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What is Public 

Relations and how 

does it work? 

Public relations (PR), according to the 

Chartered Institute of Public Relations (CIPR), 

is ‘a sustained effort to foster goodwill between 

an organisation and its audience(s)’. Why 

though, it might be reasonable to ask, should an 

organisation set itself such a mission?  This 

whitepaper outlines the ins and outs of what 

public relations is and how it works.  
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1.0 Introduction  
 

Public relations (PR), according to the Chartered Institute of 

Public Relations (CIPR), is ‘a sustained effort to foster 

goodwill between an organisation and its audience(s)’. Why 

though, it might be reasonable to ask, should an organisation 

set itself such a mission?  

 

PR according to Patsy and Eddie of Absolutely Fabulous 

(BBC), “PR is things, people, places and concepts.”  

 

In truth, whilst there is a textbook definition, all PR is different and when trying to explain it to 

someone almost nine times of out 10 you will get a different answer.  

 

It is helpful for our business-to-business clients, to consider PR as the activities undertaken by an 

organisation to manage its reputation with stakeholders. PR practitioners aim to do this by building 

good relationships with the media –be it focussed on print, online or broadcast - as well as other 

stakeholders such as trade bodies and councils, so that they become advocates to distribute positive 

messages to relevant audiences including prospects, customers, suppliers and investors. 

 

Depending on the size and type of organisation, as well as its commitment to PR, these tasks can be 

undertaken by one person – a PR practitioner who has the right skill set and years of field experience. 

You usually find this set up in-house (also known as, client-side) where there is one employee who 

manages either the internal or external communications for one organisation. They are typically 

supported by a PR agency who are often seen as the extension of the in-house team.  

The other option is a PR agency who works on devising and implementing PR campaigns and 

strategies for multiple clients.  

  

Public relations – earned publicity, where  

others voluntarily promote your brand. 
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2.0 PR advantages and disadvantages 
 

One of the main differences between PR and advertising – which is often its counterpart in a 

publication – is that it is free. Meaning that you do not pay the media to print your news – this 

however all depends on if your story is strong and is pitched to the right correspondent at the right 

publication.  

This is when PR is often referred to as earned– the first part of the ‘earned, owned and paid media’ 

model of marketing communications. 

 

The ‘not paid for’ aspect is certainly a plus point for PR and a very good reason for considering it, but, 

as with most freebies, there is a catch. When you give your story to the media, you relinquish control 

of it too. You have no influence over how and if it will be used,  if the language has been altered or, if 

you have spoken with a journalist and you have been misquoted. Whilst that may sound daunting, 

these are things that can be rectified quickly by asking for corrections. Where-by the journalist will 

make quick fixes to anything that is factually incorrect.  

 

Once you start to recognise that free publicity does come with strings attached, the need for good 

relationships with the press by media-trained personnel becomes obvious. As is the need to write 

press releases in a way that makes misinterpretation, deliberately or otherwise, unlikely. 

 

In truth, there is nothing clear-cut about PR. You don’t pay for it (great), but you have no control 

(frustrating), and you have little influence (scary). The disadvantages can seem to outweigh the 

advantages, but it is not that straightforward either. The biggest downside – the loss of control and 

ownership over your information and, therefore, your reputation – is paradoxically PR’s greatest 

asset! Because the media controls PR, it has more credibility with your audience than paid advertising 

precisely because you do not call the shots. An impartial account of your organisation’s latest news is 

always the most powerful testimonial of all.  

 

It is important to keep in mind that whilst some updates might seem trivial to you, it may just be the 

thing that gets your company noticed. Almost every business thinks that they are the “best kept 

secret” of their sector. Well, that’s great, but if your overall business objectives are to be noticed by 

competitors or even investors, then you need to talk about why you are the best kept secret and who 

will benefit from doing business with you, whether that’s being directly employed or through another 

channel. One of the best ways to do this is via short news items which you can either send out to local 

press or you could write a short blog for your website and draw attention to it by further boosting via 

your social media channels.  
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3.0 The Promotional Mix 

 
PR is part of the promotional mix, which itself is one of the 

key pillars of the marketing mix. The promotional mix has 

five main parts: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Labelling is, of course, meaningless unless you understand the context – after all, PR and marketing 

aren’t so much constructs as real-world business activities. So, why is PR part of the marketing 

promotional mix and why is this important? 

