You can use the following as a 2-piece series, or run both parts together

DIY PR for Putting the Buzz into Your Business: Part 1

By Penny Haywood, author of the best-selling business book: DIY PR - the Small Business owner's Guide to 'FREE' publicity (Batsford, paperback) and MD of PHPR Ltd, boosting businesses brilliantly since 1986.

Publicity is the oxygen of business. If people don't know about your business, it will not survive. Yet small companies consistently neglect a free way of promoting their businesses: using Public Relations (PR) to get free editorial coverage in newspapers, radio and TV. It's a method that's used by all well-known successful companies and once you know how, it's relatively easy to get effective free publicity. 

Most businesses rely on word of mouth to bring in news business, cross-selling to expand existing business, while a few enterprising entrepreneurs will run seminars on hot topics to demonstrate their expertise and show off their products, or put up speakers at local business clubs, chambers of commerce and sector-specific gatherings. But just how long does it take an entrepreneur to talk to 1.3 million people? That’s the current morning audience for just one regional BBC regional radio station. 

So many entrepreneurs say they don’t have time to deal with the media. It’s an excuse because dealing with that amount of communications power is scary, but it’s some of the most cost-effective and time-efficient time you will ever spend. It just needs some common-sense preparation & focus. 

Think about a really pithy apt comment: if your release generates interest, you have to be able to deliver a relevant sound-byte or quotable quote fast. You need to be available to drop everything quickly and speak to the media if they ring. 

Address the key questions every journalist needs answered in the first couple of sentences: Who? (the name of your organisation)
What? (what the story is about – a new thing? An award? A claim to be first? Etc)
When? (when is it being launched/announced? Today? Next week?)
Why? (in response to customer demand? A discovery? A strategic decision? A choice?etc)
How? (mops up the details of how it works or you intend to deliver the service, or how you got the contract, award. Often best expressed as a quote from your MD or the relevant director, or, in the case of new contracts and awards, the awarding body.)

Don't expect every press release to be taken up. News stands or falls on which are the strongest stories available at the last moment before the programme, magazine or newspaper is designed and sent out. You're not paying for the coverage: just keep on sending stories in. 

A surprising amount of writers use PR-inspired material sent to a publication in the form of news or press releases. Currently, email is the best channel for press releases unless instructed otherwise by a particular publication or broadcaster.

But remember: if you don’t have a good story to tell, you won’t get free coverage. Be realistic: sometimes, there is no alternative to advertising if you are tying to shift some old stock quickly, or boost sales of something that cannot be remotely described as newsworthy. 

The more you understand what the press wants, the easier it will be to place news stories and features, so get into the habit of analysing what type of story the media you want to feature in are covering. Another good habit is collecting the names of writers that seem to specialise in your area and business. Augment that by looking out a good media directory in the reference section of the library or your local business advisory centre. 

The editorial section of newspapers and magazines routinely get ten times more stories than they can use. To get your story nearer the top of the heap write short, focussed releases that answer the questions every journalist needs answered (see example below). 

For maximum effect, send out your release when things are quiet: send your release out on a Sunday in time for Monday's papers and be available for comment on Sunday afternoon. Other slack news periods when there's less competition for news space include July, when the UK Parliament is in recess, big businesses slow down and many company PR people are on holiday. The period between Christmas and New Year is another good slot, especially if you come up with a seasonal theme. 

And remember to include all the media that might be interested in that initial distribution: don’t give to one publication but not its rival. Can you imagine how you would feel as an editor if someone did that to you? 

You cannot put the same news out again. Once news is out, it's out, and 24 hours later, it's cold porridge. The window of opportunity in the press is wide, but it does not stay open for very long. 

DIY PR for Putting the Buzz into Your Business: Part 2

By Penny Haywood, author of the best-selling business book: DIY PR - the Small Business owner's Guide to 'FREE' publicity (Batsford, paperback) and MD of PHPR Ltd, boosting businesses brilliantly since 1986.

When you do get lucky and achieve the press coverage generated by the releases we covered in Part 1, PR will raise your profile and delivers a crucial benefit. It’s much easier to get your foot in the door if potential clients have heard or read something positive about you, so make sure you send your hot potential customers links to press coverage. Research proves that sales are 50% easier if your prospects have read positive press coverage about your work. But 50% of 0 effort is still 0. 

So PR does not replace the need for sales and marketing effort: but does makes sales much easier. If a potential new client is handled badly the first time they telephone, or if your website takes ages to load, or if office and corporate literature don't look the part, no amount of PR will bridge the gap. Forget all that talk of spin and whitewash - that may work for a short while in politics, but we're talking real life and real business here, and real clients aren't stupid.

If the wrong products are being targeted at the wrong clients at the wrong price with poor website or promo design and copy-writing, or if the client service is slow and unresponsive, PR will only raise expectations and make more people aware of these faults. So with that in mind, the positive side is that you can generate hundreds of thousands of pounds-worth of equivalent advertising spend for the price of a few emails and a willingness to bend over backwards if a journalist does express interest in your story.

I've been in PR for some 30 years and have been teaching small business owners DIY PR for over 20 years on an occasional basis, but most of the time I practise what I preach by doing PR to boost businesses. What I’ve learned teaching DIY PR is that there’s a few basic PR techniques that deliver maximum effectiveness with minimum effort that are ideal for small business owners to try. 

PR is a simple 3-step process: IPD

1) Identify which groups of people you need to reach to achieve your business objectives: your target audience: e.g. staff, potential recruits, potential clients, existing clients, key influencers, neighbours, associates, suppliers, backers, investors, advisers: your bank manager,  lawyer & accountant could all refer you to their clients, professional associations, trade press, fiends & family, other key target people for your business. People like making recommendations, so make it easy for them to pass on a recommendation by devising a short memorable phrase they can use, and repeat it in all your publicity and press releases so it becomes your definitive descriptive phrase. 

2) 2) Plan how to get the businesses' key positive messages to these groups of people as clearly and memorably as possible

3) 3) Deliver the key messages to their target audience or 'publics'. 

To accelerate that process, work through these 2 tasks – now!

PR SUCCESS TASK No 1: 

Make a list of your businesses' publics.

Now list what you have done over the last 12 months to keep them informed about your business. 

Ask yourself, do all of your key publics know what your business does? What your most successful products or services are? Whether you are doing well? Who you would most like to have as new customers? What your key targets are for the next year?

The answers to these questions will be a good start to your PR Plan. 

PR SUCCESS TASK 2: 

Write down the spoken phrase you use most often to answer the question, "What do you do?" Could it be more informative or clearer? Start honing these key descriptive phrases now and when you’ve got them really sharp, you’ll be able to drop them into all your communications, from phone calls, networking meetings, press releases, marketing materials, your website etc. Consistent and memorable messages are the key to boosting your business profile.
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