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This chapter, maybe more than any other, has required extgnsive rgvisior? since the first ed(njt:jrr;
Dealing with fast-moving developments in the electronic med{um via a prmte.d. me ”
iilustrates one of the major differences and challenges for public relations practltloners. "
addition, several specialist texts have been written to address t.he. area, and‘ this chaptgrhcoaw
only give a brief overview of areas to consider. The characteristics of the\ fnteme; .ances "
messages are transferred in cyberspace are discussed. Elemgnts'of gttractmg au 'Ierlools 8
the web are examined. The issue of activism and rogue weAbsnes‘ls raised. The main 008
electronic public relations are listed: websites, interactive d|§cu§5|?n groups of se\;(;ra - ,;
virtual press offices and email. Lastly, monitoring an orgam;anon S presence on (; o bc
recommended. It is now important that every PR practitioner in every field of activity sho

competent with new technology.

n 2001, the IT sector was a growth area in the UK PR i,ndustry‘ in terms of stat;:(r)tr
and eamings. According to PR Week. during 1998 the UK. s.top 150 technol(f)gy ls; U
PR agencies generated a combined fee income of £86 million, accguntmg or lar;n ‘
cent of the PR industry’s total fee income that year. Onge perhaps consndgred thc? unih "
orous preserve of specialist business-to-business agencies, the IT sector is forgnrlzg hcp.
in terms of attracting clients from the lucrative internet apd new media mar .etpw"cr-c
With computing and the internet becoming increasingly mamst‘rean?,.IT c?mpg;:::essof .
asking PR agencies to reach general audiences alongsxdc? the ‘tmdmonal p.ut e e
analysts and the press, while many consumer campaigns x.ncluded an 9l.n‘eT e 4
component. As a spokesperson for PR Week pointed out during late~ 199 .b i
lot of “dot com” [website] business around, and the tec}.mology' agencies are bene " £
However, the dot.com bubble burst, and along with it the che.ny base disappear e
many PR agencies specialising in technology. At the time of writing, there ;Zfin;s‘wuib
light on the horizon for the technology sector, although PR Week (US) repo ey bt
and-see attitude’ to spending on PR by technology chent§ (2002, 2003). .A ;ut durin;:
Golin/Harris International in 2002 expected that PR spending would remain fla ¢
3.
2()(l)ioweve:r, the need to use online media effectively is now integTaI to every S;ﬁ:)‘;:) 20\1'"
PR, and practitioners are having to adapt accordingly. Mark Pinsent of tec £}
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specialist agency Text 100 suggested during 1998 that the ability for PR practitioners
to provide clients with internet-based services would be ‘absolutely crucial’, and agen-
cies that could diversify into more generalist sectors would be ‘on to a winner"!
Commenting on the pace of change within the tommunications environment at that time,
Wendy Richardson of the Public Relations Consultants Association (PRCA), predicted
during 1999 that ‘no PR firm will be in business unless it embraces new technology’.

The internet as a mass medium
Back in 1995, Warren Newman, an cx-president of the IPR. commented: ‘the internet
is public relations’ - but, at that time, the net was ranked seventh as an issue of import-
ance by PR practitioners, Today. in view of its audience reach, potential for propagating
information and convergence with other media (consider webcasting. internet radio,
interactive digital TV, wireless application protocol aka WAP) the internet cannot be
ignored by anyone operating within the PR industry. According to Cyberatlas
(www.cyberatlas.com). by February 2003, the total worldwide internet population was
estimated to be around 580 million. The same survey suggested that British internet
users numbered around 29 million, although the Which? Online annual internet survey
for 2002 put the UK population at only 19 million, with a slow down in the rate of
increase. In fact. CNET News flagged up a decline in the number of households
connected to the internet in November 2001. However. Which? Online suggested that
even though new users were declining, the more experienced user population was
spending longer online, encouraged by switching to unmetered packages. Confidence in
¢-Commerce continued to grow with nine million UK consumers making an online
purchase in 2002 (BWhich? Online 2002) and technologies such as WAP which brings
internet content to mobile phones expanding access and usage.

The role of free ISP services, initially taking their lead from Dixon's ‘newbie’-orien-
tated Freeserve venture (www freeserve.co.uk), was significant in encouraging
widespread internet use, bringing people on to the net who might not have been inter-
ested otherwise. Research by NOP suggests that free service providers attracted a new
type of internet user — generally older and from the C2DE social groups — where previ-
ously users were from predominantly younger age groups and ABCI social rankings.
Market competition and the somewhat problematic unbundling of the local loop (the
copper wire between household and exchange) from BT resulted in the introduction of
broadband services, such as ADSL. which carry data faster than modems and copper
lines. As an alternative to ASDL, cable companies such as ntl started offering afford-
ably priced broadband services ranging from 128kbps to 1mbps through 'cable modems
or customers’ set top boxes. A typical modem plugged into a copper lme.opcrates at
56kbps. However, Which? Online (2003) found that broadband connection did not make
financial sense for most internet users. )

The USA represents the largest number of users, or 29 per cent of the global internet
Population (www.cyberatlas). Greenspan (2003) found that while users had become
cvenly balanced in terms of gender, the average American user was still young (29 per
“ent between 18 and 29, 47 per cent between 30 and 49), white (77 per cent), employed
(44 per cent with more than $50,000 yearly household income), cducated (37 per cem
with college degree) and suburban (52 per cent). A Bigreasearch survey (W~b1g
reasearch.com) in December 2002 identified the growth of simultangous media usage,
O watching television and using the internet at the same time, with 50 per cent .Of
the US internet population doing this on a regular basis. In fact, contrary to the initial



258 The Public Relations Handbook

demographics of internet usage, 31 per cent of women said that they went online while
watching television, compared to 24.3 per cent of men. In the UK, more hits were
received on the Big Brother websites during broadcasts.

Even though the UK is still playing catch-up, the net is increasingly being used as a
means of accessing information for a wide range of purposes. For example, in the four
weeks preceding the March 1999 NOP survey, a significant number of the respondents
had used the web to:

* search for information on a particular company (2.9 million people)
* read newspapers online (1.9 million people)

* locate travel information (1.9 million people)

* search for financial information (1.3 million people)

* shop online (1.3 million people)

* search for employment (1.2 million people).

In October 2002, using email was the most common activity on the web, with 76 per
cent of users. but finding information about goods and services was still highly signi-
ficant. with 71 per cent of users engaging in this. Phillips rescarch (2001) showed that
43 per cent of respondents had bought something as a result of information found on the
web, compared to 41 per cent who responded to magazines and 29 per cent to newspapers.

The PPA (www.ppa.co.uk) has been reporting the internet’s increasing significance
in business decision-making for some years. While business publications were the
medium most widely used, with 87 per cent of decision-makers using the medium regu-
larly, 71 per cent said that they used websites.

In 2000, the total online population represented around 30 per cent of the UK adult
population (source: Continental Research). In comparison, approximately 99 per cent of
UK adults listen to radio, 98 per cent watch TV and 64 per cent read newspapers daily.
There is evidence that the internet is a significant adjunct to traditional media. “The
latest annual government internet survey showed that downloading news was a purpose
for 28 per cent of users’, says Phillips. ‘This means that 6.3 million people used the
internet to source news in the UK.’ A survey commissioned by Freeserve.com in July
2002 revealed that people in the UK spent three times longer surfing the net than they
do reading newspapers.

