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How public relations practitioners acquire social media skills

Introduction
In June 2005 the UK’s Big Lottery Fund and television channel ITV announced a competition to find a recipient for a £50 million lottery grant, ‘The Peoples’ 50 Million.’  A shortlisting process resulted in the announcement of the selection of four projects in October 2007, one of which would be chosen by the public to receive the grant through a national online and telephone voting process scheduled to take place in December 2007.
Sherwood: The Living Legend was one of these four projects, aiming to develop and preserve the historic Nottinghamshire forest for future generations.   In order that it was able to compete against the other four projects, its sponsors, Nottinghamshire County Council, employed two public relations agencies in August 2007 to raise awareness of the project and encourage participation in the voting process - with one agency focussing on national audiences and the other on regional and specialist groups.  This in itself was not straightforward as telephone and internet voting was open only during a very limited period in December 2007, with internet voting taking place over two weeks, and telephone voting for one weekend only – thus, any campaign had to create awareness and maintain sufficient momentum between the announcement of the shortlisted projects in October and the closure of voting in December.

Approach
While the use of social media techniques in public relations campaigns and the issues involved in their delivery have been taught as both an academic and practice-based subject in UK universities for nearly half a decade, the majority of practitioners would not have benefited from such an education due to their age (PR Week, 2007) and the relative newness of public relations education in the UK (L’Etang, 2004).  As a result, practitioners wishing to incorporate social media techniques into public relations campaigns will usually need to learn both strategic and tactical approaches ‘on the job.’

Given the growth of social media as a communications medium (Tomkins, 2007) and the increased interest in this area from public relations practitioners, it follows that many public relations agencies will develop and implement public relations campaigns which use social media despite having had little formal teaching or professional experience of engaging with online audiences.    

This paper studies the approach to learning and engaging with social media taken by a public relations agency implementing its first campaign incorporating social media.  In particular, it looks at the role that past experience of using online networks played in practitioner ability to make effective use of social media in a professional context, and the value of existing public relations knowledge.  It also looks at the strategies practitioners took to develop the social media skills required to engage with and build a credible dialogue with online audiences - especially since the rapidly-developing nature of social media means that while “communications professionals are facing the shifting paradigm to new communications and social media (it is) often without the latest information related to research, industry trends, case studies and best practices.” (Society for New Communications Research, 2007)

Methodology

In order to research the learning strategies that practitioners employ to develop and implement their first social media campaign, this paper undertook in-depth interviews with public relations agency staff at Aura Public Relations,  one of the two Nottinghamshire public relations agencies employed by Nottinghamshire County Council to build awareness of the project and encourage voting.   Aura’s brief was to engage with local and national specialist audiences.

Discussion 
At the time of appointment, the agency staff were mixed in their experience and understanding of the use of social media techniques within a public relations context.  One staff member was a former Microsoft employee and had used online networks within the context of that role; she was also a Facebook user and although she had set up her own blog three years previously using a Microsoft platform, she did not contributed to blogs or engage in dialogues in online forums for clients.  

Meanwhile, another team member, despite claiming to have limited exposure to social media, was nonetheless a member of Facebook and read blogs which she was alerted to via the news alerts she had set up.  

While agency staff may have had limited experience of using social media within a public relations context, they were aware of, and had understanding, of many of the “tools that allow companies to 'join in' the conversations” (Cook and Hopkins, 2007).  Although none of the staff working on this project had received any formal social media training, they all had wide public relations and journalism knowledge obtained across a variety of national and international sectors, and therefore had a considerable body of public relations experience on which to draw.

Nonetheless, in common with many practitioners, time constraints meant that  agency staff had not been following in detail the ongoing debates and discussions regarding public relations and social media, and were not regular readers of public relations practitioner and educator blogs.  
Aura Public Relations’ brief from Nottinghamshire County Council was to ‘engage with the ITV audience’ – which the agency felt to be too broad in terms of consideration of audience sectors.  As a result, the agency opted for a strategy which would enable them to connect with people who had a personal interest, passion or connection with the project or its aims - and through this, encourage them to vote for Sherwood: The Living Legend.

A pure media relations strategy was discounted on the grounds that it would not engage the audience, encourage them to go online, register with the campaign, or vote.  As a result, the agency employed an approach which used offline media but made a widespread use of online media – in both ‘Web 1.0’ and social media forms - with the aim of engaging with appropriate audiences.  Since the campaign faced short timescales, this multi-pronged approach had the benefits of immediacy, and the potential to allow messages to spread virally.

The use of social media in the campaign was a deliberate strategy which arose in part as a result of the account director researching how the competitor campaigns were engaging with their audiences online.

.

Following an initial offline campaign, where mainstream media with long lead-times were targeted along with their online editions, an online phase was implemented with the objective of generating a groundswell of popular opinion.  The agency deliberately opted for an online approach in order that audiences would be able to engage with the project, register with the website and pass information on to like-minded people.        Horseriders, families, cyclists, walkers, dieters, fitness enthusiasts, people interested in environmental issues and even pagans were targeted via this route through their specialist online and offline media and social media channels.

The agency used two main approaches to engage with such audiences online.  Firstly, when speaking to relevant discussion forums, they asked if it was possible to post an article.  Although in some cases the moderator would decline, it was often suggested that they should start a forum thread instead.

Secondly, the agency commented on appropriate blogs and set up blog alerts in order that they would know when a post relating to the project was published and allow them to respond.

