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Preparing for the PR brief

ensure that the marketer(s) are connected to the executive 
team of the organisation, and that they’ve taken a brief 
from the board of directors, or the ceo, with concise 
understanding of the direction the organisation wants to 
move towards. 

it is important to have a clear understanding around 
the business objectives, and a good understanding of how 
much involvement the c-suite would like to have within 
this brief. 

lines are blurring between various organisational 
departments and i feel it is really important the marketer 
has a strong idea of the organisation’s strategy across all 
departments. For example, knowing the it strategy could 
offer the possibility of leveraging the best technology 
within the campaign solution. similarly, by knowing what 
is happening from the hr perspective, there is potential 
in embracing the full power of the employees to create a 
successful campaign.

How is the PR brief unique to the IMC brief?

From an integrated marketing perspective, i think it is 
important that the marketer is putting together individual 
briefs based off a master brief in terms of business 
objectives, audiences, messages and tone. 

however, with a pr brief, a marketer needs to be more 
specific in areas such as community programs, csr 
commitments and former engagement with influencers. 
external influences and influencers, as well as internal 
communications, needs to be considered in a pr brief too. 

other information that will be helpful from a 
pr perspective include information on company 
spokespeople, their level of preparedness, and how media 
trained they are in representing the organisation.

evaluation is another area that will be unique to the pr 
brief. pr campaigns are measured very differently from an 
advertising campaign

typically our recommendation to clients is that they 
not only provide us, the pr agency, with a written brief in 
advance to review, but that we also get the opportunity 
to ask questions to the client and for us to drill into the 
details.

Read this first
This document was created for marketer to brief a public relations 
campaign to an agency, but with modifications is also a useful exercise 
for in-house teams when starting a new campaign or project. Weber 
Shandwick’s Ava Lawler starts us off with some general advice.

The briefing procedure

pr agencies certainly do not expect the client to readily 
have all the information to provide us with. one option is 
that the agency takes a verbal brief and fills in the brief 
with the initial set of information provided.

For example, at weber shandwick we often take a 
verbal brief from our existing client, and provide them 
with a briefing template in advance. this act as a guide 
to facilitate a face to face discussion to follow, but the 
template allows the client the preparation time to gather 
as much information as they can to provide the agency 
with. 

in particular, crucial information to provide includes 
helping the agency understand and separate the new with 
the old – is there a new product? is there a new audience 
the organisation is trying to reach? does the client have a 
new competitive set?

it is a tragic mistake when either the client or the 
agency become complacent and rely just on existing 
knowledge. both parties can run into the danger of 
becoming repetitive and dull. no organisation will achieve 
competitive success if all they do is rest on the laurels of 
previous campaigns.

Understand the value of PR

i definitely feel that in the time of my career, i’ve seen 
a significant improvement in the knowledge and 
improvement of utilising public relation within the 
marketing mix. 
i think that has come because the larger organisations, 
more often then not, have a pr professional within the 
organisation that has helped shaped that understanding, 
and help educate the organisation at large. 

marketers themselves have also been able to see the 
cost and benefit of pr campaigns, and realise the benefits 
of involving public relations earlier in the mix and making 
them a more integrated part of the program.

at the same time, this has led to an increase in the 
acceptance of seeking professional advice from pr 
agencies. organisations have a better awareness of the 
potential for pr to protect and promote the organisation or 
a product.
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1. Objectives

what are your business objectives for this campaign/project?

Ava Lawler: 
Make sure you are asking this question of your business and make sure you have a good understanding 
about the business strategy. Can you readily identify the key objectives of the board of directors? 
If you don’t do this right, the biggest risk is that you end up with a campaign that takes a false direction,  
and one that doesn’t have business impact because it is not as finely honed into what the business is looking 
to achieve.
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2. Timelines

what are the key timelines for this campaign/project? 
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3. Strategic focus 

what is your strategic focus for this campaign/project? 
what is truly differentiating about your brand and product/ service offering? 
what are the focus areas for this campaign/ project? provide an overview of priority products and/ or services you would 
like to highlight through communications.  

Ava Lawler: 
Be sure to speak to your CEO, or other business leaders, to form the decision on what will be the strategic focus for this 
particular campaign or project. 
When differentiating your brand and offering, it is very important to ensure all product or campaign claims can be 
substantiated. It is also very important to get as specific as possible around this differentiation, and ensure that what you 
are claiming is realistic. 
Use the acronym DARE as a guideline. What makes your product or organisation truly: 
•	 Distinct
•	 Authentic
•	 Relevant,	and
•	 how	will	it	really	Engage.	