Characteristics of the internet

Gregory (in Phillips 2001: 49) sets out three phenomena of the internet that practitioners
must take account of:

* Porosity - the passage of information from internal to external audiences means
communications cannot be exclusively directed to one public.

* Transparency - opening internal systems to scrutiny from those external to the organ-
isation, such as delivery tracking systems.

* Agency — transforming messages and images as they are passed from one person 10
another, such as the many examples of manipulating images on ‘suck’ sites (s€¢
below, discussion of rogue sites).
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Hgnqn (2001: 7-10) maintains that communication on the web should obey the same
prnciples as all other corporate communications: \

* Simplicity - focused on the themes that support corporate success

Timeliness - prow‘dmg information when needed. Online communication Increases
the pressure to deliver information quickly.

* Openness — access to information.
Decfinition - cnsuring that key audiences receive information,
* Flexibility - using the relevant media for the message.

Indiv 1dua11%y - persuading one person at a time, Online communications enable users
to personalise how they want to receive information.

* Meaningful - making sure that messages are clear to the recipient.

. aQ ) b M 3 .
Measgrat?le - determining ‘whether a message contributes to or detracts from an
organisation’s . . . success’.

Holtz (1998: 16-21) suggests that communication has been changed fundamentally with
the advent of online media. In moving from an industrial economy to an infon;lati(m
€conomy, communication must change from the hierarchical. top—down model (the
l?roadcasF paradigm) to a networked. accessible system (the network paradigm).
I:xl?ectaugns have shifted from pushing out a huge quantity of messages to improving
their quality and relevance by customising communication through email and discussion
groups. As a massive volume of data has become available to organisations about their
customers’ preferences and desires, products and services arc now customer-driven rather
than producer-driven. In addition, whereas organisations and media owners used to set
the agenda, now individuals can set up their own websites to express their opinions,
People with similar interests can form virtual communities unlimited by geographical
considerations. The internet is a ‘pull’ medium as users go to a website because they
have a speciﬁc information need, compared to print media which ‘push’ information z;t
the Tecerver whether they want it or not. Holtz cautions that while making information
available on the web is a necessity, messages still need to be sent via an integrated mix
?f media, as not all individuals are internet savvy. Indeed, Greenspan (2003) states that
nearly One-quarter of Americans experience life unplugged’. Holtz also sees the task of
Communications no longer as distributing information to every member of the target audi-
ence, but to ‘entice each individual, one at a time, to your site”.

Are specialist skills required in the IT sector? Do practitioners have to become experts
n web design as well as words? When asked to name the concern voiced most frequently
by IT sector PR agencies, a spokesperson for PR Week answered ‘recruitment’. He elab-
orated that ‘getting people who have specialist technical knowledge can be difficult”.
Although the ‘anorak’ image of IT-related roles has diminished, and interest in the
nternet is no longer considered socially undesirable, industry entrants may consider the
technology sector less inviting than ‘glamorous’ consumer PR. This is despite the fact
that career progress within IT agencies can be rapid. Are PR skills more important than
technica] knowledge, or vice versa? Mario Tilney-Bassett, a new media specialist, has
Worked within both the IT and the consumer PR sectors. He comments:
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The technology sector needs PR generalists who are capable of grasping technology
or at the very least what the technology means to the end user. For example, you do
not need to know how television works to explain the difference between a colour
and a black and white set.

He adds that technology specialists ‘tend to get bogged down in technical issues and
can overwhelm the listener with jargon’, while claiming that many PR practitioners are
‘technophobic’. Esther Kaposi counters, ‘It is quite easy to argue the oppositc and say
that all clients in all sectors should be able to expect computer skills, while PR is partly
intuitive and difficult to learn.’

Lyle Closs of Ogilvy Public Relations said in 1999 that there was a need for people
who understood and liked technology. He commented: ‘Clients expect practitioners to
understand their business. For technology PR people, a good computer studies degree
is preferable to a PR qualification. PR skills can be taught, but a fascination for and
love of technology is harder to teach.” Closs emphasised the need for public relations
practitioners to adapt their skills: ‘Outside the IT sector, considerable ignorance exists

. consumer and business-to-business PR people will have to learn fast ... or find
themselves out of business in a few years’ time.’

Taking a similar view during 1999, Dave Bennett of Manning Selvage & Lee believed
technology sector practitioners should have a broad skills set, especially as campaigns
were becoming more mainstream: ‘Some 90 per cent of our accounts are multi-faceted,
in that they include some sort of non-IT characteristic. In five years® time, there will be
no such thing as a wholly IT account, dealing exclusively with trade media and analysts.”

‘The technology sector is now almost a side show compared to the internet mediated
activity needed in the communications industries’, says Phillips. ‘Consumer, financial,
B2B have to use internet capability. In any one day upwards of 1,000 press releases are
made available through organisations such as PressBox, PA and Waymaker.’

PR practitioners must be able to find their way round the internet and use email effec-
tively. The figures look encouraging: a survey of 180 of PRCA members conducted
back in April 1999, covering all sectors, found that 100 per cent had email and internet
access, while 88 per cent had a website and 62 per cent had an online newswire (such
as Reuters Business Briefing) (Figure 17.1). These figures suggested that, even a few
years ago, practitioners were eagerly embracing new technology.

As more and more qualified graduates enter the profession, the technology skills leve!
of general practitioners should rise. The IPR’s insistence on approved courses having
sufficient coverage of new technology means that the ‘technophobic’ level amongst new
entrants will fall. This may mean that senior level practitioners will know less about
new technology than their account executives. Technologically challenged practitioners
will feel increasing pressure to update their IT skills at the demand of clients, colleagues
and the press. As technology moves ahcad, many may take their example from the 17
sector. Holtz (1998) believes the IT sector set a precedent for the PR industry’s adop-
tion of new technology:

Practitioners working in the technology sector face a particular challenge - to leac
the way by introducing new concepts that apply all the rigorous principles of eff?c'
tive, ethical communication. As representatives of the companies that are developné
the technologies that make dynamic, many-to-many communication possible, pubh+
relations practitioners have no margin for error. They are expected to embrace and
understand the capabilities of the technologies they promote, along with traditiona
communications. Even other communicators expect to follow the leads of the tech-
nology community.
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Figure 17.1 Technologies used by UK PR agencies — April 1999
Source: PRCA benchmarking study

Duripg 1994, John Pavlik (of Columbia University, USA) had a vision of the PR industry
moving towards virtual teams with flat structures. helped by online communications. He
pred}ctcd that virtual offices would exist, with clients and PR pcople communicating via
email. He also said there would be a shift towards two-way communications, with PR
peop}e targeting virtual publics (that is, special interest groups that exist on the internet).
Pavlik's visions are coming to fruition, in the IT sector at least. Virtual teams exist at
many agencies, as individuals based in different locations can share information easily
using email and intranets, as if seated in the same office. For this reason — and because
the need for costly facilities provided by the employer is avoided - the use of hot-
degkmg and freelancers is growing. Taking an industry-wide view, PR practitioners can
casily share ideas and contacts using online industry forums such as UKPress (www.
ukpress.org), a networking resource for communications professionals that launched in
carly 2000. Meanwhile, the internet makes tasks such as day-to-day research much easier
and faster than before.

The diversifying IT sector and its audiences
A few years ago, technology sector PR largely spent their time communicating the bene-
s of products and services to IT managers, by targeting the publications read by these
people. Popular (if unexciting) themes such as cost-efficiency, flexibility, reliability and
Tobustness were used to encourage IT managers to invest in hardware, software and
networking products — while enabling them to justify their purchases to finance direc-
tors and board members. IT messages and audiences were not exactly diverse.

