the Airwaves: Think a radio talk show of your own is out of the question? Then you must not have heard of Tom and Ray Magliozzi. In 1977, radio station WBUR-FM in Boston tried to assemble a panel of car mechanics to talk about car repairs on the air. Tom Magliozzi was the only one who showed up, and his performance was so good, he was invited back as a guest, and he brought along his brother Ray. The two were eventually offered their own show on WBUR-FM, then NPR decided to distribute it nationally beginning in 1986. Car Talk won a Peabody Award in 1992. The brothers retired in 2012.

Tom and Ray Magliozzi didn’t set out to be professional broadcasters. It just happened. And who’s to say it couldn’t happen to you? All it takes is a little chutzpah to get you on the air, and a little charisma to keep you on the air.

Automobile repair, do-it-yourself home maintenance, hunting, fishing, boating, and antiques are just some of the business sectors that are perfectly suited for podcasting. In fact, any business sector in which some expertise is required is the starting point for a podcast and a call-in radio show. The best of these shows follow what might be called the Three Hs: They have a personable host, a sense of humor, and no hard sell. They give the business a mention perhaps twice an hour. The best of the best of these shows are accessible to, and even sought out by, a listener who would otherwise have no interest in the subject. That listener may patronize your store just to check it out and invite friends who will, in turn, invite friends who will spend money and leave you with enough disposable income for this year’s cruise to Antigua.

Engaging the Media: There’s no question that television has changed over the decades. Where once there were three over-the-air networks, today there’s a bevy of streaming services and cable channels in the mix as well, not to mention online entertainment and gaming. And the news media, which have become the bedrock of cost-effective television programming, have taken a hit. According to Elisa Shearer, Katerina Eva Matsa, Michael Lipka, Kirsten Eddy, and Naomi Forsten-Katz, writing for the Pew Research Center, “The local news landscape in America is going through profound changes as both news consumers and producers adapt to a more digital news environment.”

Nevertheless, local television remains a visible part of the media ecosystem in most communities, and savvy business owners would do well to cultivate relationships with the local media. They will learn that most of the anchors and reporters they see on television are not the decision makers. They will learn to check the credits of popular news programs and reach out to the producers, the real powers behind the rundown. These for-the-most-part unsung visionaries make the decisions that determine what will be covered on any given day. Because they have to respond to breaking news, they normally have “go-to” sources with expertise on different types of breaking news, whether it be brush fires, earthquakes, crime or international terrorism. A former firefighter who owns a store that sells fire suppression equipment would be an excellent go-to resource for a harried producer at a time when news is breaking and a fire department spokesperson may be unavailable.

A garden shop owner who happens to be a master gardener is in an excellent position to become a personality on local media. Morning news programs perennially search for experts in a wide variety of fields to populate segments that may be of interest to the waking audience. Physicians can offer to do regular health segments. My friend Jerry Edling worked at a television station in Florida where a local dermatologist did a five-days-a-week segment titled, “To Your Health.” He became possibly as recognizable as a billboard lawyer, and it didn’t cost him a penny.

And then, there’s food. Everyone has to eat, so food shows on television are a natural way to soft-sell restaurants. There are a number of different career paths that can lead to a show of your own. You could follow the career path of Chef Emeril Lagasse, opening restaurants, writing cookbooks and amassing awards and Michelin stars. Or you could take a lesson from Rachael Ray and travel a simpler route, from conducting cooking lessons in a store to being on national television.

Ray told Forbes (as quoted by Sophie McEvoy on The List), “My mom worked in restaurants for sixty years, and what I learned from her is a lot.” According to IMDb, while working at a shop in Albany, New York, “she held cooking lessons in the store and caught the attention of a local television station. The station began cooking segments, which later became 30 Minute Meals…” She has since hosted shows on the Food Network, along with a nationally syndicated show, written cookbooks, and had a word added to The Oxford American College Dictionary. (The word is EVOO, her shortened depiction of “extra-virgin olive oil.”)

She is not the only one who took culinary skills from local television to a national audience. The late Art Ginsburg had a catering business when he started a cooking segment on a station in Schenectady, New York. He parlayed that into a nationally syndicated segment in which he was known as “Mr. Food.”

There’s no reason these sorts of show business sagas couldn’t happen to other businesses. All it takes is skills, savvy, and the “it” factor. But even if you don’t become the next continent-wide cook, a segment on a local TV station could add the visibility and name recognition you’re seeking in your market.

All or Nothing: So many businesses miss out on opportunities to be on the air because they want it all. No television or radio news producer is going to give you an opportunity to broadcast an infomercial about your business, unless, of course, you buy the airtime. But that same producer may want to tap into your expertise about a specific subject and offer your business a mention on the air. The owner of a business offering whale-watching tours, for example, may be asked about certain endangered species of whales. A coin shop owner might be asked whether an economic downturn has led to a spike in the purchase of gold. An anchor or reporter isn’t going to ask about weekly specials, but they will likely name the business and create the opportunity for thousands, perhaps millions, of impressions on viewers or listeners.

