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Thank you for not asking me to speak on the state of political PR in 2008. That would be a very
short speech. It’s bad.

Let me first say some things about what the state of the public profession is not. 

! We are not at threshold of a new era in public relations.

! We are not at the beginning of a tidal wave of change for our profession.

! We are not about the dazzling array of new electronic tools and technologies to add to
our communication toolkits.

! But we are also not about doing extending what’s called the profession’s body of
knowledge, using principles and techniques that have been with us since the days of Ivy
Lee and Edward Bernays.

Something is happening in public relations, but it is both more subtle and more dramatic than
new eras, tidal waves, and electronic revolutions.

To talk with you today about what the state of the PR profession is in 2008, I’d like to draw an
analogy between the state of public relations today – and an event that happened almost 2 !
years ago, an event that in many respects is still happening.

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans and the Mississippi Gulf Coast. The
loss of life and physical destruction were terrible enough, but the immediate aftermath shook
America and the world. In southern Louisiana and coastal Mississippi, government didn’t
collapse – it disappeared. The news media covered the storm and its aftermath like the news
media usually do – parachute in and out, rush from one evacuee center to another – it was
powerful, but it begged the question – if the media could move about so freely, where was the
government, at any level? Virtually the only government presence left in the city was one lonely
FEMA PR guy who stayed in the Superdome through the storm and its immediate aftermath. The
torrent of rumors and shocking stories erupted out of an information vacuum -- and turned out to
be largely false. 

The kind of information people needed most desperately – is my family OK? – could not be
provided by anyone. Telephone service was spotty and sporadic. When state and local
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governments began to reappear, they first moved to block highway access into and out of the
city. Day after day, we were all treated to news report after news report of people dying,
suffering and looting, and stories of horrible things happening in the city and the evacuee centers.

So in what had to be one of the most extraordinary internet mob occurrences in the history of the
worldwide web, people by the tens of thousands took to the message boards of the New Orleans
Times-Picayune, posting information and pleas for help, swapping information, helping people
find and locate family members. Its building flooded, its staff evacuated except for a small
handful operating out of a house, the Times-Picayune could only publish online.

Some people used their cell phones and the message boards to help arrange actual rescues from
flooded parts of the city. Many others posted the names and addresses of family members on the
message boards, which were arranged by neighborhoods. And with the marvelous way the web
can work, some incredible things happened. 

People didn’t only use the message boards to find and swap information about friends and
family. For weeks afterward, government representatives at all levels found themselves in the
unenviable position of seeing their words and pronouncements being checked and often
deconstructed within minutes of uttering them.

The lesson of Katrina – when channels of authority break down or don’t function, or where
they’re clogged with useless official pronouncements, the information world today is such that
people can and will figure out ways around it. And they will. And if you’re one of the official
channels, you may have just become road kill.

I tell this story today only because it has much to say about the state of the public relations
profession in 2008. Two communication models were at work in the aftermath of Hurricane
Katrina. One worked sporadically and typically not at all; the other ignored official channels,
official information, hand-outs and news releases, and figured out how to do what needed to be
done.

What I  call the old communication structures are breaking down. They still function, but
they don’t function well. These structures – the ones we focus and target to reach the external
communities and people we want to communicate with – these structures are faltering for a
variety of reasons. 

U.S. media employment fell to a 15-year low in December – to 886,900. Leading the slump
was newspapers. Also included in this group are broadcast and cable TV, radio, magazines
and internet media companies. This last group Ð the internet media companies Ð are
growing Ð and growing rather robustly. That growth is masking the true carnage going on in
radio, television and newspapers.

The single greatest threat to healthy newspapers isn’t the Department of Homeland Security – it’s
Craigslist, which has been sucking classified advertising away from newspapers. Visits to
Craigslist jumped 24 percent in 2007.
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In February, the New York Times announced it was cutting 100 newsroom jobs. At the same
time, the Los Angeles announced it was cutting 150 newsroom jobs. This followed similar
announcements by the major dailies in San Diego, Chicago, San Francisco, Seattle, San Jose, St.
Louis, Philadelphia, and elsewhere. USA Today has also announced job cuts. 

The Knight Ridder chain has been bought up; News Corp. bought Dow Jones. Retrenchment and
consolidation are the order of the day for the traditional news media, and the process is not going
to stop any time soon.

Combined pr int and online ad revenue for newspapers fell seven percent in 2007 Ð and
online ad revenue was up. Circulation continues to drop, with some major dailies down 20
to 30 percent in the last five years. Newspapers are finding themselves caught in a downward
circle – ad revenue drops, requiring cost reductions like in newsrooms, news coverage constricts,
circulation drops, ad revenues drop, and so on down the spiral.