Suzy Frith of IT specialist agency Citigate Technology described in 1999 how the
Situation had changed:

F‘)r.many years, vendors of IT services and software found communication easy.
Their only audience was the IT department and the only relevant medium was
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specialist 1T magazines. Now the picture 1:5 more complex. as IT 'haz comte“;urxltc:;
the back office and drives virtually all business processes. So, lT ven ((;r: s,ain o
to sell to the people who make technology work - but they alfoﬁnee l:'sk n the
confidence of the board, business managers and users. They are hd\mg tg in ta‘ims
about cxternal communications in a highly competitive market in which repu

can be destroyed by ill-chosen words and behaviour.

At the time, Frith believed IT companies were immature in theﬁr thinking, 'and‘ consei
quently nceglcd help from PR people to focus on markets, avoiding the prewousv tugne‘
vision on technology. In particular, Frith suggested that PR people must help IT vendors

to:

* realise that the single audience model (targeting just IT manager§) 1s no longer effec-
tive

« develop strong brands

+ identify and segment target audiences

* create market propositions | .
3 o) N, 10 1 3 c
* ‘develop what they say and how they say it, because communications is no
corc business’,

Dave Bennett of Manning Selvage & Lee believes Fhe main indgstry stakeholidjjr:e r-g
whether these are small businesses, public sector bodles.' finance dlrect()%s f)r etrr: ' ‘har.,
can be targeted by ‘having a sound proposition, f()cu51ng on Ihe bc.:n‘e ts :ae f;'cc[jyc
the technology, and being creative about it’. Pubh? rc_latlons 1s at its r_l;gs ellowine
when used as part of an integrated corporate commumf:auops’ programn?e. 'eh ol
case study demonstrates how a campaign for a purely t‘echlc product ;an reatc o
audiences successfully, by using a different message for each type of target press.

Case study one: EVUS launches Cambridge

Cambridge Silicon Radio (CSR) launched in foy 1999 — a nine-man teflml sfplnn‘;ilr:lgg ;‘“
of Cambridge Consultants Limited (CCL) — with SlOm of venture capita tuChie o
some very big ideas. CSR is a ‘fabless” silicon c}.np‘ mar?ufacl'ur?r, a very 'e e
ness, but with somc hot technology. CSR’s specialism is building shon—rangke -
onto silicon chips, and the team’s expertise had been used in a number ofd l.)es;t)oChnOkw
cations. However, the announcement of the Bluetopth short-range radio esmarl\l—t
specification by Ericsson, IBM, Intel, Nokia and Toshiba presented ankenorrf;?lua i
opportunity for the team. CSR’s ambition was to be th'e first to mar et “g'mon-doliur
chip Bluetooth radio - a position that could see it quickly becoming a bi
cozsa»[\ti);i] any start-up, besides CSR making an impact in the electronics mgzstrgl;iit
chief barriers to growth were lack of money and lack of people, and thgset.vg'wa; .
tives needed to be addressed in the company’s PR launch. A further f)bjec fl Y etoath
position CSR as one of the drivers behind the development and adoption (; o
technology — the success of which would largely be d.rxven by consumer a ggR w;thm

A launch strategy was developed by EVUS, which m\folyed positioning e s
the key financial media as a well-funded UK start-up, within the electronics p
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technically innovative company, within the

local Cambridge media as an excellent
employment opportunity for technical

professionals and. where possible, within
consumer media as a British company bringing an exciting new technology to market.

The Cambridge E vening News was briefed under embargo to run a story on the after-
noon of Tuesday 11 May 1999 the objective being to secure a launch story in the
Financial Times on the morning of the same day. The launch release would be distrib-
uted to the trade press on the Tuesday. The Stratcgy worked to perfection - although
not without the odd drama. The FT° ran a positive story on page 2 of its *Companies &
Markets” section, the C ambridge Evening N

ews ran a large story under the headline
‘Spin-off predicted to be world beater' and the key industry title. Electronics Times,

carried a front-page story with the headline ‘Billion-dollar Bluetooth bid". In addition,
a number of national titles, including The Times and Observer., picked up on the
consumer applications of Bluetooth technology, strongly tying CSR to its development.

Although, at the end of the day, CSR’s success will be based on selling millions of
silicon chips, its ability to do so relies on many different factors. CSR’s PR objectives
continue to be multi-focused, with campaigns running in the technology. business,
national and consumer-orientated media.

Case study provided by Mark Pinsent of EVUS, a division of Text 100

Targeting consumer audiences

Increasingly, technology companies are using mainstream media to reach a wide audi-
ence. Technology companies such as Cisco, which manufactures routers (an essential
component of data networks), and IBM, which targets the corporate market with ‘solu-
tions for a small planet’, advertise on prime-time TV. After all. countless business
Mmanagers and end-users will be watching and may influence their company’s procure-
ment decisions. Similarly, internet ventures now promote themselves through every
given medium. Whether consumers arc viewing a TV advertisement for a major search
engine or a billboard advert for a cut-price travel site, they simply cannot escape the
dot.coms,

Caraline Brown of Midnight Communications, a technology sector agency that targets
consumer and other audiences with creative campaigns, believes the secret of PR success
1S to ‘keep it simple’. Brown does not believe in focusing just on the technology -

rather, she thinks an [T product or service must be seen to have real benefits. In 1999
she commented:

People want to know how a particular technology will relate to their everyday li‘vc‘s.
While technology for technology’s sake at one time generated news stories. this is
1o longer true in a sector where audiences are becoming increasingly savvy. In the
old days, the press loved the fact that a product or service had launched on the
imemet, and that alone would be worthy of coverage. Today, with the high 'speed of
Icchnologjcal change, good PR coverage depends on coming up with an idea that
brings the technology alive.

Brown pointed out that the computing and technical press had undergone a ‘radical’
facelift:

Early publications tended to focus on high-end technology users — industry players
and computer experts — rather than the person on the street. However, there has been
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tremendous expansion in the computing and high-tech media, and we are now seeing
internet magazines carrying front covers that compete with the likes of Maxim and

GQ?

She added: ‘When you consider that everyonc from pensioners to under-fives are
embracing the internet with equal enthusiasm, there has never been a better time for IT
sector PR practitioners to make an impression.” In addition, many publications which
launched during the dot.com boom closed during late 2001 to early 2003 because of
decreased advertising revenue.

Technology PR is definitely moving towards emphasising the lifestyle aspects of prod-
ucts. ‘It’s no longer about speeds and feeds’, says Andrew Gordon (2002). ‘It’s about
the benefits. Style is emerging as the latest means of hyping hi-tech, particularly for
mobile phones.” He also quotes Tom Shay, director of corporate communications for
Fuji, who says, *Consumers don’t care about how digital cameras work, they just want
it to be easy to use and take good pictures.’

Lydia Whitefield. VP of corporate communications at Avaya, agreed. ‘You have to
say what the technology can do for you.’ She also feels that the downturn in the economy
has made technology firms more cost conscious, so that PR is becoming more important
as it is more cost-cffective than advertising in reaching decision-makers.

