REMARKS TO THE VIRGINIA COUNCIL OF CHAPTERS

JULY 8, 2010—QUANTICO, VIRGINIA

COLONEL MARV HARRIS, USAF (RET)

MOAA DIRECTOR OF PUBLIC RELATIONS

-Happy to be here today, especially at this restaurant with such a great tradition and with this council that has such a great tradition of accomplishment.  Sam Wilder was nice enough to invite me to have a discussion about public relations.  I know I have a mix of Presidents and Public Relations representatives, so my remarks are meant for both so you can take the information back with you.

Admiral Ryan sends his best and asked me to pass along how much he appreciates all you do and how Virginia sets the example for others in how to do things right.  You are a strong, effective Council—and we thank you for the hard work that achieved that high level of accomplishment.

You have the best public relations operations of any state council, so I feel like someone giving a lecture on building an ark for a flood and having Noah in the audience

Nevertheless, I want to have a dialogue with you—and that means a discussion at the end of the talk—about your thoughts on good public relations practices and what works

To make things simpler, I am going to provide a little academic background and then cover the questions that I receive from Councils and Chapters related to Public Relations.  What I say may sound basic, but doing some or all of what I am talking about may mean more success for you.

I will hand out a list of the questions for two reasons.  You may want to take notes, although I will provide a copy of my remarks to Melva for distribution to you via email and on the VCOC website.  Second, you can look at the number of questions and tell when I am nearing the end.

Also, I will leave with you a hard copy of the Chapter Communications Guide that is designed to help someone who has never done the Public Relations job before or needs reminders about certain items.  It includes tips, sample news releases, and what makes a good and bad photograph.  It also is available on the MOAA website.  Also, I’ve given Melva a copy of my news media training course that I am about to implement at MOAA headquarters.
I hope I cover what you need.  If not, please ask me questions afterward or contact me by phone or email.  To be clear, the magazine comes under another department, although Colonel Warren Lacy and I have known each other for more than 30 years and work well together.  Warren has attended the VCOC luncheon on the Hill and used the VCOC template for an online article posted the next morning.

QUESTION 1:  What are public relations?  What should we be doing to achieve the goal of good public relations?

There are many definitions for Public Relations, but think of it as an individual or organization relating to the publics who could have an interest in their activities.  Public Relations’ job is to gain positive understanding and acceptance by members of various publics.  This understanding and/or acceptance can translate into action, such as when we advocate for certain issues.  You also can cause people not to take action if that’s what your goal is.

Many think of publics as this giant mass of something that is “out there” waiting for your message.  That is not true.  A public is a group of people with a common interest, so a public could be—your members, your spouses, your local or federal government officials, your fellow Rotary or Kiwanis Club members, or any other group that you might name.

In some organizations, the function is called Public Relations.  In others it is called Public Affairs.  Public Affairs normally has government relations connotations, but it’s OK to use either.

QUESTION 2:  Are there any general rules of the road to achieve good public relations?

Achieving good public relations is like flying, driving a tank, or steering a ship.  There are certain rules of the road that if followed will make your job a lot easier.  Don’t use them, and you are destined to have problems or fail in your efforts.  Good public relations takes time and perseverance, and you must be willing to invest in the effort—time, money in some cases, and hard work.  For example, to have good media relations, you must have a relationship with the media.  That takes time.

-Public relations operations in almost every organization involve essentially three items—internal or employee communications, community relations, and news media relations.  You have to decide which one or all of the items you plan to focus on in your chapter.  The good operations integrate all three to reach their organization goals.  For example, you can use a community event to gain coverage, either with a single story or being a part of a larger one about the event.  You can inform your members about the event, reinforcing their membership advantage and camaraderie, and you can interest people in joining you either because they now hear of the chapter and want to be a part of something that does good things in the community

In working any of these areas, there are four very, very important steps that all successful public relations operations follow—research, planning, action, and evaluation.  

