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The influencersare allaround

Changes in the business-consumer relationship mean two-way dialogue is the only way forward

his time last year, in
an essay written for
PR Week’s Future of the
PR Agency supple-
ment, my colleague
Deborah Saw wrote:
‘Aswelookforwardtoanuncertain fut-
ure,publicrelationshasacriticalroleto
playbutwe,alongwith everyoneelsein
business, have to recognise that the
rules have changed - probably forever.

Whatayearithasbeen.UKtaxpayers
are now the reluctant owners of 70 per
cent of the Royal Bank of Scotland and
43percentoftheLloydsBanking Group.
Ourpensionschemesareworthathird
ofwhattheywere,andourhouses..let’s
notthinkaboutthat. Butforthoseofus
injobs,ourmortgage paymentsarealot
lessthan theywere 12 monthsago.

Do you remember how the pages of
our newspapers were full of comment
aboutthefutureofcapitalismandwhat
would have to change if we weren’t to
repeatthesamemistakesagain?The FT
asked 50 of theworld’smostinfluential
politicians,economists and business
leaderstoopine.Butsomehowthatfer-
ment of ideas hasboiled down to pious
posturing about bankers’bonuses.

Equity markets have revived and
economicdatasignalssuggestthatthe
famed green shoots of recovery may
have takenroot.Istherightreaction to
breatheasighofrelief,tightenupregu-
lation and carry on, albeit in a chas-
tened but wiserway?

What happened to the debate about
what sort of economy and society we
wantto have? President Obama’s chief
of staff, Rahm Emmanuel, got it right
when hesaid ‘youneverwantaserious
crisis to go to waste’ - but maybe the
corporateworld is doingjust that?

Some companies have recognised
that not only has the consumer chan-
ged, but so will business philosophy.
CharlieMayfield,chairmanoftheJohn
Lewis Partnership,has articulated the
case for more employee ownership of
companies,highlightingthattheygen-
erate not only sustainable economic

Views in brief

Give an example of how an enhanced corporate reputation has boosted
sales/profits/another corporate objective

Over the past two years, Lloydspharmacy’s corporate reputation programme
has been heavily focused on heart health. The business has set out to become
a leading commentator on heart disease detection and prevention in order to
enhance its reputation as a leading player in community health among
stakeholders and consumers. Over this period, the number of cholesterol and
heart checks performed in Lloydpharmacy branches rose by 400 per cent.

growth butalso greater accountability.
We all know that dialogue with
stakeholders is the way forward. The
old‘wetalk,youlisten’style of company
communication is gone. Chevron’s
‘Willyou join us?’ campaign in the US
isagoodexampleofdialogue.Itdoesn’t
seektoavoid thedifficultquestionsfac-
ing the energy industry, but asks the
public to join the debate on a website
with amoderated discussion board.
Not only do companies have to abs-
orb the lessons of dialogue, they also

have to recognise that information
aboutwhattheythinkanddoisgetting
easier and easier to obtain.The rise of
digitalmediahaschanged thewaypeo-
ple form opinionsand make decisions.
The first stop before we buy is now the
online review site. But it goes further.
Digitalmediaallowtheindividualspe-
cialist to become a mass communica-
tor.One recent example is GoodGuide
(www.goodguide.com), launched by
Universityof California professor Dara
O’Rourke.The website and iPhone app

allow consumers to enter a product’s
name and discoverits health,environ-
mentaland socialimpacts.

The decline in newspaper reader-
shipshowspeoplearelosinginterestin
hard news.How can it be that The Daily
Telegraph, which scored one of the big-
gest scoops of all time with details of
MPs’expenses,haslost11percentofits
print readership over the past year
(NRS)?Notonlyarenewspapersunder-
going radical rethinks of their print
and digital offerings,but so are main-
stream broadcasters. Companies have
tochangetheirprimefocusfrominflu-
encing the media, to identifying who
the influencers are in every industry,
interest group and community, and
howtheyinteractwith oneanother.

Thismakesthejobofthe profession-
alcommunicatormuch morecomplex,
butitisalsoahugeopportunityforcom-
paniesthatdon’tstand on thesidelines.

Jonathan Flintismanaging director,
corporate,at Citigate Dewe Rogerson
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