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By Clara Shek, PRPA Advisor and Managing Director of Ogilvy Public Relations Hong Kong

Will the PR profession still exist in 20 years’ time?

Mony of the hottest companies and industries
foday, especially those in the sharing
economy such as Airbnb or Uber, did not even exist
20 years ago. Wil the Public Relations (PR) industry
survive the next 20 years with the changing media,
consumer and digital landscape?

Public Relations has been one of the hottest professions in
Hong Kong in the last two decades as evidenced by the
proliferation of university programmes on PR and
corporate  communications and the all-ime high
demand for PR professionals. How long can this boom
last?

Indeed, we are already seeing the PR function being
rapidly encroached by the Marketing, Social Media and
Digital departments in organisations. Some even predict
that PR agencies will cease to exist 10 years from now.

While the PR, Marketing, Social Media, Digital, CRM and
eCommerce functions are rapidly evolving and
converging like an amoeba, many PR practitioners are
still stuck using traditional practices of chasing media
coverage and calculating advertising value equivalence.

Measuring only media coverage is a way of the past. PR
practitioners must engage their ultimate audiences and
make them part of the “"new” news cycle, which has
become a 24-hour continuous cycle where everyone can
capture and make news.

With the 24/7 news cycle and the wide variety of
fraditional and social media platforms now available to
influence opinions, PR is ever more important and
ireplaceable in driving the public affairs, financial and
advocacy agenda of an organisation. PR professionals
must remain vigilant fo ride on the “new” news cycle, and
be cenifral to the discussions that impact the overall
reputation of a brand, an organisation or industry.

From storytelling to creating a shareable experience

Social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram,
WeChat, as well as mobile apps have transformed the
relationship between the members of the public and
organisations/brands communicating with them.

PR has always been about great storytelling and content
development. However, the future of PR is about creating
a shareable experience, whether on- or offline. Take Air
New Zealand as an example. How creatfive can a brand
get with its in-flight safety video?2 Very creativel From
featuring characters from The Hobbit to the players in the
country’s All Blacks rugby team, to picturesque beaches
with the world’s most renowned surfers, the brand has
outdone itself as well as other airlines each and every

fime. The message is the same (i.e. safety instructions),
but there is always a different way to fell the story, which
not only capftivates passengers’ attenfion, but also online
audiences that may not even board the flight.

From noise to a leading voice

Positioning top executives as authorities in their industries
has been a highly important function of PR. Using a multi-
platform approach, industry leaders can comment on
frending news to keep themselves and their brands
central fo media conversations about their business.
Turning industry  knowledge into shareable and
snackable insights could create an important social
currency to win the hearts of employees, customers and
stakeholders.

From conversation to conversion

PR Professionals have been cenfral in driving
conversations in the market, shaping what's hot in the
media, among the public and stakeholders. However,
conversation alone would not be enough to justify the
existence of the PR function in today’s converged world.

PR professionals need to distinguish buzz from what drives
behavioral changes. Conversion into purchase decisions
and acftions are key fo the next phase of PR industry
development.

According to a Nielsen-inPowered study conducted in
the US. in December 2013 to January 2014, expert
content, often driven by PR, is more effective than
branded content at all stages of the purchase decision
because of its third-party, perceived impartial
characteristics, and the built-in credibility. Influence is no
longer confined to celebrities, doctors, analysts or
industry experts though. Brands could get great results by
gefting something shared on Linkedin, Weibo or
Facebook, or having it retweeted.

PR professionals could make or break the industry in
the next 20 years if we can manage the shift from
being a buzz-maker to a deal-maker, and from being
a conversation creator, to a behavioral scientist.

Whatever we do needs to result in behavioral changes —
be it a purchase, a vote, or simply influencing people to
like something. PR must therefore have a clear call to
action so the public can make a concrete move, such
as signing up for a frial product, making a purchase on a
web-shop, or signing a petition for a cause.

Ultimately, PR is about shaping opinions and influencing
behaviors. We are just operating in a highly interesting,
always-on, and multi-screen world tfoday. ¢
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