All four of these steps are important, but if you don’t sit down and think through the first item—research--all the rest of the steps are like starting towards Richmond in the wrong direction and spending a lot of time and money continuing to go the wrong way.  Good research takes time and effort, but the public relations house is always going to be shaky without the foundation.  Doing good research allows you to be more efficient and effective.

-Let me give you an example.  Chapter X says its goal is to get local news media coverage, yet they are not receiving coverage.  They continue to send our information that never gets used.  The research problem here is having a clear chapter goal, setting the right expectations, using the appropriate news media outlet for the subject, and getting the information to the right person in a timely manner that meets the needs of the news media outlet. Basically, you need to consider why and how are you doing what you are doing--and why or why not are your efforts working

QUESTION 3:  What resources are available to me to get the job done?

-Chapter Communication Guide

-Your leadership

-Your members as resources

-Your newsletter editor

-Opportunities (history-related events, holidays, community needs, new local officials)

-Your creativity (looking those opportunities)

-Your VCOC PR person (Melva)

-Your Council or Chapter website (news media read those0

-MOAA’s website (great information)

-VCOC website template

-local news media (they will help you)

-Free advertising (shirts, VCOC Uniform, hats, pins)

-Melva

-Nancy Carr or me

QUESTION 4:  Why do some chapters succeed better than others in their public relations efforts?

First is leadership that believes in the process, defines clear guidelines and expectations, and provides support where needed.  

Second is a volunteer who is committed to the chapter and spreading the word about its goals and efforts.  

Third is sheer perseverance in doing the research, ferreting out the information, and doing proper planning. 

Fourth, establishing credibility in the chapter and with the local citizenry and news media by performance and being accessible for their calls or emails.  

Fifth, take advantage of opportunities and resources that are available to you (letter writing, wear shirts, VCOC uniform, public milestones, history)

   

Success Factors  (What else?):

-Good internal communication so you know what is going on

-Timely and accurate

-Thinks like a reader or listener
-Tech savvy helps

-Perseverance (bug your boss and the news media—but in a nice way)

-Crossfeed

-Invites to media to cover or speak at or attend chapter meetings

-Thick skin

QUESTION 5:  How do I get coverage in my local news media?

-Decide why you want it and what the coverage will accomplish.  What is your goal?

-Find out who you are dealing with

-Find out what they want—short item, ideas, background, photos, or just ideas

-Think about how you will fill the requirement—who is going to do this?

-Be credible by being accurate and timely

-Be available.  Just like the proverbial time and tides, news media deadlines wait for no one.

QUESTION 6:  What is the role of a Council PR person?

-Guide and help you at the state level

QUESTION 7:  What about the use of technology such as the web and social media?

A question I get is how valuable is the web in chapter activities?  I would say it’s extremely valuable because that is where an increasing number of people of all ages go for information, and that will only increase.  Consequently, it is important to include that in your PR efforts—providing information and contacts.  For example, if a reporter from a particular part of the country calls me for a story, I often refer him or her to the local chapter’s web site to localize the story.  Consequently, don’t designate someone as the chapter contact on your website who is never in town, doesn’t have a backup, or doesn’t return phone calls.  If you have one of those kinds of people on your site, I would recommend a replacement or indicating a backup on the site.

What about social media?  Sites such as Twitter (a messaging center) and Facebook (a friends-oriented site), are new phenomena, and are gaining traction as a way people communicate with each other.  Their attraction is that there is group interaction almost instantly.  I will be the first to admit that I don’t understand it all, and the jury is still out on how much it can do for MOAA, but we have a presence for our information.  There is going to be more on this a MOAA develops a more strategic view of how these pages can help us.  I will say that they do attract younger users, some of whom could become your members.

Plenty of places for help on this.  If you don’t know how to do things, ask around your chapter.   Some member knows or has a child or grandchild that can help out.

QUESTION 8:  How do I know what news media are in my area?