The broadcast news networks are in only marginally better shape. With the possible exception
of the Super Bowl, adver tisers are increasingly finding out that people do just about
anything else than watch commercials Ð sur f other channels, hit the mute button, head to
the kitchen for a snack, etc. The number of people watching a television program or listening to
a radio program does not equal the exposure to commercials – and advertisers have figured that
out. They still haven’t figured out if things work any differently online, but the growth in online
advertising suggests that advertisers are trying to gets answers to that question. 

The mass communication model that lasted for most of the 20thcentury is coming apart.
That model has given us movies and documentaries, network news, the major metropolitan daily
newspapers with their comprehensive news coverage, National Public Radio and PBS, corporate
advertising and marketing campaigns, media training that taught you always to bridge to your
key statements, and public relations programs that focused on target audiences and key
messages. The mass communication model is essentially a broadcast model, based on radio
and then television, and it is pr imarily a one-way communication model. And it’s had its
high priesthood – the major TV networks; newspapers like the New York Times, Washington
Post, LA Times and Wall Street Journal; and even the famous heavy-hitters in marketing and
public relations.

Inside of organizations, the mass communication model is demonstrated by newsletters,
magazines, video and audio programs, even the typical town hall meeting, which are generally
heavy on presentations and information and light on interaction and feedback.

But even within organizations, the mass communication model is breaking down.

If you’re responsible for your organization’s employee communications, think about how much
control you don’t have over what your employees read and know about your organization. They
can go to the Yahoo message boards to find out what’s going on with the stock price as well as
the latest rumors about the company. They can read that nasty article in the Forbes that questions
why your CEO got an extravagant bonus even though the company’s performance was lousy.
They can find out what stock analysts are saying. They can check how you’re rated in various
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philanthropic indexes – and if you’re a non-profit, how much of your donations go to
administration. They can surf blogs that are opposed to your very existence. They can Google the
members of your Board to learn how qualified they are. 

Reporters can do all of these things as well. So can bloggers. So can your competitors. So can
your critics. If you’re an employee communications professional, you can’t create any program
or initiative and assume you control what your employees are hearing, seeing and understanding.
You cannot hide or disregard the bad news. 

Whether internal or external, the operative word for the mass communication model is
control Ð the mass communication model is based on the belief that you can control the
medium and the message Ð just repeat the message four different times and four  different
ways. And it is a very elitist model. It’s most commonly expressed in statements like “we need to
educate the public” or “we need to educate our employees.”

If your public relations perspective and programs are rooted in the mass communication model,
you’re in trouble. And if you want to know how to determine if you have this model as your
public relations perspective, ask yourself a very simple question: can I create a PR program,
plan, or tactic without once using the words audience and message?

Let me repeat that: Can you create a PR program, plan or tactic without once using the words
audience and message? And to be totally fair to the mass communication model, another word
for message could be content. So can you describe what you’re doing without using the words
audience, message or content?

Displacing the mass communication model is the social model. And note that I said
displacing, not replacing. The older model is still very much with us, even as it teeters and totters
with increasing difficulty. 

The social model, like the mass communication model, originated in technology. It was born in
the discussion boards on CompuServe, and then in the rise of email. Then came the explosion of
the worldwide web, which for a time looked like just another mass medium and then fractured
into a billion connected pieces. Amazon and eBay showed how to make the chaos a commercial
proposition. And then came blogs, YouTube, viral video, viral marketing, wikis, MySpace,
FaceBook, podcasts, Twitter, Flickr and all of the rest of the created words and phrases that only
people between the ages of 12 and 24 can possibly keep straight.

The social model is rude, crude and unrefined. It is in your face. It is noisy, and it’s often totally
incorrect and misguided. It can take rumors and falsehoods and enshrine them as total truth, at
least until you check them out on Snopes.com. The social model plays by its own rules, to be
sure, but it makes up the rules as it goes along. And, like the mass communications model, the
social model, too, has its own priesthood – except the priesthood is anybody with access to a
computer.

! Forty-eight percent of internet users have visited YouTube.
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! User-generated video was up 70 percent in 2007 – and had 22 billion views.

! Facebook visits were up 81 percent in 2007, while 66 million people visited MySpace in
December alone.

! Thirty-six percent of online adults consult Wikipedia.

! Lest we think that this is only a young person’s communications model, the fastest
growing demographic of internet users is people 60 and older.

! And your employees are doing exactly the same things.

