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[image: image1..pict] “Variety; that has become my norm,” said the vice president of Public affairs, vice president of membership services and editor of Home and Away magazine at AAA. I conducted an over-the-phone interview with one of my role models, and coincidentally, my father, Chuck Mai. Mai began his education studying Journalism at the University of Missouri. He has a history involving of several areas of journalism, and his job resume keeps growing. Starting out at a radio station in 1970 in Columbia, Missouri, Mai was inspired by the idea of communicating through the radio by music. Originally he was not considering a career in journalism, but that is what he fell into. Talking with Mai inspired me to keep my future plans lucid because opportunities have a way of appearing when you do not expect them.  


Fast forward to the 21st century and Chuck Mai is busy continually keeping up with the latest media trends and current events. Mai explained that he stays current by reading newspapers, engaging in the social media discussion and watching the news. Staying educated on the events of the world is crucial in public relations because it keeps you humanized. Cutting yourself off from the world can be detrimental to your people skills and ability to relate to the public. Mai emphasized the fact that social media is one of the most important issues they are dealing with at AAA. Harnessing the potential of social media not only keeps them current, but also cuts down on advertising and relations costs. “If you want to stay relevant,” Mai explained, “ you have to keep on the trends and right now it’s all about social media.” For college students this means great opportunities. Companies are hoping to hire young people who are well versed in social media not only to stay current, but also to cut back on training costs. 


 Chuck Mai defined “communication effectiveness” as the power to inform and persuade. Shaping your message is imperative so that it will be received in the form you meant it to be received. Communication is important and that means word choice matters just as much as the way you say something. Mai confidently found a direct link between how well any organization communicates externally and its successful retention in the market place, but was unsure if it had a direct connection to finances and profitability. Measuring the effectiveness of communication means measuring how well you are protecting brand reputation and the status of that brand in the market place. Sales and business success is tied to public relations and communication efforts, but it is difficult to draw a firm tie between what you do with public relations and sales. 


One way to measure public relations efforts in the market place is to count clips, Mai explained. Whether it is electronically, through the newspaper or online you can always count the number of mentions your organization receives in the media. I was not aware of services that did this for your, but Mai described many that tabulate and examine content. So, in the broader sense, you can measure how satisfied customers are with a particular brand in the market place by counting and analyzing what feedback you are getting. At AAA, Mai relies on Meltwater to send a report every morning containing each time certain keywords are mentioned. Analyzing the context of these keywords allows the public relations professional to asses whether their brand image is remaining positive or not. 


The culture at AAA is collaborative and structured horizontally so that everyone works together. The trend of today is to work with collegues at every level, which seems to be the best way AAA has found to operate. AAA’s motto when hiring is to hire good people and let them do their job. One cultural factor in his organization that helps the communications function to be successful is empowering the public relations department to work autonomously. Keeping communications professionals with their own kind can help generate a more creative and energetic work place. This allows the public relations department to work nimbly and keep tight tabs on everything happening with their brand’s reputation in the market place. In addition, when the department works closely, there is an opportunity to lead by example, thus creating a more accountable work place. 


Empathy, knowledge and vision are three qualities that are most important to be an outstanding leader, according to Mai. Empathy allows the leader to share in his colleagues’ struggles within or outside of the workplace. Knowledge is self explanatory, but I believe it is just as important to have street smarts to rely on when your knowledge runs out. Lastly, and possibly most importantly, vision is required to foresee the potential growth or problems the company could have and see them through. Putting these qualities to use in a collaborative environment allows each employee to have some “skin in the game” and really invest in their public relations efforts. In this case, AAA uses the team leadership style to stay cohesive and motivated. Universally, compassion, wisdom and encouragement are superior when being a leader. Mai explained that some of the worst examples of leadership occur when the individual is dictatorial, authoritative and refuses to consider other’s perspective. In other words, a power hungry leader is never the most effective and efficient type of leader.  


From talking with Chuck Mai I have been able to gain a clearer insight into what it is like to be a senior leader and head of his company’s public relations efforts. At AAA public relations are considered a valuable and irreplaceable entity. Developing social media efforts have become the main focus of communication because of its accessibility and cost savings. Using this new tool will help communicators do the same job they have always had to do, inform and persuade. Shaping a message is just as important as the media it is released on though, because there is a direct link to effective communication and brand reputation. It is difficult to attribute poor sales to communications efforts, but it is essential to measure effectiveness through the public’s perception of your brand image. One way to keep your message congruous is by working in a collaborative and creatively driven work environment. Having leaders who are empathetic and enthusiastic will ensure a more streamlined public relations effort. “Keep your ears open, ask questions and remain curious,” Mai advised, “Thirst for knowledge and be a team player.” 
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