NATALIE FORREST: “ROTARY: THE BIG BRANDING CHALLENGE”

 Hi.. My name is Natalie Forrest, I’m a News Editor and Presenter for Prime Television in Canberra. But I have a very special affiliation with Rotary. I am lucky enough to have just returned from a Group Study Exchange to district 6540 in Indiana USA. It was truly a wonderful and life changing experience that in some ways I stumbled on to..  or if you like.. happened to “fluke”. 

I like to consider myself..  a reasonably well informed and some what intelligent human being.. and as a journalist some one able to easily find information on a wide and varied selection of topics. But I have to admit I had only barely heard of Rotary when the GSE idea was raised.  I certainly had very little knowledge of any of the Rotary Foundation’s programs and the truly amazing work that clubs do.  I knew the organisation was a charitable one.. you know.. “one of the good guys”.. But that was about it. 

And unfortunately I was NOT alone. When I first mentioned the idea to friends and family.. the mere mention of Rotary brought puzzled looks.. before responses like.. “Oh they’re the people who sell those mints” (NO that’s Lions).. or those closer to the mark.. said .. “Ah they’re the people who’ve got those parks.” .. I even got A “ Oh they’re an old person’s group aren’t they?”.

So of course my reaction was.. “oh no.. what on earth have I got myself into”.  

Well .. fortunately a quick bit of googling on the internet before my selection interview..  and I soon discovered a truly selfless and generous organisation dedicated to improving the lives of others.. with in their community and around the world.. from all walks of life.. and free from prejudice. 

Aside from the high profile flagship programs like Polio plus and clean drinking water in third world countries.. I was amazed to discover a massive spectrum of goodwill gestures and work within local clubs..  from raising money to fight disease or to help struggling families.. to simple things.. like giving second hand books to schools to help kids learn to read.  

But you know what .. the one thing was..  that surprised me the most? 

That in my 10 years as a journalist.. I’d NOT ONCE.. been approached by a Rotarian or anyone else for that matter.. to cover any of these types of stories.  

And.. I’ve got to say..  it completely puzzled me. 

So I asked the Rotarians I had come to know.. WHY nobody had promoted or gone to the media with these wonderful stories.. And the majority of responses were very typical.. “Oh Rotarians don’t like to sing their own praises”.. or “Its about Service above Self.. we don’t seek attention or to be recognised.. we just DO.” 

AND that’s fantastic.. I don’t take anything away from the purity of those sentiments.. 

BUT.. and there’s a really big BUT here.. How do you promote your organisation and get new members on board.. if nobody knows who you are or what you do?  

In an era when big global companies like Coca Cola, McDonalds, Apple, IBM, Sony, Starbucks etc.. spend billions and I mean BILLIONS of dollars to convince us THEY are the good guys.. The TRULY good guys like Rotary International.. can not simply just standby, sit on your hands and do nothing. 

Lets take an example a little closer to home.. The Salvation Army.. a non-profit group .. and what I WOULD call.. one of the good guys.. Have you ever heard the slogan “THANK GOD for the SALVO’S”.. Its an extremely powerful marketing tool.. and I’m sure you’ll agree most people have a pretty good idea of who and what the Salvo’s do.

Now I’m not here to sell you advertising.. much to the horror of my sales executives! I’m here to convince you of a less costly.. in fact free version.  Marketing yourself via news stories, information and community announcements.

Essentially its all about TRUST..... and for a group with it’s focus immersed in Social Advancement, Health and Wellbeing – an image of trust can do more to promote your goals and aims than any fluorescent toy or marketing innovation........

At this point I will declare my interest here.. Yes I work in the media..  Myself and journalists like Peter here.. we all stand to benefit from broadcasting or printing these stories.. BUT SO DO YOU..  

We in the media.. are often criticised for never covering GOOD news stories.. We always cover the BAD, the tragedy, the awful side of humanity. Well.. yes.. I’ll cop some of that.. to an extent part of that is true.. 

Take one of the most covered stories in recent history.. 9/11.. the bombing of the World Trade Centre. A hideous and demonstrously tragic event that words and pictures just couldn’t do justice to. 

BUT.. what also rose out of that.. was amazing reports of courage and selflessness.. of survival and basic human kindness.. to help fellow man in need.

And if you think about it.. NOT all that dis-similar to what Rotary strives to achieve every day..  those actions.. all fundamentally carry elements OF..  or revolve around “Service above Self”.. 

But no matter how many brilliant projects.. a socially focused organisation has.. , how it voices its intentions and capitalises on new and existing mediums CAN NOT be overstated.

In a media and marketing world, organisations striving for success with mass media.. are.. (and I apologise for this cheesy metaphor) like trees in a forest, all vying for nutrients and sunlight, competing in a sea of others with the same needs, and all the while encouraging beneficial relationships and repelling pests. 