Case in Point: One of the principals of a river cruise company was offered a segment on a network affiliate about trends in his business. He later complained that he didn’t get an opportunity to discuss specifics about upcoming cruises. The producer of that segment heard about the complaint and muttered about referring the cruise guy to the sales department the next time he wants publicity.

Proximity, Proximity, Proximity: Does the name Rupert Jee sound familiar? It should if you were a regular viewer of The Late Show with David Letterman. Jee owns Hello Deli, which is literally around the corner from the front entrance to The Ed Sullivan Theater, where the show was recorded. After it debuted in the 1990s, the show had a “meet the neighbors” segment, taking cameras past businesses within a one-block radius of the theater. Letterman talked with various people the camera encounters. (Two people were asked to Xerox their faces.) Letterman asked Jee if he had ever had a standing ovation. He asked him to leave the cash register in the custody of a customer and to come to the theater, where the audience cheered him.

That was the first in a number of comedic segments in which Jee participated. He became familiar to regular viewers. You can imagine the effect his television appearances had on sales and name recognition. Even after the show went off the air, Hello Deli remained an iconic part of the neighborhood. On January 31, 2022, the City of New York proclaimed “Hello Deli Day” in honor of its 30th anniversary.

There’s a saying that the three most important considerations in real estate are “location, location, location.” A mansion in an unpopular area of the city may be worth less than a small townhouse in a desirable area. For a business, proximity to a media outlet can unlock hours of good publicity. Hello Deli may be a fine eatery, but it was its proximity to The Ed Sullivan Theater, not its cuisine, that made it nationally known.

This is an unvarnished example of Authentic PR. There were no sophisticated marketing messages vetted by layers and layers of publicists and message customizers here; just the owner of a business who was willing to act as a comic foil on national television.

Of course, not every business can be around the corner from a national late-night talk show, but taking advantage of proximity to a media outlet works at any market level. A friend of mine worked at a television station where he was asked once how he would fashion a segment with a gourmet chef. He replied that he would take a camera across the street to Denny’s, and have the chef teach one of the short-order cooks how to make one of his dishes. You don’t have to be an advertising executive to figure out the value of that kind of publicity in brand recognition and sales.

With radio and television, there are a number of people you need to get to know, and you need to know how each media outlet really works. If you’ve ever been in a television station within one hour of news time, you’ve probably seen what appears to be chaos. People are running around and yelling. It looks like the New York Stock Exchange the day of the crash in 1929. Again, if you’re familiar with the movie Broadcast News, you may recall the scene in which the producer was in an editing booth, working with the editor, trying to finish putting together the story with seconds to spare. The reporter runs down the hall as the editor smirks and says, “She’s not gonna make it.” The producer then jumps over a baby to get the story to the control room on time.

That type of scenario is not the exception to the rule in broadcast news. It’s the rule. And now, you’re going to try to cut through the maelstrom of frantic producers and flapping identification tags to get a story on the air? It’s easier than you think if you get to know broadcast journalists, respect their schedules and deadlines, and go out of your way to help them with breaking news.

The Players: Story selection begins with the assignment editors. Their job is to bring stories to the attention of producers and then assign videographers, and, in some cases, reporters to the stories that are due to be covered that day. In smaller markets, there may be one person on the assignment desk at any one time, while in larger markets the area around it may resemble a beehive, especially if there’s breaking news, the reporter van had a flat tire, or the helicopter is running low on gasoline.

Knowing people who work the assignment desk (or “the desk,” as it’s called in newsrooms) will put you ahead in getting coverage because they’re the ones who will determine whether your story gets “staffed”—that is, if they have the resources to send a videographer, a reporter, or both to your story. The desk is your first hurdle.

Suppose they staff the story. Your next challenge is to get it included in the show. That’s the producer’s job. He or she has the final say as to whether your story will get on the rundown—the list of stories, in order, that comprise the show. Once you’re in the rundown, you’re home free, sort of. Breaking news supersedes everything and could kill your story at any time. Sure, it would be a shame if your promotional event, which you have spent months planning, is deleted from the rundown because of a car chase—but that’s the way it is.

How to Get Face Time: First, you need to do some investigative work. Watch local television news programs and find the shows in which you think a segment about your business would fit. Remember to think like a producer. If you were the producer of the show, what sorts of features would you include to appeal to the available audience? Remember that daytime audiences tend to be primarily people who are not working at that time, while prime time and 11:00 p.m. audiences tend to be in the workforce. What would appeal to them? Also, check the lead-in. What show precedes the one you’re targeting. Is it a soap opera? A court show? The audience for the show that precedes a television news programs will sometimes (but not always) carry over to the show.

After you decide which show(s) to target, find out the name of the producer(s). This is easier to do than you might think. One way to find out is to check the credits for the show. (They will probably run on Fridays, if














	Never be boring. Never!

	Know your subject thoroughly.

	Review the media you contact. Read the paper, watch the newscast.

	Cover your bases.

	Don’t just take “yes” for an answer. Follow through.

	Never feel satisfied.

	Always maintain your composure.

	Think several moves ahead.

	Be persistent, but move on when you’re getting nowhere.

	Remember, this isn’t brain surgery.

	Don’t take yourself seriously (like too many publicists I know).

	Have fun.




Case Study Three: Eyes and Ears
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