Remember, in PR, as much as possible ensure there is distinction, and this distinction must be validated with authenticity.
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4. Challenges

are there any challenges that must be considered or overcome for this campaign/project to meet its objectives? 
this could incorporate challenges such as media fatigue, policy changes, product issues, competitor activity, or other 
factors. 

Ava Lawler:
While your PR agency will understand that some information is confidential and commercially sensitive, providing as 
much financial information as possible (in regards to past performance or future growth objectives) would be very helpful.
This information will help your PR agency understand the business drivers in your organisation. That’s where we can see if 
the organisation has a cash cow product that’s coming to the end of its life cycle, or if a technology or product is becoming 
redundant in a market place. Having some of those insights will help the agency understand how a new product may take 
over the expired product, or whether it can gain some market share from its predecessor.
While your PR agency will no doubt do its own research, and there’s plenty of information to be gained from external 
resources, the agency won’t necessarily have that in-depth understanding of the workings of the organisation.
Internally an organisation might have had particular issues with media acceptance of their last product launch, or where 
there may have been some cynicism from bloggers, etcetera. Getting a sense of what were some of the challenges that 
had to be overcome previously will help ensure that the new campaign answers these issues as well.
There is rarely a case of ‘too much information’ when it comes to briefing an agency. It is our job and we’re pretty skilled at 
consuming vast amounts of information and deciding what’s relevant. Sometimes you can come by some golden nuggets 
of insight in the most obscure places or in areas not expected to be.
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5. Target audience

who are your target audiences, in order of priority?
what are the profiles of these audiences (location, age, gender, behavioural traits, etc)?
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7. Key messages

what are your key messages for this campaign/ project? 
what is the single most important message for your audience groups to take away? 

Ava Lawler:
Be aware that this can, and usually is, different from your overall marketing or branding strategy. 
What is essential in making a PR campaign successful is a set of key messages that are fact based. There 
should be data points behind each message to prove each statement that we are looking to make. Ensure 
that there is some clearly identified data and statements, and that this data is easily communicated and 
accessible to the whole organisation so that every member of the organisation can help to substantial the 
key business claims. 
The key to communicating to the media (and the public) is that you don’t use the marketing hyperbole. While 
this may be more common in the other areas of the marketing mix, it is important in PR that we are use a 
much more editorial approach, where we’re focused on facts and that we can back all statements up with 
good data.
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8. Tone

what image and key values are to be communicated to the defined audiences? use key emotive words to 
describe this. 

Ava Lawler:
The tone of voice across all aspects of your organisation’s marketing activity need to line up.
At Weber Shandwick, we go through an exercise with our clients where they’re given a sliding scale based on 
levels of formality in communication – a scale around the different emotions you want to be evoking.
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9. Reasons to believe

provide reasons why your audience should believe in your product/ service and messaging.  
here, consider superiority claims over rival products/ services along with proof points that your brand 
delivers on promises, as claimed.

Ava Lawler:
This is where your PR agency can look at your reasons to believe and compare them to what is coming out in 
the media and what the journalists are reporting on in your market space. 
PR agencies would usually also do their own interviews with target audiences or focus groups to get a sense 
of which of the points you have highlighted or differentiated are the most important to the target audience; 
or which ones do the media believe are the most newsworthy. 
With this information, your agency will map it against the audience demand, but also map it against the 
topicalities of the day to find the sweet spot between what the organisation is trying to promote vs. what the 
audience is looking for vs. what is the hot news or the big trends of the moment. 
If you and your agency can find the sweet spot where those three intersect, then you’ve struck gold from a 
PR point of view.
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10. Marketing activity

what other marketing activity are you planning that may affect this campaign?
do you have any sponsorships existing or planned? 

Ava Lawler: 
At Weber Shandwick, we find it highly useful to get the opportunity to meet with other agencies involved in a 
client’s marketing activity. 
With one of our current clients, we have a weekly meeting that involves all of the agencies, the marketing and 
internal marketing team and the PR manager where we go through the campaigns. We also have a monthly 
strategy meeting where everyone gets involved. It is so helpful in helping us create and hone the most effective 
PR campaign.
I think getting the agencies together and giving them an integrated brief, and then facilitating that partnership 
model is really important, and the client has to take the lead on that internally. 
Certainly, frequency of that engagement is something that needs to be adapted based on the size of the 
program and the level of true cross practice.
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11. Partners and competitors

who do you consider to be your top three to five competitors?
do you have any strategic partnerships that might impact on this program? 

Ava Lawler: 
Leverage your existing partnerships (whether it’s through resellers or sponsorship tie-ups) and understand what the 
different sales channels are, and who the strategic partners might be that you need to work with in order to get your 
product to market and help generate business impact.
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12. Corporate social responsibility

do you have any existing csr or community programs that should be considered?

