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OVERVIEW

Starwood Hotels & Resorts Worldwide, Inc. has a long history of utilizing public relations wisely and effectively as a valuable marketing tool.  A successful public relations effort can help you open your hotel with a distinctive splash, putting more “heads in beds,” establishing the hotel as a good corporate citizen and exciting the community about its newest neighbor.
Most new hotels do not have public relations experts on staff to accomplish those goals.  Fortunately, public relations agencies can provide the services you need at an affordable price.  The key is to find the right outside help for your hotel and negotiating a contract that best suits your needs and budget.

CONDUCTING A PUBLIC RELATIONS SEARCH
The best place to start the search for a public relations agency is through word-of-mouth referrals from business associates or through professional organizations.  Groups like the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA), the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) and the Council of Public Relations Firms each offer a searchable database of PR firms by region, size of business served and industry expertise. There are also local associations in most cities.  If your market has a local weekly business journal, it probably publishes a “book of lists” with information on the top PR agencies.
When searching for a PR firm, it may help to look for firms with expertise in our industry, as many agencies specialize in sectors such as hospitality or travel.  However, it’s wise to keep an open mind and check out all of the available options.  Look for agencies with good experience in retail, sports teams, events or arenas, entertainment and big events.  Try to determine who gets the best press in the city.  
NEGOTIATING A PUBLIC RELATIONS CONTRACT

When it comes to negotiating the contract, you want to start by knowing your needs and budget parameters.  Potential public relations agencies should submit a response to a Request For Proposal (RFP) so you can easily compare each firm’s capabilities and experience.  From there, you can reduce the candidates to two or three finalists for in-person presentations of their creative concepts for your project.
For a project that includes pre-opening events through the ribbon-cutting, you should have a set budget available.  Ask the finalist agencies to base their in-person presentations (and leave-behind proposals) on what they can accomplish for that set budget, which includes their fees and out-of-pocket costs.  
If you also plan to have a grand opening event, ask the agencies to present creative proposals for the grand opening and the estimated costs.  Note that grand opening events are financed through a separate budget.  

Following the opening, you may also want to have an agency available on an ongoing basis.  You can establish that relationship with budgets based on hourly rates for work performed or monthly retainers that guarantee a minimum number of hours of service.
TIPS FOR HIRING A PUBLIC RELATIONS AGENCY 
· Be clear on what you want from a public relations effort.  Some things a PR firm can do for you are to get you positive exposure in the media, create and conduct special events, and help you build and maintain a solid reputation. 
· The PR agency isn’t the best party to conduct corporate sales initiatives, devise lists for your direct mail efforts or take an active role in any in-house operational project.
· In selecting which agencies will receive the RFP, determine where you want and need the most support.  If you primarily need local publicity, hire a local firm.  But if you plan to utilize the agency more in your key feeder markets or even nationally, you need to be sure you consider firms that have that capability, whether they are located in your city or not.  
· Send the RFP to a number of firms and select the finalists based on the RFP response.  The finalists should be willing to make a creative presentation of their ideas and plans for the pre-opening phase, as well as their creative ideas for a grand opening, if you plan to have one. 

· If the agency knows the amount of the established budget for the pre-grand opening phase, the agency can provide a realistic proposal.  It is not helpful to have an agency create a $100,000 program with all the bells and whistles if your budget is $50,000.  Otherwise, both you and the agency will be disappointed.

· Consider the creative proposals carefully.  If one agency seems to have much grander plans than the other finalists, probe to determine how it can be accomplished within the budget to be sure it is not “pie in the sky.”

· Be sure the proposed account team is present for the presentation so you know exactly who will be assigned to your account and determine the relative responsibilities of the agency staff on your business.  Again, with an established budget, the agency can match the account team to the project appropriately.
· Do not underestimate your gut-feelings on how much you’ll trust your new partner.  The chemistry between you and the agency team is very important to the success of the project.
TIPS FOR MANAGING THE PR AGENCY ONCE THEY ARE HIRED

· Once the agency is on board, treat them as your partner and key member of your strategic team.  Keep the account executive or account supervisor fully informed about your business.  
· Have the account executive attend your executive committee meetings at appropriate times.

· Be sure your entire executive committee knows the key agency personnel and knows what the agency’s responsibilities are and aren’t.  

· Establish regular meetings with the account executive to be briefed by him/her and to fully inform them as well about status of key activities and issues.  The frequency for such meetings is probably weekly in the beginning, but then daily – possibly via a phone briefing– as critical dates (such as the ribbon-cutting event) draw near.

For additional information, please contact the public relations professional in your region or contact Brad Minor in Starwood’s Corporate Public Relations Department at 914/640-3687 or at brad.minor@starwoodhotels.com.
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