Section 5: Communications

You're a public relations expert, so this should be a snap! But remember what they say about the shoemaker's family? Because we spend most of our working hours communicating in some way, it's so easy to overlook the need for giving the same thought and attention to communications with chapter members and other important audiences.

Developing a Chapter Public Relations Plan

Shift into PR 101 mode. First things first. Determine:

· The target markets (audiences) you need to reach (members, prospects, members of competing communications organizations, the news media, etc.).

· And the messages you need to send.

Conducting formal and informal research about your chapter will help you decide which markets are priorities. Formal research could include focus groups, telephone surveys, membership meeting surveys, mail-in or fax-back surveys, or on-line questionnaires. Informal research could include conversations with members/prospects at events, reading meeting minutes, reviewing media clips about public relations.

The next step: Establish objectives for the markets you want to reach, and the messages you need to send to each. For example, one objective could be to increase media awareness of the Florida Public Relations Association as a source for experts in the fields of public relations and communications. Objectives should be outlined for several different markets.

Now, devise a plan that includes action steps to help you reach those objectives. Referring to the example above, one action step could be to establish a resource book for reporters, listing contacts in various areas of communications specialization who would be available for insights. The book could include specialists in the areas of crisis communications, internal corporate communications, or community awareness, for example.

Built into the action steps should be measurable goals/targets. Rather than just generally saying you want to increase awareness, say that you plan to send 20 booklets during April to targeted media representatives in your chapter area. Your chapter communications representative then can follow up on the mailings by arranging personal meetings with the reporters/editors to discuss the information in the booklets.

Once your action steps have been implemented, you should evaluate your actions to see if you achieved your stated objectives. This evaluation will help you determine if similar actions should be taken next year or if new strategies need to be developed.
Media Relations for FPRA

If your chapter decides that business, consumer and trade media are some of the target markets you want to reach, give a chapter member responsibility for media relations. This person functions as the chapter liaison with the reporters and editors in your chapter area. Invite media people to attend local chapter meetings and special events that relate to that reporter's beat. Media relations goals should mesh with the chapter's overall communications goals. For example, if a chapter goal is to increase news coverage of the chapter by 25%, the media relations person will need to send out 25% more news releases than last year, at least, and pitch that many more news stories to reporters. 
Phone Tree and Email

Phone trees are great conduits for chapter information and should be part of your communications network. They can operate in several different ways – each board member calls five people until everyone in the chapter has been reached. This method is very labor intensive, but can be highly effective in bolstering sagging reservations for a meeting or event, to update members on program changes or to catapult a membership drive. Email your members. Many members will respond quicker to an email than any other form of communication. Periodically, collect email addresses at a meeting. 

A word of warning: Be sure your chapter database includes current phone, fax numbers and email addresses for your members before you implement phone trees or email. Ask for this information when you send out questionnaires for other member information.

Chapter Newsletters

Your chapter newsletter is one of the best ways to keep members informed about the chapter and to expand your network in the community. Formats vary, depending upon the resources of the chapter, the expertise of the editor and the preferences of the membership. Chapters with limited resources usually opt for one or two color printing to stretch dollars. Another idea: Preprint color shells if you know you will be using the same graphic design all year.

Most chapters now offer electronic newsletters. This eliminates the cost of printing and postage. Many chapters are able to get the cost of producing their electronic newsletter donated or traded out. 
The state FPRA president and VP of communications present awards for outstanding and improved chapter newsletters and websites each year. Be sure yours are entered in the competitions. 

Nurture that Database

Most chapters issue newsletters monthly and have an established deadline for receiving copy. Time the mailing or emailing to coordinate with your monthly meeting, with the newsletter reaching members early enough to stimulate interest in (and reservations for) meeting programs.

The key to an effective chapter newsletter is the maintenance of an accurate, up-to-date database of members and prospective members. Designate one person, usually the Membership Chair or the Newsletter Editor, to set up and maintain this database. You can use it for many other purposes if you ask for, and include in your database, information such as a person's years of experience in the field, areas of expertise, years in the chapter, etc. For example, if you are planning a seminar on trends in publications, you can use your database to target a special mailing to publications specialists. Or you can build a special list of senior practitioners with 10 or more years experience in the field.

