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Using Public Relations in Government Relations 
By Jenny Boese
Public relations and government relations have a natural connection. In a general sense, both focus on “message” and how to convey that message to various audiences through different strategies. Both are ongoing educational exercises that seek to lay the groundwork for your association’s reputation and value to a variety of constituencies and help mobilize those constituencies on issues.
In today’s legislative climate, utilizing public relations (PR) tools for your government relations (GR) program is important. Keep the following in mind as you craft PR strategies for your GR issues.
PR for GR will work best when it moves beyond the issue at hand to synthesize your full legislative agenda, your association’s brand or mission, and any outside forces at play. As you think through a PR strategy, it may help to visualize the landscape you’re trying to impact as a series of concentric circles.
The legislative issue at had is the bullseye: the main, short-term objective you’re trying to reach. Yet that issue and your PR approach must also fit within your entire government relations program/legislative agenda. And the entire program must work into your association’s mission, vision, and/or brand. Finally, stay attuned to how the legislative, political, and economic climates can affect your strategy. Seeing this full picture helps create the best strategy for PR impact.
Key insight:  Think strategically to position your issues. Assess all that can impact your issues, and then craft integrated GR/PR approaches so you can achieve both your short-term and long-term objectives.
2.  Develop a plan
Determine your PR plan well in advance of its initial implementation date. Keep in mind your objective (this drives everything else), your message, the audience you are trying to reach, and how you will go about reaching that audience (e.g., press releases, PSAs, direct mail pieces, the Web, etc.).  Thinking about these issues beforehand helps ensure your PR strategies are tailored to the right audience and are working to position the issue for desired outcomes.
Key insight:  A PR plan provides an overall direction, a framework on how to get there, and an ability to keep everyone on the same page. It also is an important tool for assessing progress and benchmarking effectiveness.
3.  Stay on-message
A key to effectiveness in GR and PR is being on-message and conveying that message to your target audience for maximum impact. Making sure you control the message is essential. Once you move off-message—and it can easily happen—you’ve lost ground, momentum, or, even worse, credibility.
Make sure you’ve developed a solid message—one that is true, well-thought-out, and sustained throughout all of your communications. A few essential ways to help stay on-message are to take advantage of all of your association’s communication vehicles that may impact your issues or agenda. You should also educate key spokespersons on the issue and message.
Key insight:  Be on-message, your message.
4.  Think beyond the media
Public relations can mean more than working with the media. Media relations can be a key tool for GR issues—but don’t stop your strategy there. PR includes working to educate and advocate directly to your members, key stakeholders, state legislatures, Congress, and the public, among others. Your PR approach can use the media to reach these groups, but you can craft strategies that also go directly to those constituencies themselves.
Key insight:  Comprehensive public relations strategies are important and valuable for government relations
5.  Think outside the box
GR’s success is often buoyed by the intangibles, such as having a positive reputation and a perceived value or being the expert on an issue. Use PR to establish these intangibles in the minds of others.
A few simple examples include the following
· Be a resource.  Respond quickly and provide whatever resources and information possible when a legislative office or the media calls for assistance—even if it’s not an issue on your legislative agenda.
· Promote.  Relay the work of your association, such as consumer information or community service projects, to legislators, their constituents, or other target audiences. For example, consider ways to provide PR for legislators during events, such as photo opportunities or similar activities.
· Educate.  Educate legislators, especially freshmen, and the public about the work of your association and its members.
Key insight:  Don’t miss opportunities to instill a lasting reputation for your GR program and association. PR helps establish your reputation long before you walk in the door for that legislative meeting.
PR work is inherent in GR. Recognize it. Use it. Integrate your PR/GR efforts to maximize their usefulness on behalf of your legislative agenda, and you’ll help your legislative efforts and your association for the long term.
Formerly the senior government relations coordinator, State Bar of Wisconsin, Madison, Jenny Boese is a government affairs assistant, United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, Washington, D.C. 
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