 

While marketing’s overarching aim is to provide products and services that meet customer demand, 

the promotional part is concerned specifically with how an organisation communicates these offerings 

to customers and other stakeholders. From here, it is quite easy to see how PR fits in; by sending the 

messages you want to resonate with key audiences via press releases to the media who will inform the 

right target audience on your behalf.   

 

Once you accept that PR is a marketing tool for your organisation or business, it isn’t much of a stretch 

to realise how the PR conduit (press releases, events, interviews etc.) needs to fit with the wider 

marketing content being sent out through your website, social media, brochures, point-of-sale etc.  

 

By aligning your marketing and PR activity, you give your PR team the chance to target key audiences 

in ways that support your broader business goals. Within a given year, the PR plan might need to 

focus on different objectives each quarter: first, supporting lead generation as you expand into a new 

business area; next, promoting products designed for the new market; and then, supporting the sales 

teams. 

 

 

 
 

 

  

1. Advertising 

2. Sales promotion 

3. Selling 

4. PR 

5. Direct marketing 
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4.0 Audiences 
 

Knowing who your audience is and what they want is a marketing golden rule. A lot of resources are 

used identifying, targeting and engaging customer groups through marketing content. A similar 

approach is needed for PR, where stakeholders groups are sent targeted information via the media. 

These audiences include: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The PR vehicle chosen depends on the needs of your organisation as well as the type of stakeholders 

with whom you need to engage. Materials sent out in support of marketing activity, as mentioned 

above, will need to be closely aligned to the marketing messages used in other consumer channels, 

and the tone is often salesy. Whereas in B2B channels, marketing messages often tend to be self -

serving which can do more harm than good.  

 

Most sectors have their own trade press through which organisations keep up with the latest business 

trends and competitor activity. The content of these publications is broadly informative and non-

persuasive – sometimes technical – and the style and tone of the PR needs to be of an appropriate 

professional standard. 

 

When we talk about sectors there are several: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Consumer  

• Financial  

• Corporate  

• Third sector  

• B2B  

• B2C 

• Technology  

• Healthcare  

• Marketing/Advertising 

• Customers 

• Employees 

• Shareholders 

• Suppliers  

• The public 

• The media  

• Councils/ trade bodies  
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A more formal approach to PR is used where the stakeholder audience is investors, shareholders, 

government authorities and the financial community. Sometimes referred to as corporate PR or public 

affairs, this is one activity where the stakes are very high – One example could be the BP oil spill of 

2010, when the seal on an oil well in the Gulf of Mexico failed, causing the worst oil spill in history. 

The rig exploded and sadly killed 11 employees as well as causing severe environmental and 

ecological damage for a further 87 days until the leak was fixed. The company to this day is still 

struggling to recover from this awful event both financially and reputationally. This is just one 

example of where hard-won corporate reputations have been lost. It is vital to remember that it can 

take a company years to build and protect their reputation and it can be lost within minutes and have 

a long lasting effect on overall company performance. The most important thing to remember is that 

transparency is key.  

 

These distinctions, although more than superficial, are not meant to indicate a big divide between 

different types of PR. Often, it is just a shift in focus – the premise of getting messages out through 

media channels is the same. Whatever audience you are trying to reach, consider how your PR activity 

reflects on your brand and how you always work hard to protect it. 
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5.0 The Media and Journalists  
 

These days, interests can vary as the news is for everyone and not just for one mainstream audience. 

Historically, only “hard” news, would be featured on national news, with lighter pieces picked up on  

regional outlets, but times have changed as national news now also features at least one piece of 

“fluff” or a “feel good story” that is deemed as newsworthy. Local stories about local businesses will 

very rarely make national news unless it is deemed as “world first” or “bizzare” but, this is not to say 

that they will not get coverage via other outlets as mentioned above, there is a channel for pretty much 

every kind of sector. 