Dealing with the public online

Holtz (1998: 61--7) points out several differences when communicating with audiences
online. Whereas print communications are linear, publics can enter web pages at several
different points. On the one hand, no assumptions can be made that someone will start
reading at the beginning and continue to the end. On the other hand, organisations mus!
anticipate why someone might visit their site and ensure that the navigation and content
can provide the desired information. Reading information from a screen is different from
reading a book. Readers must be enticed to scroll down, rather than leaving the sit
because what they want is not immediately available. The navigation system should lead
people where they want to go without too many distracting clicks. People scan tex!
rather than read it, so text on web pages needs to be succinct. Holtz also maintains thy’
web communications are narrowcasting rather than broadcasting, that a ‘one-size-fit--
all’ website will satisfy no one. He quotes the example of Disney, which not only hirs
a corporate site, but also individual sites which deal with each movie and how to g
hold of the related merchandise.

Tools of online public relations

Websites - what works and what doesn’t?

PR practitioners, including those outside the IT sector, are being asked to consult clients
on setting up websites and running internet-based campaigns. Some agencies hav
created specific new media divisions to meet clients’ needs in this area. Websites 37
important because they represent a company’s image and brand values online, and can
be used to communicate cost-effectively with many audiences, when compared to 0“_““
elements of the marketing mix such as advertising and printed literature. Communicatiof
through websites may be:
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* business to business — reaching th

_ ird parties, shareholde ial inves ;
bodies, analysts, trade media. etc. TS, potential investors, industry

! s Systems, entertainment sites, portals, ct
. . . . . ) ’ C.
Internal -- providing tailored information to staff, clicnts and affiliates

, r . using i ;
€xtranets (inter-connected intranets) and,password-proteclcd areas on et

corporate sites.

According to a s 1
o ;ﬂ:;},thtgs: ;:s:]ysszc;:leiséo;/] :(;zigdellwes If zmi;; basebd on various internet statistics,
. i a Metrix, the web is shrinking despit i

growth in the number of sites. People are spending less time }; o COﬂflnlfed
Instead on a small selection of trusted sites (in th;e UK (l)n ﬁ’cmra‘l' SUYﬁng’ e
Google.com search engine). More than a third of most ) 1 ea o Slt?s "?dUdC e
the 50 most popular websites. The study also su ;cx*tifiofh(':ls ?“lme mouth et
mendation, known as ‘viral marketing’, was becomiﬁz i}lcreaqi‘:l ]W‘i’: -Zﬁ::t)ﬁlamcom-
;fgsl;cu(jrix?ﬁgcirl]tar:xeni fora vyebsite, al!hough saturation in thisga:ea nﬁcans it is inr:r::?
caccmssfull o oo mdt e han mpaci with a viral gampaign. This format was used
convergatio);) onpbu?]u: te tb e Blfzzr Witch Project movie, which soon became the topic of
o des;roy(:d o ,e in oa@s across Athc world. Conversely, a website's reputation can
e dudﬁ ! t;;zatlvgoglsnor opinion. Boo.com, the internct fashion retail venture
voiced . 00“1; : ?yl . 0, ﬂopndgrgd from the start when UK new media experts
A ctive ac of faith in its design and functionality, as well as the fact

4t the owners had a lavish lifestyle before they showed any decent results

A successful website should have the following features, according to Kirsn:ncr (1998):

a‘ LI ’ . . .
What’s New’ section - so users can identify the latest content and go directly to it
a search engine or site map - to ensure all content Is straightforward to locate

a 3 - M T N
bfeedbalck~ mechanism (an online form or email address), so users can comment
about the site and suggest areas for improvement

consistent navigation (a uniform navigation system should appear on each page)
s‘ecurlty information (this is particularly important if the site has an e-commerce
system where users are asked to enter their credit card details)

linking instructions — to encourage reciprocal links with other sites

a - 3 . H . - . ..

. pgvacy policy — if users provide their email address to Jomn a mailing list, they
€ed to be reassured that it will not be passed to third parties without permission

location and contact details.

/\ o .
survey conducted in the UK by Redsquare revealed that internet users actively dislike:

l?atfl Speedy .too slow’. Website visitors will feel frustrated if pages do not load
within approximately 30 seconds. This is especially true of people who are using
modems at speeds of less than 56k.

DM_‘Org.amlsed mess . Many sites are inconsistent in their approach to visual identity,
Navigation, layout and the structuring of information.

Substandard design’. Poorly designed websites are no more acceptable than sloppy
Cxamples of corporate literature.
eSIOM') response’. If a website has a feedback mechanism, it is unacceptable to ignore
Dquiries, or even to take a few days to reply.
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« ‘Too much information’. The most effective websites provide succinct. relevant
punchy content.

It is important for websites to be user friendly and straightforward to navigate -- otherwise
a proportion of the potential audience will be lost. In new media forums, a debate has
emerged about the use of Macromedia’s Flash - which creates animated. multimedia con-
tent for websites — on general consumer sites, as users who do not have the latest browser
plug-ins (helper applications) are forced to download the software or skip the content. As
a general rule of thumb, Flash is considered inappropriate on e-commerce sites, informa-
tion sites (such as search engines and directories) and anything aimed at a predominantly
new user audience. The use of superfluous Flash content -- among other unnecessary
adornments - was a major contributory factor to the failure of Boo.com. However, Flash
is appropriate for entertainment sites, music resources, online advertising campaigns and
digital art. It can be the role of the PR person to advise clients on best practice.

The PR person should, from the start of a website project, ensure that there are set
sign-off stages for the design (including the precise structure of the navigation system)
and the content. A site plan should be drawn up in conjunction with the developers so
everyone is working to the same ‘blueprint’. Designs should be signed off as mock-ups
created using just imaging software before any coding or further development starts. It
is important to allow sufficient time for beta testing the site before it is unleashed on
the public. It can be damaging to a company’s image to launch a website that is full of
oversights and errors.

Website follies can be avoided when technical experts, designers and marketing
communications people work together as a team and listen to advice from industry
veterans. According to Gusterson (1999), both technical and communications expertisc
is necessary to create an effective website. He suggests that PR practitioners who under-
stand the web are well suited to assuming ownership of site content and liaising with
technical staff over presentation. He also points out that practitioners must adapt their
writing style, as the web requires something different from the traditional paper-based
writing mode. People rarely read web pages word by word, instcad scanning the page
and picking out individual words, sentences and graphics.

PR people should certainly be aware of how to edit material for the web. Suggestions
for formatting web page content include:

* keep the word count to around 400 per hypertext page, as information is less eas:
to read on a screen than on a printed page

= break up body text with sub-headings

+ link from a feature or opinion picce to other sites that display relevant informatic:

+ include references to other sites as hyperlinks

* include an email address, in case the viewers require further information

+ remember that your potential audience is global, even if the site has a local focu:

* be sure to remove references to printed material from the copy, such as: ‘On page
three of our brochure you will find . . .’

Horton suggests that web page design is ‘equal parts science and art’ (2001: 154!
He recommends setting up a site map so visitors can get where they want to be in M
more than three clicks (aka click thrus, which emphasises the need for good navigat:o”
links). He also suggests that a home page should always have links to a site search
engine and map, so that if information is not immediately apparent, visitors have &
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chance 1o conduct a personalised sc
button is another must.

