Sandra Macleod Echo Research

TS tme to connect the dots

‘Nice to do’ is now ‘have to do’ when it comes to business reputation, responsibility and sustainability

hings are different -
there is no denying
that. What is only
startingtobeappreci-
ated, however, is to
______________ what extent and in
what ways things are different - and
how it will affect us all. Gone are the
daysof‘nicetodobecausewe’vealways
doneit.Welcome to ‘we have todo this
becauseitmatters’. Andhellotoletting
non-essentialsfallbythewaysideaswe
become leaner and tighter than ever
before.Reputation,communications,
CSR and sustainability all matter.Oh,
and by theway,theyareinterrelated.

Above all, their materiality matters.
Howdotheylinkintothevarious parts
of the organisation, across business
unitsandoperations? Howdotheysup-
port the organisation to drive change?
What change can and should they be
impacting? And how do they truly
become builtin,notbolted on?

Connecting the dots, as Pricewater-
houseCoopersusedtosay,istheanswer.
Focusing on the organisation’s mis-
sionandobjectivesisthestarting point
(in particular, how these shape your
identity).Assessing the various needs
and expectations of key stakeholders
(in their image of you),and the influ-
encersontheirperception,thenallows
you to do a gap analysis of what may
need changing or reinforcing as the
basisofstrategicplanningandresourc-
ing.AtEcho,wecallthisthei3approach
to reputational evidence to bring the
business with you and ensure you are
alignedwithit.

When considering the likely return
on reputational investments and foc-
using on the things that really matter
tothe CEOandtheorganisation (hope-
fully the same things),research comes
intoitsowninsupportofthe PR profes-
sional. Benchmarking current percep-
tion gaps, pre-testing likely impact or
saliency of ethical or other initiatives,
and demonstrating impact are essen-
tialtobring an unaware or,worse,cyni-
cal management teamwith you.

Views in brief

Which company has produced the most relevant and resonant
corporate responsibility work over the past year?

John Lewis Partnership. With its special system of co-ownership, it has always
been structurally close to the CR spirit. The past year has seen it backing
urban regeneration in city centres ahead of out-of-town parks, and
decimating vehicle mileages by launching a new super-green distribution
hub. John Lewis, like Marks & Spencer, is a through-and-through British
brand, and its CR burnishes a reputation for living the presumed British
virtues of fairness and decency.

PETERCRANE

Inthetransparentworldinwhichwe
ive, sleepwalking one’s way into the
future isno longer acceptable. The Clue-
train Manifestoforewarned tenyearsago
that‘theendwasnigh’forunchallenged
corporate and political propaganda -
largelybecausetheinternetwouldlevel
the playing field by giving all and sun-
drytherighttoopineon,and,if desired,
undermine the implausibly positive
assertionsof the spinindustry.

Research provides an understand-
ing of what audiences expect and find
reasonable. Swathes of unwarranted
hyperbole generate cynicism and con-
tinued loss of trust. The organisation
providinga publicface of pure market-
ing-speak has lost its claims to trans-
parency and authenticity.As expecta-
tions and sources of influence change,
careful stakeholder research and und-
erstanding are required to guide strat-
egy development above and beyond
justcommunicationsalone.

There can be challenges in directly
linking PR causes to effects, such as
demonstrating how the initial com-
munication led to an ultimate behav-
iouralchange Butthereisnosubstitute
forpost-testinghowacommunication
filtersthrough -viathe media,web2.0,
advocates,critics and the whole stake-
holderchain-totheendconsumers,be
they customers, employees, new
recruits orregulators.

The task at hand is to connect those
dotsinawaythatdemonstratesyouare
advisingand helping tomove thebusi-
ness forward in a positive, holisticand
sustainable fashion, true to the values
ofthe organisation and its people.

Speaking the language of business,
beingindispensabletothe CEOandthe
management team,actively listening
to your key audiences and their influ-
encers,and demonstrating theimpact
of sound principles of true joined-up
thinking matter in these times of
change.Itis there for communicators
-orothers-totakeupand own.
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