Public relations in ‘the age of consent’ 

Marketing must be a two-way conversation, and a public relations campaign is one of the best ways of starting a dialogue with your customers
In any business it’s important to make a splash. To stand out from the crowd. To grab attention and keep it. But in a world where our customers are bombarded with marketing messages, it’s increasingly difficult to get ourselves noticed. 
In today’s multi-channel, multi-media environment, advertising is oven ignored or simply lost in a rising tide of commercial communication. The advent of digital television made it easier for viewers to ‘fast forward’ past adverts they don’t want to watch, while the vast number of channels available means that there is always an alternative to the commercial break.  
And there is a fine line to tip-toe between promotion that it entertaining and informative, and marketing activities that are just plain intrusive. Some marketing repels rather than attracts – no-one likes badly targeted ‘junk’ mail, or computer-clogging ‘spam’. The worst offenders have the capacity to make a real nuisance of themselves – the top ten originators of spam, which now sadly includes the UK, send some 15 billion e-mails every day. 

Unfortunately our customers often don’t distinguish between these illegal practices and responsible e-marketing. The backlash against e-mail communications is growing ever stronger, while the legal and technological restrictions on these activities are becoming ever tighter. The bad practices of a few will have a profound impact on the activities of the legitimate marketer, and all will have to re-think their approach.
Traditional advertising and marketing techniques will undoubtedly always have a role to play. But we must make sure that we don’t get dragged into a downward spiral of increasingly desperate measures to reach customers who are becoming resistant to our charms and are well equipped to shield themselves from messages they do not want to hear. 
A more subtle approach is necessary. It’s no longer enough to shout loudly and hope that customers will be bullied into buying. Marketing must become a two-way conversation in which we talk to people who have agreed to listen. 

So what are secrets of marketing success in a new ‘age of consent’? Creating good relationships with our customers is a start. This doesn’t mean building vast data-bases of names and addresses that languish in a dark recess of your IT system. It means knowing who our best customers are, why they buy from us and what they truly want. This will enable us to develop a relationship from which both our business and the customer benefits. Building loyalty by offering genuine benefits (discounts on regular purchases, additional information about the products a customer uses, or a small birthday gift) can cement this relationship.  

It also helps to do all that we can to get our customers talking. We can rave about our company in ads and brochures until we are blue in the face, but a potential customer is much more likely to believe what other people say about us. Offering customers products and services that really give them something to talk about is a powerful way of reaching new audiences.  
PR is another useful tool. Editors of trade journals or local news papers know what their readers want to see and will only publish stories that will be of interest. By working with these publications we can deliver messages that don’t grate.

But whatever marketing activities we undertake, we must look at things from the customer’s point of view. It’s their permission we must secure. Whether we are producing an ad for an exhibition guide, writing a sales letter, or issuing a press release, our primary concern should not be the correct use of corporate colours, the size of our logo or the number of self-aggrandising words. The question we need to ask is ‘Would my customers choose to look at this?’