In other words.. its a race.. with similar organisations and charities.. for members and support.. both physical and financial. 

If you want to market your Brand.. improve your image.. Raise Rotary’s Profile.. you need to sell yourself.. and one of the best vehicles for you to do that.. is through the media. 

So.. how do you go from contemplating a plan of action..  to producing tangible results?

First, a working knowledge of new media, and the direction communications is heading in.. IS paramount. 

And the great news is.. there’s more of a choice and more options than ever before. Its not just your traditional media like Television, Radio and Print.. but the Internet is now emerging as one of the fastest growing communication tools. “Youtube”, Facebook and Myspace have revolutionised information sharing.. Its connected people from different continents.. with similar interests to make us a truly global community.

To succeed as a marketer.. it is critical to understand what really drives users of these sites to log in and communicate on a regular basis. To learn the opportunities and challenges of marketing in this environment.. there is no substitute for becoming a user yourself and walking the talk. If you are not yet on Facebook, join now and connect with your real-life contacts. Yes, your friends are already there. You can tell the world about Rotary, every one of you....

you can all help out..... you can all be PR staffers and Ad Account Execs, in your own social circles and well beyond.

But back to where I’m more comfortable and my area of expertise, Conventional Mass Media – Free-To-Air and Subscription TV, Radio, Print etc ..  but I also include all other mediums as well, such is the synergy and morphing taking place. 

We in the traditional media.. of course tend to be a bit more needy.. 

As resources are stripped from companies.. and journalists are bombarded by slick PR machines.. who pump out press releases.. for a plethera of groups and organisations.. ALL competing for our attention.. Rotarians too.. need to become more media savvy. That means getting active and selling your message or story too!!

So where do you start?.. Well.. perhaps.. we should ask.. Does YOUR club have a member in charge of media and public relations.. or is it one of those jobs.. that just falls through the cracks?  Appointing one person to be responsible WILL help streamline the process. 

Once you’ve identified your story.. The quickest way to get the attention of your local newspapers, radio and television stations  is via a media or press release. It should contain basic information like the 5 W’s and one H.. who what, when where why and how..  Its really NOT rocket science. But please do keep it brief and to the point.  (I went on holidays recently for 4 weeks and returned to 10 thousand emails that were all press releases.. we do NOT have time to read through ever detail)

Here are couple of other issues to consider.. 

1. Timeliness Is Key.

Speed. It used to be, “How fast will the news helicopters come?” Now, it is when will a mobile phone image or text message be sent?.. We live in an instant news world and the ability to respond on those terms is essential. This can only be accomplished through preparation. Thinking through in advance and preparing to respond instantly to events is required. —anything less is too late. 

Also Pretty good answers NOW are a lot more valuable than perfect answers tomorrow. If the story is breaking and the reporter calls now, you need to react quickly. If you have to take 20 minutes to prepare message points and sound bites, do so. But make sure the reporter knows you will absolutely, positively 100 percent call back in 20 minutes or less. And then do it. If a reporter from a major TV network or newspaper calls you for the first time, try to give them an interview RIGHT THEN. If you let them off the phone for even five minutes, you might not ever get them back.

2. Be Accessible.

If you want to be a part of breaking news stories, you need to be easy to reach. Public relations companies hate it when I say this.. but I believe anyone who is seeking news coverage should allow direct access to the media. That means you and your club should have your mobile phones and home phone numbers accessible. A reporter working on a deadline after hours does not want to have to call a public relations firm just to get a number of a news source. 

3.Think about what the media organisation is after.. If its Television.. they’ll want shoot pictures and do an interview on camera. If its radio.. they may just want a phone interview.. and similar for newspapers and magazines.  You need to have these right people to do these.. easily accessible. 

4.Think about other free forms of information.. The majority of television, radio and newspapers will have community notice boards or bulletins that are dedicated to circulating free advertising for non-profit groups.. And THAT’s YOU!!! 

5.And finally.. DON’T be discouraged if your story doesn’t get picked up by all the media. On any given day.. what constitutes as news.. depends on what else is happening in the same town, state, country or around the globe. For example.. a story about a Rotarian off to help install new water tanks in East Timor.. is terrific.. but if it happens to fall on the same day as something like 9/11.. It won’t get a run. News Editors and Journalists constantly battle with an overflow of news.. and have to make brutal decisions about what’s IN and what ISN’T. Don’t take it personally.. because for us.. its not.. its business.  
In concluding.. I challenge all Rotarians here today.. if you want to raise Rotary’s profile... boost your club’s image..  and attract new members.. its simple.. follow the “Service above Self” motto.. throw aside the comforts of anonymity.. and start talking up and spreading the word about the great works and fellowship of your organisation.