-This is where your research comes in because each geographic area is different

-Yellow pages of phone book

-Do a web search, such as using Google

-Ask your chamber of commerce

-Talk with the news media

-Understand the formats of the different outlets—radio news, rock, gospel, country

QUESTION 9:  What do I do if I do all that you say, and we still don’t get coverage?

In researching your chapter’s effort to gain coverage in the news media, put yourself in the news media representative’s position—Colonel X calls or sends me an email about something I don’t even know what it is because I don’t write or talk about it.  He or she calls me at my deadline time when I am rushed and don’t have time to talk.  He or she is never available when I try to make contact.  The contact information is wrong or there is no backup contact.

Your first research step might be to call the newspaper’s city editor or a radio station’s program or news director and see what their requirements are, who might cover the subject of your chapter or the military, and what the deadlines are.  Almost no papers will run an announcement of your meeting when they receive it the day before the meeting and there deadline was three days ago.

The news media have changed—smaller papers and stations, less experienced reporters covering a diverse range of subjects, and the biggest driver—the 24-hour a day news cycle.

Providing photos can help, especially with a small town paper.  However, know their technical requirements before you submit something

Along that line, if you live in a larger area, don’t overlook the smaller daily or weekly papers in your area

Remember that after you do the research and know who you are dealing with and what opportunities might be available to you, you need to plan your efforts, just as you would going into battle or flying an airplane.  The action step is easy once you have a good plan.  Evaluation is a little more complex, but you should set up some indicators that show the results of your efforts, such as meeting attendance, visits to the website, inquiries about membership, or anything else that is easy to quantify

Whatever goals you choose to start out with or use as your only goal is OK, but all should agree with it to ensure that there is no problem with expectations that might not be met.  For example, if your chapter’s only public relations goal is to get your chapter in MOAA’s magazine (and I hope that’s not the only goal), focus in on and learn how best to do that.

QUESTION 10:  What do I do if no one has the experience or the time to do the job?

Now for the really hard part. How do you do all or part of this challenging job when you have little experience or time?  

First, appoint someone who is interested in the job.   They can always learn what to do. 

Second, sit down and discuss goals with the chapter leadership—what do you want and what is achievable.  

Third, learn what resources you have at hand to accomplish the job—is a chapter member a good writer, is someone already involved in the community, is there someone who focuses on personal affairs or spouse issues, can someone help with the research you need?

Option B if you have no one, you will not have a key program in your chapter that you want and need.

Option C might be to go to a local college and ask if the communications or PR want to take on a project of developing a PR program for you

QUESTION 11:  How do we get something into the magazine or The Affiliate?  

-Communicate with the Councils and Chapters Department

-Consider the lead times for deadlines.  The Affiliate for chapter leadership has a 45-60 day lead time.  The magazine has a 90-day lead time

-Make your story short and interesting—something that will appeal to the reader

-Ensure your photos are high quality

 --at least 300 dots per inch (DPI). If you don’t know what that is, set your camera on the highest number of pixels

 --composition, composition, composition

   --shoot tightly

   --show action

  --avoid “fig leaf” poses

  --consider the background behind the subjects

  --look at the Chapter Communication Guide

QUESTION 12:  What is the difference between on the record and off the record?

On the record:  Everything can be used, including the name of the speaker

Background:  Reporter can use information verbatim, but not the source by name.  Speaker becomes “A MOAA source” or a “MOAA chapter member”

Off the record:  Information and source cannot be used.  NEVER go off the record if you can keep from it.  If you do, agree before you say something, not after.

------------------------------------------------

I know I haven’t covered everything of interest to you today, so we’ll open things up for questions.  Before I close, I want to thank the VCOC for all the good things that it does and the chapters for what they do.  We all appreciate you very much and encourage you to keep up the good work.  

Don’t forget the four steps that will help your public relations efforts—research, planning, action, and evaluation.  Used correctly, they will take your council and chapters even farther in their good work for MOAA and the military community.

-END-
