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Let me propose that Public Relations gets back to fundamentals. To the two words that describe the activity in which we are all engaged. They were well chosen by our forbears.
 Public. Relations.

 

I’d like to suggest that we rededicate ourselves to the mission enshrined in these words – the building and maintenance of a relationship of trust between an organization and its public, which we can define as its various stakeholders.

 

I further suggest that even though we may be working globally, relationships are by nature personal and local.

 

Retailers understand this, hence their mantra for success: location, location, location.

 

Politicians knew this even before the late Speaker of the House of Representatives, Tip O’Neill, coined the phrase “all politics is local”. 

 

He understood, as all who work in this building should know, that nothing can be achieved in a democracy until votes are cast by individuals in their own localities. 

 

And so it is with public relations.  No sales can be made, no minds can be changed without the “vote” of an individual in their home, city, town or village. 

 

Yet too often we persist in expecting them to understand the rightness of our point of view when we have barely considered their situations, their thoughts, anxieties and aspirations.

 

All the world might love Frank Sinatra when he sings “I’ll Do It My Way”. But many may reject the notion that they have to do it his way. 

 

This is why  the phrase “Think global, act local”  is  out of date. 

 

 “Think global, act local” reflects an imperialistic economic attitude. At worst, it conjures up a colonial ambition in which the locals are satisfied with the offer of various beads and baubles, becoming pawns in a grand plan which is “for their own good”. 
The phrase needs to be reversed. Think local, act global. 
By “thinking local,” you can reach a level of understanding of the mindset of each group of people with whom you must communicate that will make your dialogue much more productive and enable you to establish the relationships that are essential to your success.
If you are able to “think local,” or at least listen to and understand the advice of those who can, you will stand a much better chance of being able to put your case in terms that are comprehensible by and, convincing, to your local audience. Thinking local means much, much more than translating, customizing and even localizing news releases and other communications.
One company has gone further. 
“Think local, act local” is the new credo of the world’s most famous brand,

Coca-Cola, adopted by the new CEO in the wake of crises which occurred in 2000 that dampened sales, damaged reputation, reduced the value of the stock and prompted the departure of the previous CEO.  It means understanding local history, customs, rituals, taboos and prejudices. It means knowing what does and does not make news. It means respecting that a local community’s perception, motivation or priority represents a different outlook. It means patience.

Success in thinking local brings its own problems, however, the greatest of which is retaining loyalty to the global vision and mission of the organization. It can be a challenge to step from thinking local to acting global, when so often the two seem to be at odds with each other. This is where there must be corporate resolve and commitment, tempered by compromise on everything except the basic values of the organization. 
Coca Cola is not the only company, as you know, where the CEO has had to step down in a crisis of some kind. Only this week, Phil Condit of Boeing resigned in the wake of the Pentagon purchasing scandal. 

Loren Thompson, a military analyst at the Lexington Institute, a northern Virginia research group told the New York Times that Mr. Condit’s departure “is not about Boeing’s business, but is about Boeing’s reputation. 
At the heart of loss of reputation there is invariably a breakdown of one or more relationships that are vital to an organization’s success. In Boeing’s case it was their biggest single customer, the Pentagon. 

At Edelman we have concluded that we need a system to measure as well as to nurture relationships. We need a tool that would be flexible enough for it to be used with different groups in different places, reliable but not too arcane and complex.

Above all, the data we derived had to be actionable. It had to provide the key to open the door to the improvement of relationships in a practical way.

Based on discussions with Dr. James E. Grunig, Professor at the Department of Communications, University of Maryland, who has spent a lifetime studying the dynamics of relationships, he and Dr. Jennifer Scott of our sister research company, Strategy One, jointly developed a "Relationship Index" based on four key dimensions that determine the quality of relationships. 
The ERI will be at its most reliable when it acts as the barometer of a stakeholder’s direct experience of a corporation (or product), rather than an impression or perception. 

The four dimensions, which the ERI scores on a nine-point scale, are established through short interviews – 10-15 minutes each – using a 22-point questionnaire. The dimensions are:

Trust - One party’s level of confidence in, and willingness to open oneself up to, the other party.  There are three elements of trust: 

· Integrity:  the belief that an organization is fair and just
· Dependability:  the belief that an organization will do what its says it will do
· Competence:  the belief that an organization has the ability to do what it says it will do
Mutuality of Control – The degree to which parties agree on who has the rightful power to influence one another.  Although some imbalance is natural, stable relationships require that organizations and publics each have some control over the other.

Commitment – The extent to which each party believes and feels that the relationship is worth spending energy to maintain and promote.  Two dimensions of commitment are continuance commitment, which refers to a certain line of action, and affective commitment, which is an emotional orientation.

Satisfaction – The extent to which each party feels favorably toward the other because positive expectations about the relationship are reinforced.  A satisfying relationship is one in which the benefits outweigh the costs.  

In an ideal situation, the ERI would be used at the outset of a PR program to diagnose and benchmark the quality of the relationships between the corporation and its key publics/stakeholders; and in the course of a PR program, to measure changes in the quality of key relationships so that program adjustments can be made. 
I feel strongly that the development of this very modern tool is in fact a reawakening to the fundamental purpose of our profession: Public. Relations. In which we can measure the success of our efforts to maintain the quality of those all-important relationships.

Thank you. 