Keep the same information about prospects that you maintain for members. Then when they join, you can easily shift their record to your roster. You may also want to maintain a list on members of other communications organizations in your area, merging it with your member list for large mailings.

Any standard database software (Access, Dbase IV, Foxpro, ACT, etc.) will do the job. Just be sure it has enough fields to make a variety of information quickly available. A commonly used software package allows an easier transition from one data master to the next.
Meeting Notices

Meeting notices are essential in creating and maintaining interest in chapter activities. Don’t rely on just one; try to do at least two, one in your newsletter and one as an email or postcard or phone call about a week prior to the meeting. If you have a phone tree established, use it for your second meeting notice each month. 
Surveys

What does the first letter in the R-P-I-E formula stand for? You win the gold ring if you said, 'Research.' The best way to find out if you are meeting members' needs or to get their ideas is to ask. Periodic surveys of your membership are the best way to be sure your programs and activities are on target.

If you ask for input, however, it is vital that you put it to use as quickly as possible. For example, if you survey your members and find that the average number of years of experience is 15, run an article about this in your newsletter and pass on the information to your membership and communications chairs for use in changing perceptions about the chapter. Be sure the chair of a special event sees the results of the evaluation forms, and uses that information in planning for next year. Scan membership surveys for good suggestions for future chapter programs. If members offer constructive criticism about the state organization, be sure to share that information with the Executive Director and/or the appropriate state Executive Committee member. In other words, communicate! 
Resources from the State Office

The chapter communications person should be your liaison with the FPRA state vice president for communications, who edits the statewide On Point newsletter. Distributed every month via email, On Point can be an effective promotional vehicle for your chapter. For instance, if you are planning a professional development seminar that you think would be of interest statewide, send information about it to the state communications VP at least six weeks in advance of the event date. 
Another good learning tool is FPRA's statewide publication: White Papers. The emphasis is on current public relations issues, and how organized PR plans have been called into action. White Papers takes a closer look at current issues facing the PR industry. Encourage your seasoned practitioners and/or PR professionals, who have earned their accreditation or CPRC, to submit in-depth articles to the current VP of professional development.

Visit www.fpra.org often!

FPRA's website, FPRAonline, is both classy and user friendly.  A number of sections are accessible to nonmembers, including: 

· Home Page – To let you easily scan the organization 

· About – General background about FPRA

· Membership – Lists benefits of FPRA and explains how to join

· Application – Downloadable in PDF format

· Contact – Includes the state office postal address, fax number and email address

· Chapters – a listing of chapters with links to their websites.

The Members Area of the FPRA website requires a user name and password, supplied by the state web master. A sampling of information available, with more being added:

· Publications – On-line copies of FPRA publications such as On Point and White Papers
· Management – Ideas for chapter management from around the state

· Research – Includes Golden Image summaries 

· Hot Issues – An information sharing on-line forum for members

· PR Links – Connects you to other public relations-oriented web sites

· Events and Seminars – The place to get or give information about chapter professional development seminars and other events

· Accreditation – The latest information, including study dates, available study materials, who to contact, etc.

· Job Bank – Look for positions available or post your own openings.
Chapter Websites

FPRA recognizes that individual chapters may wish to create and maintain a presence on the world wide web in order to carry out their mission for the Association in an effective manner.

Websites may be used to:

· Promote member recognition.

· Publish chapter meeting notices and agendas.

· Publicize FPRA endorsed events.

· Publicize news of interest to the targeted audience.

· Publish training and educational opportunities.

· Publish chapter successes.

· Provide electronic forms, applications and publications where applicable and appropriate.

· Provide a local job bank for members.

· Promote communication between members.

· Promote any other opportunity that will carry out the mission of the chapter and FPRA.

If your communications plan includes development and maintaining a chapter website, designate a member as the chapter techie. Ensure your chapter website complies with the FPRA chapter guidelines. Finally, contact the FPRA web master for information, counsel and integration with the state website.
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