Ava Lawler:
CSR can be, and usually is, an important component to an organisation’s PR image and message. 
To combat the rising scepticism in corporate CSR amongst the public, I’d go back to the DARE model. Make sure the CSR 
program is in one instance genuinely distinct and different so that it is going to be of interest to consumers, but secondly, 
and more importantly, that it is the authenticity.
While all audiences are growing increasingly sceptical, they are also increasingly focus on goodwill and charitable 
behaviour.
In many instances, an organisation’s ‘license to operate’, in the eyes of the public, is that you will be contributing to the 
community at large. There is a greater expectation from the audience that that will happen; also, hand in hand with that, 
there is a greater understanding of the reasons for organisations in doing so. 
Therefore, audiences are more sceptical, and are able to be more perceptive to the true intent of the organisation and 
more critical about the reasons behind your CSR projects. 
And that’s where the authenticity is really important – you have to choose your partnerships to make sure they have a genuine 
match to business. And this comes down to it relevancy – making sure that that the CSR project or community tie up has been 
chosen carefully because it is relevant to your employees, to the industry in which you operate in, and to the community needs. 
People are becoming increasingly respectful of organisations that are actively involved in solving problems.
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13. Channels and influencers

which communications channels are priorities for this project? For example, broadcast, print or social media. 
which external influencers (relevant to your brand) are more likely to impact on your audiences’ perceptions and 
behaviours? 

Ava Lawler:
Do not forget to include social media channels. We have been speaking to clients about social media, about the digital 
channels, and about the importance of having their own communication channels (websites, social pages, etc) for at least 
six to eight years. While certain organisations have converted faster then others, certainly today, most organisations that 
we work with get it and understand the need for digital and social. Different types of brands will have different value that 
they’ll extract from that engagement – much of it is dependant on whether the organisation is B2B or B2C, and therefore 
helping them identity the right channel mix to be used and why. 
What we are seeing overall is a fundamental shift from paid media to owned and earned media, and because owned 
and earned media is the space that we play in the most, PR as a discipline has been benefitting from that transition, has 
been well poised to help clients understand and make the most of the economies of scale when going into that type of 
communication model.
While we’re seeing an increased acceptance of social media, traditional media also comes hand in hand. The influential 
tradition media are becoming more influential on social media platforms, such as how Facebook tends to prioritise 
within your feed news channels over other brand channels. The effectiveness you gain with traditional media is that your 
message then also has the increased chance of appearing on the tradition media’s own social media channels.
Traditional media are becoming much stronger at using these social channels to promote and sell. So getting a story in 
the Sydney Morning Herald means you’ll get the opportunity to reach your audiences not only through the traditional print 
page, but also through social channels as well. You can look at this as an amplified impact of traditional influential media. 
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14. Internal comms

does this campaign/ project have any plans or goals for internal communications?
is there an employee challenge you would like to address through communications (eg. retention, morale, engagement)? 
which internal stakeholders will be important to involve and/ or win over through communications activities?

Ava Lawler: 
Understand that your employees are your most important audience and communicators. Organisations can make the 
choice on whether they’re going to leverage the power of their employees as activists for the organisation, or risk your 
employees becoming dissonant. 
The power of the employee is stronger than ever now with the power of social media. They now have a voice like 
they’ve never had before. If an organisation has a strong and effective employee engagement program, they will able 
to fully leverage the power of employee-activists, where employees will become vocal, and promote and support their 
organisation through their own channels. This has huge potential in amplifying the effects of an organisation’s marketing 
program as employees have so much more credibility. 
Similarly, today, any employee dissonance has a voice like never before, which makes it extremely important that your 
organisation has the right social media policy, training and procedures in place to provide itself that protection.
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15. evaluation

how will you judge if activity has been successful for this campaign/project?  
here, please provide specific measurable metrics and Kpis that will evaluate impact and success.

Ava Lawler:
I would recommend that a campaign’s success evaluation be looked at with both qualitative and quantitative 
measurements. 
Consider what has been the impact on your target audiences, and what has been the effectiveness in communicating 
those key messages. Has these messages are been articulated appropriately through all the right identified channels and 
influencers?
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16. Budget

how much budget do you have available for this campaign/project?

Ava Lawler:
This information is crucial because a PR agency can do a campaign within $20,000 or within $200,000, but they’ll look 
very different. Both executions can be effective but having a level of guidance around what the planned budget is will 
ensure your agency is not wasting your time by producing something that’s unrealistic either because the program is not 
big enough or because its not small enough.
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