Phillips : 5 iti
ey [:s (f?.O;)l. 124) qdd§ that.pracuuoncrs must pay attention to the needs of sit
visor o fee that the information is trustworthy. As anyone can set up a ;vcbs‘: ;
2 ) e N ‘ e I
ganisations have to demonstrate that their site contains bona fide co ¢ o
brand squin rporate and product
As mi i 1 1
Commuallggt be exyl)egted with such an interactive medium, developing a website is a
rocess. 1t 1s not good enough to sim set 1 i
ply set it up and leave it sitti
web server. Web users are impati 1 efects on the
: 3 patient with out-of-date material, which re
reputation and trustworthiness of th isati o a pull mapny the
$ € organisation. As the web is a pull 1
users have to be attracted to an isation’ ite i it sitor o
orgamsation’s web site if they are to visit, si
, : : isit, si
be promoted effectively. Tried and tested methods include: o st

arch for what they want. A feedback or “contact us’

* printing the URL (aka site address) on all company literature

tar geted pl omotions dnd (,Onlpe"tl()l]S g p B b p
thd[ ¢ncourage repeat VISItOrS or entice peo ] >
C p ¢

* viral marketing
* reciprocal linking with other sites

referral sc 5 — i
Vis&;rrdl s}:hemcs for example, e-commerce sites may pay third parties who send
ttors their way a percentage of the sales relating to thosc visitors

search engine placement and the buying of ‘key words' on major search engines.

lhaT?hSZ:: g;zgror:s, it h?lps if the content includes current news and information, so
visitore and r(e)sljadresource. ‘Dy..sart (2003) suggests on-sitc_ polls as a way to increase
Association (wwp ?l e {llews stories. He cites the C omputing Technology Industry
related topics ag W~;0mpt1§.0rg) as a gooq example. Surveys are conducted on such
for in an e \:./e ’securlbt.y, soﬁwf'irc buying and what computer industry visitors look
in an eagil Plfzio v: ll()n dS i%)erwce provider. Survey results are .then provided to the media
expert | y nloadable form. Conduptmg surv.eys ?s@bllshes the organisation as an
pert in the field, and also allows a dialogue with visitors about what they are inter-
ested in without a hard-sell pitch.
isezeja;:ca: t;r;gm:] .plzi"cem.ent should not be overlooked. .As content on the web is organ-
search engn :rc 1('13 ashion, users normally. search fpr mformguon using their preferred
oftware fa” (;)r };ectory. These .mfly be 'mdexcs like AltaVista or Google, which use
Wb pase e S;;l ers tg gather information frgm the web base'd on words contained
logue arl:dgu S;jotr ‘lrictone's such as Yahoo!. whwh empAloy website developers to cata-
into the 5o af }? ¢ in ormatrpn accordmg to a list of topics. When a user types a word
ctumed, C ingme. a list of websites where the yvord'or phrase appears will be
e looki11 S?’S t v;n scroll.do.wn to see whether there is a site that. relates to what they
 the by 2}n Qr. hen designing a? sne3 me‘ta tags can be |r?sened into the HTM‘L cpdc
Keywmdsgdmngbof the page to identify n‘ to search engines and help classification.
128) Tists :rs,'cn e t’he Font?nt and summarise whgl the site is ‘all about. }ioﬁon (2.00]:
tiat s, oo ous tricks which may .hclp sites to improve their .search engine ratings,
)'!Ussibie NN ne:rer the top of tbe list in a user search for particular terms. It is also
Site’s Visibil'uy eywords on major search engines s.uch as Google. which improves a
Macement gt)' lWhen that particular word or phra§e .1s'entercd by users. Sea.rch engine
thing of ‘S ou d be confiqcted at lgast quarterly if it is to be effective. As it is some-
Specialisus Wequ science’, it should ideally be outsourced to a freclancer or agency that
in this field.
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As with all forms of public relations, measurement of website effectiveness is
important. Holtz (1998) criticised the measurement process for websites, which has tradi-
tionally focused on the number of hits, visits and page impressions attained during a
certain timescale. (For example, you could attract 12,000 visitors to your UK-focused
women'’s portal — but is this really useful if 90 per cent are young male students living
in the USA?)

The problem may be that many sites do not have a clear purpose. US-based author
and PR consultant Dan Janal (1998) says too many companies go on the web without
a set of goals. He suggests: ‘Most sites fail because they don’t have a strong call to
action. There is simply no incentive to move people from being curious to being
committed.” In some cases, sites have failed because they were launched before being
fully tested - which is usually a recipe for disaster. PR people could help ensure that a
site has attainable objectives, that the technical team works with the marketing people.
and that live testing is not conducted on the public. '

In many cases, PR agencies need to put their own sites in order. Mark Pinsent iden-
tifies various shortcomings:

[There is] a lack of appreciation of what visitors want to see - more commonly, they
get what the company wants to tell them. There quite often seems to be a desire to
get people off the site as soon as possible, with loads of links to other sites.

He advises against including material that should perhaps be confidential — such as
information concerning specific client contacts and PR decision-makers. After all, most
agencies do not wish to inadvertently encourage head hunting of their valued personnel.
Nor do they wish to tarnish their reputations as professional communicators by uploading
ill-thought-out content.

‘Through using search monitoring, a practitioner can get instant feedback about the
reception of their messages online’, says Phillips. ‘Brand messages and further informa-
tion needs of publics can be monitored on an hourly basis. Reaction times from people,
not intermediaries, can be obtained and messages changed in minutes. This can be tried
out on www.wordtracker.com.’

The internet also allows webcasting, the streaming of audiovisual material from the
web server which is viewed by end-users through plug-ins such as Real Player or
Windows Media Player. This can be either live or archived, and can range from
Powerpoint slides which could accompany a clip of a CEO speaking to an AGM,
awards broadcasts, seminars, music festivals and full-length pop concerts, sporting even:<
and perhaps most famously Channel 4’s Big Brother reality TV programme. Hortcr
(2001: 167-8) advises practitioners to use experienced technical companies to set i
the webcast. As with any public relations tactic, a webcast must have a clear objecti* =
and a specific target audience.

Holtz (1998: 235-45) suggests several ways of measuring the success of websites &
integrated campaigns rather than hits (which he suggests is an acronym for How Idio:s
Track Success). A parallel can be seen in the development of evaluating media coverage
in print by using column inches, with the current sophisticated methods of media content
analysis (see Chapter 19). He starts by recommending sophisticated tracking, to monitor
where visitors come from (for example, the referring sites that have sent them to your
site) and which pages they visit once they have arrived. Another way is to associ«'fk‘
unique URLs with particular directives that encourage people to visit the site. LIk
adding direct marketing or promotional coupon codes, this marks each query with 1S

:,i:;, a; ar:cr;ti(:]d}{g;v:\;ler andmbers’ fequests meant that a printed register of members
o J \ 1 cs ad to be rgmtroduced as some found this easier to navigate.
contact details :.:re still only available on the website, however.
WdS)chterpere]el .and Skutski (2003) suggest a template for assessing an organisation’s
Site, including whether messages to each audience have been defined and assessed
by visitor fegdback. A process for updating content should be in place, and a clear ;ie‘stc
apphed ?onsmtently. Navigation considerations include download tim,e and logical nalfil-1
gation aids. Content must not only be grammatically correct and free of typographical
errors, but also, perhaps more importantly, current and relevant. srpe

Virtual press offices

E;t;orheoii\ensmg clcllems' on best practice regardins websites, PR agencies should put their
o WCbs dl: .or er. fl" (T) frequently, PR agencies’ sites commit some of the cardinal
I 2 g Whe&gn or fail to cater fully for the nger of key.audiences such as the press.
et o vg ; n many Jf)umalxsts prefer to obtain information clectronically, numerous
t 'y genc1.e5 and 1p-hous§ PR depz.mments have set up virtual press offices (VPOs)
0 pr0v¥de. specially tailored information to the press (examples can be found at
:’::T’W.;mdmght.c'o.uk, www.chapr‘cfo.uk, ww.whiteoaks.co.uk). The fact that journal-
>8 rely on the intemet to source information, rather than using ‘traditional’ methods
is illustrated by Wilcox's comments (in Rainier PR 2003): ,

Joprqallsts are lazy people. . . . Proof of this comes in an anecdote from a good friend

of mine who is an editor of a major technology weekly. Wandering in late to the

office, my friend was confronted with a team of reporters sat around chatting.

i(sil’l(:léleng,ed by their editor, one young hack said: ‘We can’t do any stories, the internet
wh.