Although the agency lacked experience in some aspects of running social media campaigns, a common-sense approach was taken which drew on the considerable practical and theoretical public relations knowledge and experience held by the agency.  For instance, while the staff were not aware that multiple postings (the ‘splattergun’ effect) were discouraged, they did not take this route as it was not felt to be appropriate in a public relations context.

Defren (2007) cites the need for bloggers to be transparent in their undertakings; in all their dealings with forums, online magazines and blogs, the agency staff were clear about their affiliation.   While the agency staff were unaware of the debates regarding transparency in the blogosphere, their understanding of good public relations practice meant that again, this route was not considered.  For instance, if they were required to join a forum in order that they could comment on a post or begin a thread, they asked the administrator’s permission and were clear about their affiliation and interests in the area (one staffer joined the Pagan Forum, making it clear that while she was not a pagan, she was sympathetic to some of their beliefs).  Likewise, at no point did the agency consider any sort of astroturfing approach.

However, although transparent about their affiliation, agency staff did use their personal interests to engage with others on forums and blogs.  As one staffer pointed out:  “We didn’t have time to learn anything from books, so I had to go in from a personal perspective – the fact I was a mum- of-two interested in environmental issues.”   Indeed, staff dealt with the online forums, blogs and social networking sites that most closely matched their personal areas of interest and this personal level of engagement was coupled with a passion for the aims of the project and a desire for it to succeed – as a result staff felt “conversational and comfortable” when talking to bloggers and forum members online.

The immediacy of the project meant that the agency’s approach to finding out about social media was performed essentially through observing and modelling the activities of others engaged in blogs and forums rather than being formalized through book learning or training; thus the social media element of the campaign grew in strength and sophistication as the practitioners developed their skills within the context of the campaign.

The staff learnt on a largely individual basis, although did share information on an informal basis, for instance learning about MySpace from a work experience student.  Thus, learning was carried out while engaging with social media, and though experimentation.   While the agency staff felt confident in their approach, and passionate about the subject matter, their lack of experience meant that their learning about the less positive side of engaging with online audiences took place within the conversations they had online.  According to one practitioner: “It was a sharp learning curve – at first I was slow on the uptake in monitoring blogs … things happen in a very short space of time.  I’d post something and a few days later there would be several other posts about what I’d written, or people would have hijacked the thread for their own agenda.”  Another staffer pointed to the fact that people with their own agendas would often hijack a forum thread or blog comment.  Subsequently, the staff found themselves using social media networks in support of the project out of work time.  However, this additional time spent on the project was not viewed negatively due the connection that the staff felt with the project.

To ensure that clear messages were communicated throughout the project, a ‘message matrix’ was developed which matched key messages to each specialist audience – thus, even when communicating about an area of personal interest, staff were able to stay ‘on message.’

At no point did the agency staff feel overwhelmed or intimidated by using social media as a key part of the campaign.  Rather, they felt that an application of sound public relations principles, coupled with a use of empathy – due to their emotional involvement and belief in the client – allowed them to engage with those contributing to blogs and forums in a credible and believable way.

The agency’s emotional involvement with the client and the interest groups with which they engaged with meant that they did not feel disadvantaged or anxious when discussing the project in forums or making blog comments.  As the account director pointed out: “We were operating in areas where people are not so technically competent, and the forums were easy to use … we were dealing with very low-tech areas of interest, so never felt at a disadvantage.”

Conclusion

These first research findings have several implications for the way in which practitioners may learn social media skills in the workplace.   Firstly, in this situation it appears that experienced public relations practitioners recognise the communications implications of what they do and apply these ‘rules’ to their online conversations.  As a result, while they may not be familiar with the issues behind using social media, or the debates which are taking place, they are comfortable using it for appropriate projects and recognise its benefits.

This research suggests that while the teaching of social media skills may be of value to practitioners, it cannot be separated from the teaching or knowledge of public relations skills which can then be applied to a social media setting.   Many public relations courses “embed (social media) into the curriculum rather than … teach it as a distinctive element” Bailey (2007) and this approach seems to apply equally to the workplace.
It appears that there could be a paradox here – while the practitioners were confident in using social and online media in a public relations context, despite their relative lack of experience in the area, they were unaware of some of the pitfalls and problems discussed in their field regarding the use of social media.  Had they known more, they may have been less willing to engage in the way that they did.

Finally, this research confirms the views of Pearson (1989), Johannsen (1990) and others that there is a role for empathy in public relations communications – and thus when communicating through online networks.  The fact that the practitioners were at ease when communicating with their online peers and understood the social context of the forum or blog activity in which they were involved confirms Kent and Taylor’s (2002) view that empathy is a critical part of public relations dialogue “because practitioners can improve their communication by ‘walking in the shoes’ of their publics.”

Thus, both strong public relations skills, in order to understand the implications of actions and broader communications issues, and empathy appear to be vital if practitioners are to engage in a successful online dialogue.  
It is interesting to note that the winner of The Peoples’ 50 Million was Sustrans –  a national organisation with an established on and offline presence and whose schemes were active in the  majority of UK counties.  So while Sherwood Forest:  The Living Legend - a project formed especially for the lottery bid - came only third with 17% of the votes (compared with Sustrans Connect2’s 42% - and the nationally-known Eden Project coming last with 12% of the votes), the experience of Aura Public Relations shows what sound public relations techniques, applied to a social and online media context even by a relatively inexperienced team, can achieve in matter of months
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