In February, we asked Monsanto employees, via a poll on our intranet site, how they like to get
their news. We have about 20,000 employees worldwide, with about 12,000 having direct access
to the intranet at work. Some 2200 responded. Three percent said they preferred getting their
news from family and friends; 10 percent said newspapers; 13 percent said radio: 30 percent said
television; and 44 percent said they preferred getting their news from the internet.

And my guess would be that Monsanto employees are not so very different from the employees
of most other companies. In fact, a survey taken of American adults right after our own poll had
identical results.

The operative word for the mass communications model was credibility. The operative words for
the social model are trust and authenticity.

Andrew Heyward, former president of CBS News and now senior strategist at MarketSpace, has
identified a major challenge for both communicators and the media in the world of consumer-
driven media: “A new level of transparency is being demanded by the individual; this has led to
more awareness and distrust of ‘spin’ in the media and from corporations. Media hasn’t yet
figured out what to do. Journalists and people in the communications business both need to
connect in a way people can believe. It’s not an accident that Jon Stewart and Steven Colbert are
so popular, besides being funny. It’s because they feel more authentic. They get to the heart of
the matter in a way journalists and corporate communicators often do not.”

An enormous amount of experimentation is going on with newspapers. There are a number of
web sites and blogs that are covering this routinely; send me your email address and I’ll send you
my list of both journalism and PR sites.

In the meantime, take a look at Daylife.com. It’s not like a web site for a newspaper – the vast
majority of newspaper and television web sites arte essentially online editions of the print or
broadcast versions. Daylife, which was started by the same people who brought you YouTube,
selects themes and events and then provides in-depth coverage of each – newspaper, video,
audio, blogs, and other sources. What it provides it depth and context for the news – something
sorely lacking in the typical news media operation today.

Private sector organizations are beginning to experiment as well. 
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! General Motors has been blogging on automobile design for the last 2-3 years. 

! IBM has done online jamming. The company uses global, online “jams” on its intranet as
part of its overall management system to find best practices, share expertise, create
collaboratively, and set priorities and goals. IBM has also successfully engaged company
alumni and retirees through IBM-specific forums on social networking sites like
Facebook (20,000 affiliated with IBM) and LinkedIn (100,000 affiliated).

! Southwest Airlines has been experimenting with a range of new media – podcasts for
employees and news media; a corporate blog, videocasts and micro web sites for
customers; and using Facebook for employee recruitment.

For the last two years, Monsanto has used its corporate web site to support both news media and
investor outreach, well beyond the posting of materials. This has included blogging trade shows,
time lapse photography to show experimental crops, podcasts, and other features. We’ve also
made a considerable shift on the site to actively support our business operations. And we’ve
made a concerted effort to humanize the site, so that it actually looks like real people work for
the company.

Last November, we shifted our weekly email newsletter  to an online news publication. In
addition to staff-written stories, we also include significant external news about the company,
provided via Nexis; all company news releases; important announcements; and other news,
effectively turning the former email newsletter into a Monsanto news hub. We allow employees
to rate stories as useful or not useful, and we post all letters. We also made a significant change
in the kinds of stories we write, with a major focus on the business, what individual people and
teams are doing to make a difference and the context for the news or story – why it’s important.

We expected employees to like the new publication. The reaction, however, has blown our
socks off.

With the help of creative headlines and the use of illustrations, the online publication receives
12-16,000 visits a week, with individual stories being accessed about 225,000 times a week. The
publication is updated as news happens or stories approved, so there is new postings every day,
and typically multiple times a day. The news publication is responsible for 93 percent of the
traffic into Monsanto’s intranet. The next step is shift letters to the editor from a submitted email
to a blog posting, so that employees can post their letters directly without going through an editor
first. When the publication was an email newsletter, we were lucky to receive one letter to the
editor a month. Today, we get lots of letters, and we get them daily. 

By the way, one of the inspirations for this publication was Daylife.com. 

In summary, the tectonic plates underpinning public relations are shifting. The mass
communications model is giving way to the social model – but the mass communications model
is far from dead. We have to live with both and deal with both. There’s tremendous excitement
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and opportunity with the social model, and media and organizations are beginning to experiment
and try totally different ways of doing things.

A handful of practical suggestions:

! Rewrite your news releases – use quotes like people speak, not the 250-word statements
that cram all six key messages into the same sentence. 

! Stop using the words audience and message. Think of people as people, as communities
of people, as the people you want to talk with – not the people you spew messages at.

! Stop thinking of messages or key messages; instead, think about what you want to have a
conversation with people about. 

! Stop worrying about controlling your message. Nobody controls the message any more.

! Treat people like people. Think of them as adults. It’s amazing to find out that even your
own employees are adults.

And the people you’re communicating with will see and hear and experience the authenticity and
the trust, and they will respond.
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