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About me

• A life-time career in Public Relations (so far!)

• Worked in more than 26 countries before coming to 
Belgrade in 2006

• Regional Director for South East Europe for an 
international agency for 2 years

• Established Webb Dowse in December 2007



Where we are 

• Our regional network is centrally managed 
from the HQ in Belgrade



What we do

• Webb Dowse works with major international 
companies

• Consultancy, advice and practical help with all 
aspects of communications – media, government, 
business partners, etc.

• Based in Belgrade, active in all of Ex-Jugoslavia, 
Bulgaria

• Highly flexible business model, with good IT and 
communications at its heart





What exactly is Public Relations?

• Planned management of a company or a product’s 
reputation

• The PROCESS of communicating key messages 
effectively

• So, it’s like advertising, right?



Wrong!

• Advertising is what you PAY other people to say 
about your company

• PR is what other people say about your company 
WITHOUT being paid to do so

• Which do you believe more?



PR is PoweRfull! 

• Research shows that a company or product 
recommendation by a trusted third party (editor, 
journalist, celebrity…) is up to 8 times stronger than 
a similar ‘paid for’ advertisement

• In PR, our role is to explain and persuade others to 
say positive things about our clients and their 
products

• Note: PR success depends on the CREDIBILITY of the 
medium or individual who is writing or speaking



Do you trust advertising?



… or editorial?



Of course, the best recommendation..

• …comes from a friend whose opinion you respect 
and trust. 

• In Public Relations, this is known as ‘word of mouth’.

• But where did your friend get their opinion from in 
the first place…?

• Very little published information or opinion is 
random or unplanned!



Communications – the role of technology?



1984 - 2014

• Three decades of rapid change

• What changed?

• What is likely to change in future?

• Has anything remained unchanged?



Going mobile in the 80s…



Going far?



Writing a press release 1984 style

• First draft – by hand, with pen

• Typist 

• Send to client by post (if urgent, read over 
telephone)

• Wait for client comments/approval (2-3 days)

• Finalise text, re-type, make 200 photocopies

• Put in 200 envelopes, write addresses 

• Take to post office

• Follow up call to the editor 2-3 days later



On the editor’s desk…

Editors of major newspapers and magazines

would commonly receive 2-300 press 

releases every day.

95% of them would go direct to the waste bin.



Technology starts to change things…



Get the fax…



The word-processor revolution

• Amstrad PCW 8256

• RAM 256k

• CPU 4Mhz

• Disc drive: 3” floppy disc, capacity 1.4Mb

• 8 million units sold in UK



Green screen!



And to print….



The sound of progress

• daisy wheel

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S_X87H8UPvs


The difference? 

• Executive types directly onto screen, then to print

• Fax machine sends to client

• Client makes manual changes, faxes back

• Executive makes changes, prints…. 

• Then to photocopy, post office, or some, faxed 
directly to the editor

• Saving: several days, plus one job (typist)



The prediction…

• In 10 years, there will no longer be paper in any 
office…

• I am still waiting for that!



The next step

• Word processor, printer and fax greatly improved 
speed and efficiency

• But we were still dependent mostly on postal 
delivery

• What we need was a way to send files directly from 
the word processor to the client and/or the editor

• We needed EMAIL!



Windows! 3.0… in black and white



This changed the world…



The sound of progress (and 
frustration…)
• http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHW1ho8L7V8&

noredirect=1

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHW1ho8L7V8&noredirect=1


Early dial-up internet connection

• Max speed 14.4 bps

• Time to download 1mb = 9 minutes

• Only practical for short text emails



My first ‘internet’ platform



Mobile internet



Email had arrived!

• It was slow

• It was unreliable

• It was frustrating

• And at first, only a few people could use it

• But it had arrived, and nothing would ever be the 
same in the office again.



What changed?

• Much faster exchange of 
files with clients

• Within a year – direct 
emails started going to 
editors

• For editors, this provided a 
unique opportunity – the 
era of copy/paste was 
born!



How did all this affect the PR industry?

• We could be much faster

• Editors always like ‘hot news’

• If our writing was good enough, the editor was likely 
to simply cut and paste our text without changing it

• We could service more clients in the same time, with 
fewer people

• More efficient, more profitable



Fast forward. 2014



Pause for thought…

• Blackberry 9900 

• 32Gb memory

• CPU 1.2 GHz



The work environment

• Team members located in several countries

• Continuously travelling

• Collaborating on common projects

• Clients based in London, Brussels, etc.

• Home, remote and mobile working all enabled by 
technology



Client communications process

• Information exchanged, approved, clarified in 
minutes, not hours

• Distribution of press release, photographs to 
hundreds of named individuals at one click

• Rich context and background information –
hyperlinks

• Instant desktop research on any subject 



The need for speed…

• Everything has accelerated

• And is continuing to do so

• We used to have days to 
consider action

• Now we have minutes



Social media

• Instant publication of anything, 
by anybody, to everybody in the 
world

• Instant feedback from other 
people

• Feedback can be good, bad, or 
indifferent 

• In PR, it is an opportunity and a 
threat



We have the power to say anything…

• The question is, do we have anything worth saying?



The social media ‘game-changer’

• All communication is a two-way process

• It’s vital to listen before trying to communicate our 
message

• This means understanding the audience – how they 
feel, what they think

• Social media provides a unique channel to do that

• And also gives us a powerful tool to make instant 
corrections and updates



The threat

• Public relations practice is based on controlling key 
messages

• It is extremely difficult (impossible) to control 
messages on social media

• A story (good or bad) can develop on a global scale 
within minutes

• Most companies are not prepared for reacting at 
such a speed

• This may be one of the biggest challenges for the 
next generation of PR professionals



What next?



We can probably expect…

• The end of most printed newspapers and magazines

• The end of the traditional TV platform

• Increasingly short attention spans – more images, 
video, fewer words, multi-tasking with media

• The end of FaceBook is already being discussed by 
some experts

• Everybody is a journalist and photographer

• Will governments find a way to control Twitter and 
other social media content?



What didn’t change?

• Through all of the dramatic technological changes, 
some basic principle of good Public Relations 
practice remain as valid today as they were in 1984

• We should always remember that technology is 
simply a very powerful tool for listening and 
delivering 

• People still react on a personal, human level to what 
they see and hear



The golden rules of PR practice

• Understand your audience! Who are they? What is 
important to them? How do they think and feel?

• Understand the media. What are the best channels 
to reach your audience? What does the media want 
and expect from you?

• Formulate simple, clear and consistent messages

• Repeat them every way you can!

• Remember – actions ALWAYS speak louder than 
worlds



The career opportunity

• Understand technology and the vital role it plays in 
business communications

• Understand the fundamentals of good Public 
Relations

• 1+1 = 5!



I wish you all an exciting and 
prosperous future! 

Thank you for listening.

David.dowse@webbdowse.com

www.webbdowse.com
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