 

Not only do you need in ensure that your press release is 

newsworthy or in other words “make the journalist care”, 

but you also need to make sure that your accompanying 

pitch that is sent to journalists is relevant for them and to the 

point. For example, there is no point in sending a press 

release on the advancements of animal health to Hello! 

Magazine when  

 

a) that is not the correct audience for your story 

b) you are not sending the story to a journalist who is relevant or even interested in animal health 

 

This means you run the risk of annoying them by not doing basic research and being blacklisted when 

sending future stories that could be relevant.  Put simply, press releases that are not newsworthy will 

be rejected.  

 

While we could write at length about the challenges associated with dealing with the media, in the 

end it comes down to building and maintaining good working relationships, much like any other area 

of business life. Fortunately, B2B publications will never be as cutthroat as the national press, and a 

professional and courteous approach goes a long way.  

 

This said, whilst they may not be as cut-throat it’s important to know that coverage opportunities in 

the B2B sector are usually fuelled by pay for play activities. Put simply, spending money on 

advertising with a publication for your story to be included. There are opportunities to provide pure 

editorial pieces, but many trade publications rely on advertising revenue to keep going. So, don’t be 

surprised if you are asked for this. There is of course no obligation to do this, but you may wish to 

consider this if it’s a really key title for your business.  

 

Another key element of PR is, knowing how to speak to media when being interviewed. Media 

training is an invaluable skill. Knowing how to respond on the phone to questions or even in person 

about alleged questionable activities undertaken by your organisation, of which you might have no 

previous knowledge requires delicate handling. As does writing a press statement to set the record 

straight, without implicating yourself or your peers, or being misconstrued (inadvertently or 

otherwise).  
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6.0 The Wider PR Arena 
 

Press releases are the cornerstone of PR; just about everything you write for the media is in this long-

established format. A well-written press release, with a good quality accompanying photo and a 

smattering of good luck, are all you need to get a story in the media. If you are debuting new 

technologies or a new service, you might choose to send a pre-launch press release, to give journalists 

the ‘heads-up’ that you have something newsworthy coming up.  Then follow it up with a summary 

afterwards – it doesn’t hurt to have two bites of the cherry.  

 

If this still doesn’t yield any coverage, do not despair, you can always turn this into an opportunity to 

pitch out any comments you have about a certain topic to relevant journalists, or even offer them a 

blog or by-line with your thoughts. This all counts as PR for your brand, you’re just positioned as 

either an expert or thought leader which is a great place to be. It means that your opinion is valued 

and the next time a journalist is writing a story on something similar, they already know you are a 

credible source. If your blog or by-line gets accepted and is published, don’t forget to amplify it 

further on your company’s social media channels, so that even more people within your immediate 

network can see it and share it themselves, increasing your reach and engagement.  

 

Sometimes, of course, you will want the press to find out about your news first-hand by inviting them 

to attend a launch event. Here, the trusty press pack containing the press release, pricelist, USB 

drive/SD card of approved images and sales brochure is invaluable. With this mini PR-toolkit, the 

reporter has everything they need to write an attention-grabbing piece about your occasion. Plus, you 

will have met them, fed them and sold your soul to them (joking!) to make a good impression. 

 

Press attendance is where PR crosses the line into event 

management. Don’t just think that because you’ve given 

the journalist the afore-mentioned shiny press pack that 

your job is done.  

 

The journalist will also comment on the event as a whole. 

That’s the calibre of speakers, the entertainment, the 

venue, the décor, the food and drinks (or in some cases 

lack of!). Your job is not over until you go home that day.  

 

The day after, your focus should be following -up, with all media that attended. This could be by 

phoning them or emailing them to say, “thanks for attending, I hope you had a great time, do you 

need any further information from me on everything you saw yesterday?”  

 

This opens up another dialogue with journalists post event so that you have another chance to answer 

any queries they may have and also “sell in” your key messages again so that they remember what 

they are and also hopefully include them in their write up.  
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7.0 Digital PR 
 

Fears that digital channels mark the end of more conventional PR have been exaggerated, but it is true 

that more traditional publicity methods are evolving to blend with online communications. This is 

driven partly by organisations having a pressing and continual need to publish content online; not just 

for search engine optimisation but also to indicate authority in the digital space. 