This was met with a firm ‘Well pick up the bloody phone then!” from their editor.

-ll‘}(,)p[:;?jl content qf a vi@ﬂ press ofﬁf:e inclu@es: company information such as back-
;Omacte(ris a.I;d biographies, product information, press vrclcases, image libraries and
hould beet?“ dS Pregs releases should be searchable by cllem/pmduct. or key~ words and
with the Inc exed in date ord.er. Al? collateral s.hould be easy fqr joumnalists to find,
before thmlmmum of fuss. It is not ideal to ask journalists to register for a press area

€y can access what should essentially be public domain information, as this

te .
:}*\':i";;? be an off-putting factor. According to Rainer PR (2003), a virtual press office
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+ anform journalists on the company s business, its products and <ervices

o allow journahists to view all up-to-date news announcements and access relevant
materials w support the development of news and teature articles. including photos
and background imformation

+ provide onhine and tefephone contaet mformation tor local PR stif who are able w
provide additional mformation and access 10 spokespersons

* be tunctional. both for the company and journalists concerned

» be hinked to clearly from the home page ot the website and not be castiv confused
with investor relations

+ have consisient brandimyg and a clear design

«  bhe updated regutarly,

H vou do not have sutficient company news to keep a virtwal press oftice fresh. conside:
meluding industry news  such as research statisnes, white papers and round table tran-
seripts - from youar particufar sector. Otherwise. a weekly industry round-up from voui
CLEO might keep the content Bive, Tois vital to have a streambined process for updating
a virtual press office. As soon as a press release is issued using the waditional methods.
it should also appear on the VPO Most VPOS are governed using a Content Managenien:
System (CMS) - hack-end” software. usually bespoke. that indexes text. images. tiles.
and so on wiathin a database. Generally. users can upload text and documents, and -~
on by logging on to a simple adminstrative centre online (Figure 17.2). 1t should b
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Fieure 172 Firefly's searchable internet press centre
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the responsib fa designated m ’

» ;”1\11.1!1.1_\ of o designated member or UM OF ageney 10 ensure that the vi
pressolfice is kept updated at all tmes N o e
When considermy specitic : ’
| enconsidermg specitic content for o VPOL certain rules apply. Py !

comider ecitic am rules ¢ - Pross release
should be provided i text formuy and as downloadbic PDF < o -

which journalists fear mq S documiert,

» VORI viruses. oes should
hution lu'prml m the wrget publicattons (ha r~ 300 pixels per inch (ppiy

be doventoadable in both 1P} (Windowsy and 1ps r;\hu;} versi )k P“?H' e
sg;fr'gllallvl;‘ by person. event or product, and the ‘ B
clitcient indexing svstem.

e
¢ ol asutticientdy high reso-

picture Iibrary should. rdeally. use an

A common grumble voiced by journalists who use VPOs iy

o eonu un . “the company has masked
iy contact details. Joaralists find 1 particularly 1 o -

fstranng 1o have their enquiries

thwarted because there is 1 o : fl

};LJU.\L there s no means of Lainme turther mtormation or 4 spokesperson”
comment. bEaqumy torms are an exir e hers and

A Sarean exiremely poor substitute for ol

! . \ substitute for wlephone numbers and
email addresse Tive” PR contoere : ; ¥ X S
< addresses ot “live” PR comacts. Too Irequentiy. the enquiny fonms found on the
Atbest an aeto-responder mes
[ ections of corporate web . sLoan aeto-responder message
ayimg vour enguiry has been received may come through. which is
dranswer s needed quickly. Generallv. o |

e s O - 1
Press sections ot Carporate w chsites 2o tnanswered

‘ hardiv useful when
s i i o and ek, G o EICI\- .m .dn'ca:l lccdh;xd\.\\lii icad 10 journal-
e p and ading sew here ora sory. Contact details should be made clear,

ermore. with elobal sites. the stated contiets <hould cater or ournalists who want
o speak 1o someone in their own language and tme sone. Healtheare iﬂlll:n'l“\‘ Ra ';1 g
Newcome commented i an email mterview with the author (2003 T

The bigeest fathng wn online press centres is not mcluding any contact rames. emails
or numbers. | had g frustrating traw] around a medical charin s wehsite rh.c ul(hc‘r
week. | C()l.lM not find 4 contact phone number at all' So. | van o up il.l the end and
Wenttoa rival organisation who had all the details ar hand Mosthy | need to contact
people at short notice. so with o looming deadiine there's nor liI;IL‘ e hany 'n’ou(nd
searching for ages. ) T

our
Lo ar anse casoof a simil i 1
Journalist Mary Branscombe is of a simifar opiston. and lists the shortcomings of

~POS as follows (2003);

Fdislike registration forms that take weeks to be approved and those ashing for stianue
;unhun‘salion details T don’t know how 1o prn\idiﬁ Other commen liilll;lg\ mc!uc;\-t
lack of contact detarls, lack of photos. no dates on press releases. o L'tvz;tzzx': phone
mm}bcr to publish for readers. impenetrable archives with no powertul search teature.
no distinction between 1S and UK news when US products are ditterent. maze-like
Navigation between US and international areis and spectabsed arcas tor kev products
that haven't been kept up to date or mtegrated with 'lil&: rest ot the press cémrc

Sfore sett a\’ in fan 1 id i

‘ ¢ .\u.llmg up a V'PO. PR practitioners should plan the content and design careiulhh
BENITS SNyt - gy . i i i : .
solicit expert advice from those w ho have expertise in this tield, Furtbermore, pre-

ne et e h i
ach lkSlln‘:‘ must be carried out lI](\l‘UUf_’lll\ to cnsure the fmshed product does ot
M ‘ alies - . : ‘

nn d“ﬂn]dllk.\ and Irlll)' kl(\C.\ meet 1I]C ”C'Cd‘i of th‘ press

“trtual forums

“tual fi Cape . 1 i
[ al forums are mportant to the PR person because ummediated conmients  cither
STHve - SOty P ]

C O negatve  about a product. entity or organisation can propagate widelh on
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them and can potentially be seen by thousands of people. Virtual forums include Usenet
newsgroups, email lists, message boards and chat rooms. According to Phillips (2001:
81). a newsgroup is ‘a discussion about a particular subject consisting of contributions
written to one of a number of internet properties and redistributed through Usenet’.
Consumers can use these virtual forums to find out about products and services from
other customers. Groups have a strong sense of community and their own sets of rules
(or “netiquette’), and any inappropriate interjections can give rise to ‘flaming’. in other
words, angry and insulting responses. Boardreader, a company that monitors online web-
based discussion (www.boardreader.com), has identified 32 million users on the sites it
monitors. It is fair to assume that this form of exchange is significant and growing.

