Mistakes are punished faster and harder

The World Wide Web changed the communication: consumers inform themselves on Google and communicate via blogs. PR professionals are threatened to get into a defensive position. Richard Edelman, CEO of the largest independent PR firm and Cornelia Kunze, General Manager Germany about the future of public relations.

Public Relations was yesterday. It used to be enough to inform selected journalists about the latest news from the company. But with the internet the hunger for facts increased. NGOs, critical consumers but also fans of certain brands search the web for information - with consequences. According to the participants of the world economy forum in Davos the climatic debate would have not been discussed in the current intensity without the cross-linking of environmental activists in the web. The Siemens case – with angry employees speaking up on employee blogs – furthermore shows how defenseless a company is towards the self-dynamic of web 2.0.
Even Edelman, the third largest PR firm worldwide and self-defined pioneer in the matter of “PR 2.0” was exposed to a storm of protest in the fall of 2006. Reason: two bloggers who toured through the U.S. as alleged Wal-Mart fans and camped on supermarket parking lots were revealed as paid protagonists. 
Richard Edelman, the company’s CEO, and General Manager Germany Cornelia Kunze talked with W&V about transparency and trust.
W&V: Mr. Edelman, trust in companies is extremely low here in Germany. Despite PR consultants and spin doctors.

Edelman: If someone would call me a spin doctor I would take it as a serious offense. We do not work like that. PR is not about twisting facts but about truth, efficient communication 

and dialogue. In the past some people worked with spin-methods which was not right. But the development goes into another direction and we need to make sure it accelerates.
W&V: The internet provides new transparency. But this is permanently undermined, for example by your two Wal-Mart bloggers…

Edelman: This special case was a mistake which I openly admitted. In my blog I stated: Yes, this was to 100 per cent our mistake. And that was acknowledged. If you want to turn exceptions into the rule I cannot accept that. Honesty and transparency are our highest principles. Let’s talk about our clients’ cases: about Dove’s “Campaign for real beauty”, about Pedigree’s “Date a dog” – in Germany it was the “campaign of the year” – and also about our success with Wal-Mart.

W&V: Nonetheless - did this incident harm your image?

Edelman: Zero. Have a look at the Wal-Mart case. Until two years ago the horizontal axis of communication wasn’t of major importance to this client. Today we have a comprhemsive and credible source of information with walmartfacts.com which is used by 150,000 people. We invited economical activists to have discussions with Wal-Mart. We opened Wal-Mart towards new media platforms.

W&V: Public relations changes at a breathtaking speed. For 100 years the question was: When do we publish which information? It was all about control.

Edelman: As an agency we help companies not to think in such a defensive way anymore but to take over the active role. We help them to take on a more offensive role and increasingly build bridges, for example to NGOs.
Kunze: We need to invite people to an open dialogue. This requires courage and many companies still shy away from that. It is a complex task which requires new abilities. It is about a change in the communication culture – especially here in Germany.

W&V: Isn’t there an inner conflict between public relations on the one hand and the desire for transparency on the other hand?
Edelman: No, as long as it is clear who I am working for, why I do it, what my objectives are, who pays me or who I pay money to, nothing gets in the way. PR is no insidious game.
W&V: Is trust possible without transparency?

Edelman: No. Hopeless.
Kunze: Transparency is the foundation of credibility. People can find out everything on Google and mistakes remain in their memory.

W&V: There are more changes in public relations. The German minister of finance Peer Steinbrueck chose a successful strategy by avoiding political talk shows. His popularity is not harmed by that at all. Doesn’t that contradict the traditional rules?
Edelman: In politics we see increasingly new forms and ways to communicate messages. In France the two weblogs of the presidential candidates are ranked among the top five blogs of the country.
Kunze: Both blogs are currently the most often quoted sources of political journalists.

W&V: Also Hillary Clinton announced her presidential candidature. And Angela Merkel podcasts weekly…

Kunze: … but does not allow comments. But it is a beginning.

W&V: What characterizes the new ways of public relations in your opinion?

Kunze: The direct feedback. Errors are punished faster and harder but you constantly have the opportunity for a dialogue and chances to learn something new.

W&V: What do all the changes mean for the work of PR professionals in agencies?

Edelman: The bottom line is: In terms of quality we need to raise the bar even higher than before. 
