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TOPIC OF THE MONTH: Public Relations

Calting the most-—and best—exposure for the least mongy and effort

Company Stands Out by Wmnmg Awards

his year ePrize LLC took home 17 awards in contests

from industry vankings to workplace culture, But that
number doesn’t tell the whaele story.

The interactive-promotions company entered 55 con-
tests in ail in 2007

The laurels are more than just an ego boost, though,
They're a major part of ePrize’s plan to help the 350-em-
ployee company stand eut ina crowded field of flashy adver-

i tising and marketing companies,

© Young’s Entrepreneur-of the Year, the Inc. 500~~and the'ex- -

“We always put ourselves etit there,” says Alesya Opelt,

senjor director of marketing at ePrige, based in Pleasant :
SOk, we'renot

Ridge, Mich., outside Deiroit. “We don't think,
1 New York, we're not in LA, we can't win the awards.” ”

Recognitioninaconte
small company’s credibill
Most industries offer-their

panded Ine, 5,000; and lacal and yegional best-place-to-work
honors. ‘Phis year, The Wall Street Journal, in collaboration
with Winning Workplaces, a nonprofit in Evanston, Ii,, held
its first annual Top Small Workplaces competition,

“We're sezing & growing trend in these awards, because
there's a growing recognition that entrepreneurship is es-
sential 16 society,” says Judith Cone, vice president of
emerging strategies for the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foun-
dation in Kansas City, Mo., which promotes entrepreneur-
ship. Such contests also are & way for pubhishers fo driunup
interest and dollars. For asmalicompany, rhai means niore
appor tunities to shine.

First, a Finalist

EPrize entered its first award program in 2004, coming
in as a finalist for a promotion the firm engmeeled for on-
line retailer Bluefly Inc.-~a Manolo Blahnik shoe giveaway.
“In the beginning, Ithe finalist placement] was enough for

us,” says Ms. Opelt. “We weren’t very well known, and that
was a problem.” The award, sponsored by Promo Magazine,
got ePrize mentioned in the trade publication,

Executives quickly neticed the excitement that winning
sugh contests created within ePrize’s own walls, as well ag
with potential clients. “Now you can say you have an award-
winning creative team,” Ms. Opelt says. The accolades also
have come in handy in recruiting, she adds, as people want
to be associated with a winning company.

As much as a guarter of the company's public-relations
efforts are now spent entering awards, Ms. Opelt says. InJan-
uary, when many applications are due, about a haif-dozen

Alesya Opelt, senior director of marketing at ePrize

people—split between ePrize and its outside PR agency—
spend up to 75% of their time assembling applications.
Entry fees generally range from $100 to $500 per applica-
tion--though when a fee crosses the $250 mark, Ms. Opelt's
teamn takes extra cave to decide if it’s worth the investment,
EPrize spends around $30,000 anmally on contest entry fees.
The company’s PR firm issues a news release when an
award is won, EPrize tracks the number of media mentiens it
gets~—and it sees the numbers go up when it wins an award.
The fiym also sees that visitors 1o its Web site click through
from links in news stories where the awartds are mentioned.

Develop a Track Record

A young company seeking to follow ePrize's approach
may want to wait to develop a track record first, EPrize,
founded in 1958, began entering contests only after execu-
tives were confident the firnvs clients and promotional cam-
pmgns wounld impress judges... ..o

* Also, the programs shouidn't be thesoie fm_u‘; of acompi-
1y’s PR efforts, says Matt Batt, national nedia-relations man-

" ager at public-relations firm Tech Jinage Ltd. in Buffalo Grove,

11} “Corpanies need to realize that receiving an award is an
event,” he says, and won’t necessarily help develop relation-
ships with reporters that engender continned positive press.

15 addition to striving to win awards, & small firm can
seek continuing exposure by premoting its uniqueness and
positioning executives as industry leaders, through speak-
ingengagements anl expert commentary inarticles, he says,

‘The recognition from the awards helps ePrize gain expo-
swre in other ways, EPrize has cultivated relationships with
the media. "There's always a backdrop of, “This company i3
iegitimate, Look how many awards they've won.’ Itgives us
name-brand recognition,” Ms. Opelt says.

Not all of the coverage comes out the way executives
would ke 1o see it, however, she says. A blog post.on tech-
nelogy-news site ClickZ.com, for instance, -criticized
ePrize’s new technology for small-business promotional
campaigns whenit wasintreduced last year, saying that de-
spite its claims, the product didn’t contain any new ideas.

“Not everyone will be pleased with every business
move,” Ms, Opelt says, “and with the proliferation of online
reviews and reporters editorializing on Dlogs, companies
need to expect and te handie both positive and negative
feedback and be able to learn from both.”

—Simona Covel