 

Never have relationships between an organisation, the media and your wider audience been so 

intertwined. Customers can be reached instantly, and content postings can lead to a conversation. Like 

traditional publicity, online PR is concerned with nurturing relationships with journalists, bloggers 

and vloggers to get coverage in their articles and blogs. But, due the intricacies of the internet (it's 

called the web for a reason), some online PR also provides backlinks from websites and online 

publications, and (hopefully) positive customer reviews on Google, Amazon and others. Which means 

that it points readers/ consumers of the news back to your website to see for themselves what you are 

about. 

 

8.0 Evaluation 
 

Press releases need to be informative. It’s about quality, not quantity. 

Hopefully, we have persuaded you that these statements are true, but how do you know if your PR 

approach is on track? It might be easy to achieve your short-term goals of reaching your customers 

but what about the long-term affect, on your brand and reputation? 

 

There are many ways  to evaluate the quality of your coverage though the traditional method of 

measuring AVE is long gone. AVE equated to the circulation figure (which varies if it is print, online 

or broadcast), you then look for reach ( a good clippings service usually picks this up for you, so you 

do not need to, though for broadcast pieces RAJAR is the best place for audio coverage), and then you 

calculate the OTS which stands for Opportunities to see ( that is usually times by 3). Just reading this 

back is enough to demonstrate why it is no longer widely used in the industry.  

 

However, there is another way, which is through sentiment scoring. Which is based on looking at the 

coverage you have received and seeing if it presents you in a positive, neutral or negative light. From 

this you’re also able to gauge tone of voice, which is also important, especially if you wish to see how 

you stack up against your competitors. There are many tools to help you do this but having a skilled 

PR practitioner guide you through how to do it and what it means is invaluable. 

 

So, our advice overall? Yes, definitely use PR to tell your story, but handle with care! In good times, it 

can provide useful third-party endorsement for your successful services and in bad times, it can help 

you through a bad patch as a good news story provides a welcome distraction. It is not an instant ‘fix’ 

but achieves results in a subtle and sometimes indirect manner. If managed carefully and consistently 

over time, PR provides a powerful endorsement of your brand.  
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Do you need our help with maximising the potential of your PR? 

Whether you need written support for your press releases, advice on how to 

manage media relationships more effectively, or need to handover your 

entire PR function to a third-party, or if you are not sure if you need PR or 

not, we can help. 

Contact us for a free, no obligation initial consultation with our creative 

director Mike Doggwiler. We can help you meet your PR and Marketing 

objectives, and sell more, by using a mix of PR and tailored content 

marketing. 

 

Mike Doggwiler 

Managing and Creative director 

Mike leads a team providing strategic 

marketing, digital transformation, 

copywriting and consultancy services 

for some of the world’s biggest and 

most successful brands. Contact us to 

have a discussion to evaluate your 

marketing needs and explore how 

Copestone can support you. 

Email: 

mail@copestone.uk.com 

Call: +44 (0) 20 7100 4460 

Visit: copestone.uk.com 

 

Copestone Copywriters Ltd 

Studio 106, The Frames 

1 Phipp Street  

London EC2A 4PS 

UK 

 

Also available 

We publish a range of whitepapers 

and guides for B2B marketers, 

including: 

• How to create a content style guide 

for your brand 

• How much does copywriting cost? 

• How to write and publish a 

whitepaper 

• How to use content marketing to 

generate leads. 

To download your copy visit: 

copestone.uk.com/resource-centre 

 

Copestone – the content agency 

 

Copestone is a global strategic and content 

marketing agency headquartered in London, UK. 

We create and implement marketing and 

communications strategies and campaigns for 

clients across the commercial and public sectors. 

Our aim is to help you achieve your organisational 

and communications objectives by applying our 

unique skills and methodologies alongside our 

expert knowledge of your stakeholders and 

audiences. 

 