Horton (2001) recommends care in using newsgroups for public relations purposes.
First, a relevant newsgroup must be found, that relates to the product or service being
discussed. He states that ‘there are more than 50,000 newsgroup bulletin boards’ (p.
135) and the first step is to assemble a list of possible groups based on area of interest.
Time should then be spent assessing the quality and importance of discussions. and
whether the site is moderated or not. He recommends using moderated sites, as the
moderator is responsible for keeping discussion on track and policing the contributors.
Permission to post information can be obtained from the moderator. Horton advises
practitioners to be wary of cross-posting, or posting on too many sites, as this is regarded
as the net equivalent of junk mail. Only sites where the participants would genuinely
be interested in the subject should be posted.

Some companies ‘sced’ the discussions with favourable comments about their prod-
ucts and services (the online equivalent of a ‘whisper campaign’). A number of
companics are transparent about their activities in newsgroups, while others use surrep-
titious tactics to attack rival brands. These are known as disguised postings and if
discovered can result in angry reprisals and accusations of web abuse, which can be
counter-productive. Phillips (2001: 162) suggests researching topics of interest to the
group and thereby gaining an expert reputation. rather than simply a corporate repre-
sentative.

Another type of forum is the chat room. Horton (2001: 74—6) recommends using this
only ‘in a planned manner with specific objectives’. Chat takes place in real time, so i
costly in terms of staff resources as someone has to be on hand to answer queries. H:
suggests that chat can be useful for customer relations, such as discussing why a produc
failed and what to do about it, or if a potential buyer has questions which will infl:
ence their purchase. He warns against the anonymous nature of chat, as participants ca-
use aliases.

‘A fast growing form of low cost website is a form of online diary called a web lov
or blog. These sites have content added to them on a regular basis and tend to have
niche following among friends. Some have considerable reach and others are comme
cially driven’, says Phillips.

Using email effectively

The use of email in media relations has been discussed in Chapter 10. Phillips (200:

149-56) suggests scveral other ways to use this technology. Email has the advantage -
being delivered directly to a targeted individual. It is possible to tailor messages in. -
vidually, if one has the time and resources, and to develop relationships based on wh 1
emails the recipient opens and reads. Practitioners can also use internet mailing lists 0
approach people who have signed up to receive information on specific subjects. Hoi7
(1998: 45-6) provides guidelines for producing email newsletters, a cost-effective ¥
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aqd presentation must not be allowed to lapse. The
this way like any other business communication.

Speed of response is vital in managing email communication. Many companies set
up an auto-responder device which lets the sender know their email has becnprecei.vcs:i
Howevgr, if no follow-up is received, this can be viewed ag a delaying tactic. Consu .
have hlgher expectations about speed of response by email, whereas thcy'.u'ouid Tefwr(;
to wait up tQ four weeks for a reply by ‘snail” maijl. Cunningham and Greene also wamn
that *‘There 1 no such thing as privacy in email’. and that 'o?mc you hit send. you never
know who' will end up receiving your message”. Emails can be forwarded i}l whole or
part to unintended recipients. A notable example is the Claire Swire email saga that
occurred during 2000. Ms Swire il-advisedly used her corporate email systcnr; to send
a message containing salacious sexual content to a partner. He forwarded the mes;age
to his friends, who forwarded it to their friends, and so on. Soon, the message had prop-
agated .around the world™s mail servers - much to the embarrassment of Ms Swire P

Email can be used to launch a viral marketing campaign. This is a way of crea'u'ng
a buzz about a product, a kind of electronic word-of-mouth and is a cheap way to reach
Mmany more consumers than would be possible with traditional media. Horton (2001:
153) uses the example of Hotmail, which built jts subscriber base to 12 million in just
18 months by automatically adding an advert about its free services to each email that
was sent though its system. Viral marketing attempts to enrol recipients in passing on
the message to their friends by offering free services and encouraging them to cmail
pages from a website. )

f‘vO‘r communications professionals, a key issue concerning the internet is the interac-
“v\’ll.y between users and the fact that anyone can voice their opinions without constraint.
Unlike other mainstream media, the internet allows two-way and many-to-many
C(_?mmumcation. Howard Rheingold (1994) described the network and broadcast para-
d_lgm The network paradigm involves multi-directional communications between
‘mzens (for example people holding discussions using email and online forums), while
the brqadcast paradigm involves the one-way (downwards) provision of information and
:‘:;fl;t:lnment (such as ntl providing video on demand). Rheingold accurately predicted
' e big players in the internet industry would form alliances and focus on the net
45 @ means of exploiting the broadcast paradigm, with an emphasis on piping enter-
"“mm?nt into homes. However, the influence of virtual communities - the network
raradigm - s perhaps more relevant to PR practitioners.

According to Phillips (1999). ‘Internet Society’ comprises thousands of communities
"“h(_) have their own agendas. Established internet users may be active in numerous
“aline communities, and wil] frequently carry information (factual or otherwise) from
*OUp to group. Online communities use resources such as chat rooms, email lists, news-
~'0Ups and bulletin boards to discuss topics of interest. The anonymous nature of online
"“sources, where people can assume any identity they choose. may lead users to artic-
“'ate things they would not mention in ‘real life’. As Phillips points out, the anonymous
i”?PCC't of the internet changes the nature of ‘stakeholder society’. Individuals can partici-
Fdte in many different stakeholder groups and may use interactive resources to influence
“+eNts as never before, without the need to go through media gatekeepers (that is,
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editors). In many cases, people will voice their opinions freely about companies and
services - and these opinions can spread and prove influential.
Says Phillips (1999):

Once companies had control of what was said and believed about their activities.
Now every stakeholder has, can and does provide knowledge and opinion freely.
Anyonc can create a website. Unacceptable practice attracts comment, criticism and
active opposition. Companies have to fight for a place in internet stakeholder socicty.

Gusterson (1999) believes monitoring the internet enables companies to:

 formulate defence strategies against online attacks
* act early to contain a crisis
* monitor stakeholder opinion

* gather competitor intelligence.

In some cases, corporate reputations have been saved by diligently monitoring virtual
forums. For example, during March 1999, complaints about Pioneer DVD players began
to appear on newsgroups. Pioneer contacted complainants directly by email, and offercd
to fix their DVDs - an approach that contained the negative publicity. preventing it from
reaching a wider audience such as the national press. Conversely. Intel chose to ignore
newsgroup discussions about the now infamous floating point error in its Pentium chip.
Eventually the story was picked up by the mainstream media and Intel had to spend
millions repairing the damage.

The monitoring of virtual forums is especially important to publicly quoted companies
Investors are increasingly using message boards to discuss companies and share stock
tips. AgriBioTech saw its stock fall by more than 20 per cent when negative messages
were posted on a message board provided by the popular search engine and directory.
Yahoo!

In some cases, newsgroup postings can provide a proactive PR opportunity. For
example, a posting on the uk.local.london newsgroup during August 1998 suggested:
‘If you want free PC banking, try FirstDirect. As for NatWest, | wouldn't bank with
them if they were the last bank in the universe’ (Figure 17.3). The discussion soon
spread into other groups, taking the NatWest debate to a wider audience. Had NatWes!
spotted the postings and responded quickly, it could have reversed the adverse coverag:
and mentioned positive aspects of its service. However, after 24 hours had elapsed and
nothing had becn done, at best an issues management job could have been implemented
A missed opportunity existed for rivals of NatWest - especially First Direct — to respon
and emphasise the benefits of their services. For the PR practitioner, there was an oppo‘-
tunity to act as ‘internet guardian’ and advise the companies on how to proceed.

Phillips (2001: 68-78) offers detailed advice about how to gain a clear picture ¢!
what is being said about an organisation on the internet. First, landscaping is the proccs»
of finding websites, discussion groups and chat rooms that contain information abou
an organisation. The data then needs to be audited, to assess preconceptions and opir
ions expressed on the internet and whether there are inconsistencies in informalit"vi‘
disseminated by the organisation and its publics. Phillips uses the example of B
announcing 3,000 redundancies in February 2000, when its online recruitment partnct
Monster.co.uk was advertising 1,000 jobs and the web page about corporate vision WS
down. While it is not possible to monitor the entire web, there are companies whicl

Author: Stuart Pearce
Email:

Date: 1998/08/23
Forums:  ukiocal london
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them at all
limits, of course.)

As for Nat¥West, I wouldn't bank with
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now offer the means to monitor select web pages. newsgroups and online discussion
forums. Once the information has been gleaned. an assessment should be made as to
whether a response 1s necessary.

Crisis communication

While newsgroups arc important to reputation management. websites play a vital role in
proactive corporate communications. Websites are particularly useful in crisis situations
- but if & company does not have a site that acts as an adequate information resource.
people will seek (possibly inaccurate) comment from other sources. The Middleberg Ross
Media in Cyberspace Study reveals that journalists are increasingly turning to websites
for corporate information. especially during crises. It is advisable for corporate websites
to provide online press Kits that contain up-to-date background information. 1f a corpor-
ate website is successful in divulging the necessary details during a crisis. it can engen-
der a sense of openness and honesty and help with damage limitation.

During October 1996, an ¢. coli bug contaminated the Odwalla juice company s prod-
ucts. resulting in the death of a child. The company decided to use the web as a
third-party information resource. which gave the press and public a sense of openness.
The site attracted more than 20.000 hits during its first 48 hours. When Swissair lost a
flight off Nova Scotia in 199%. it altered the first page of its site within hours 10 provide
information and phone numbers in three languages. In contrast is the case of TWA
When Flight 800 crashed. Boeing failed to provide information in response to the
disaster. which resulted in the public turning to alternative internet sources for informe-
tion about safety records.

Rogue websites

Just as the web gives corporations a voice. it gives consumers a voice too. In parti

ular, disgruntled consumers may air their views about an organisation and its produc:

and services through the creation of ‘rogue’ websites. Sometimes. a rogue site will ts
a domain name similar to the company it is attacking, while others take a more genci -
approach. The following case study demonstrates how an individual can use the web .

bypass media gatckeepers and chailenge a large corporation over a consumer compl: -
- in this case, within the aircraft industry.

Case study two: Brian Corbett, British Scareways
(www.aviation-uk.com)

Brian Corbett set up the British Scareways site during 1996, after he was dissatis!
with the repair work carried out by a BA subsidiary on his small aircraft. Corbett belic
illegal documentation had been issued for the repair and refused to take the plane bs
believing it could be dangerous. British Airways subsequently took Corbett to court -
won the case. However, Corbett says: ‘Eventually, through correspondence with BA .
the Civil Aviation Authority. [ reccived documentation admitting the original docum:
were wrong.” He believes this cvidence prevents BA from starting legal proceed::

against British Scareways. "BA knows the site is there and leaves it alonc. as 1 ¢!

prove my case.’
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Websites and direct action

While other rogue sites target companies such as Wal-Mart (www.walmartsucks.com)
and the Ford Motor Company (www.flamingtowncars.com). the core of anti-corporatism
online is the growing number of activism sites. A good example is the MeSpotlight site
twww.mespotlightorg). which was set up to challenge McDonald's during February
1996 afier the infamous “McLibel™ trial against two environmentalists from North
London (the longest running libel trial in British legal history). The site. which gener-
ated 1.7 million hits in the first twelve weeks of its Jife alone. now runs a variety of
campaigns for activist groups and provides leads to many other organisations. The “Wal-
Mart Sucks” site thrives as an independent forum for consumer opimon. The rogue
Dunkin™ Donuts (www.dunkindonuts.org) (Figure 17.5 top) was bought-out during 1999
by Allied Domecq and turned into a “consumer opinion site” (Figure 17.5 bottom).

During the summer of 1999, the international Junc X “Carnival Agamst Capitalism’.
which publicised itself via www j18.0rg. demonstrated how the net can bring together
loose alhances. organise and motivate people and turn words into actions. In the UK. a
large-scale demonstration ensued in the City of London. J18 was significant in that it
brought together a disparate range of organisations with different agendas and turned
them into an activist coalition against capitalism. Sites such as www.ainfos.ca. an anar-
chist site and www.urban7?5.com - a much less intense but quite aggressive site also
look to aid activists.

Mike Slocombe. who runs urban?5 (Figure 17.6). comments:

The web allows campaign groups to publicise their actions and torge links in a manner
that wasn’t possible a few years ago. and attract more people to their cause. Afier
JI8. much of the popular press was painting a picture of the protest being almosi
exclusively attended by thugs. rampaging hooligans and shifty anarchists, with onls
destruction on their minds. As [ was there and had gone for quite different reasons
I ' wanted to offer an alternative viewpoint. giving the chance for readers to see the
other side of the story and make up their own minds. After putting up a photo repor:
on urban75. I was invited to talk on mainstream radio and TV 1o offer my \ersior
of events. which struck me as evidence of how the web can be a powerful alterna
tive reporting tool,

The future

What does the future hold for technology sector PR? With IT coming out of its box av
into the mainstream, PR practitioners in all sectors need to understand online audienc.
and the nature of two-way communication. and be able to offer consultancy on interne.
related matters. such as website planning and development. internet rcputation manag:
ment and online press targeting. Other PR opportunities created by the internet inclu!
lobbying through campaign websites. online sponsorship opportunities and tracking int”
net coverage for clients. Virtual press offices and electronic distribution techniques !
mmportant to all PR practitioners. not just technology specialists. As Mario Tinley-Bas:
states:

Whether the internet will change PR for better or worse depends on whether you ~-
it as a threat to established techniques .. . or an opportunity. The PR of the twen:
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urban75: welcome!
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Figure 176 urban75 - a Brixton-run site renowned for direct action

first century will grasp technology but not be overwhelmed by it. Ultimately. despit
new methods of getting the message across. the human element cannot. and shoulc
not. be climinated.

*The big technology issues for the PR industry will be in competing with communic.
tors who can accept information and re-process it quickly’. says Phillips. *The use .
technologies such as XPRL (extensible Public Relations Language) will change ho
press releases are distributed. PR evaluation is conducted and media clippings
provided. The long view has to be based on an internet that is many times faster th: -
at present.” Phillips predicts that this will lead to always on mobile. 3D. multi-w
communication with better-than-video quality within the next five years. "It will sup
sede cell phone messaging which is already a ubiquitous form of communication. Mot
communication is already a big challenge for PR people still set in “push™ mode.’

Questions for discussion

1 Do you agree with Holtz that the internet has completely changed the natu's
communication?

2 Are IT or PR skills more important in dealing with publics via the internet?

o]
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Notes

‘ > 0

‘nless otherwise stated. quotes are tfrom emaii and telephone mterviews conducted by Jo
Chipchase during 1998 and 1999

However. the days of litestvle-focused intemet publications may be numbered. as the “tradi-
tional” lifestyle press increasingly covers websites as o matter of course and the hype that
has surrounded the internet diminishes. -



