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Public relations (PR) was finally on centre stage last year
after over thirty years of development in Hong Kong, thanks
to the attention drawn to it by the government's handling of
the SARS outbreak, the subsequent economic re-launch
efforts, July 1 public outcry and the Harbour Fest controversy.

If PR is all about reputation management - among a host of
stakeholders, including the general public,
legislators/regulators, academia, media, consumers, suppliers,
channel partners - there is a clear need for it in Hong Kong,
be it to rebuild the city's rightful status, to re-ignite public
confidence, to re-align public expectations of constitutional
reform, or to fight for a share of the market opportunities
afforded by the economic rebound or CEPA.

If 2004 is a year when Hong Kong comes out of its Great
Depression, then 2004 should be a year when PR finally
comes of age, with four key trends supporting its ever-rising
importance.

Public scrutiny is driving public sector PR growth

With the increase in public scrutiny and the "media ruling
HK" phenomenon, demand for public sector PR services is at
an all-time high in the past couple of years.

In January 2004 alone, several government tenders were
issued on a variety of PR services. In 2003, there was a
consistent flow of demand for public relations consulting,
media and crisis training services for various government
departments. A similar pattern is expected for 2004. Further
growth is expected with the IPO of the Airport Authority,
and the merger of the MTRC and KCRC in the pipeline.

Investor Relations (IR) and Initial Public Offering
(IPO) business is robust

The rate of IPOs has continued unabated in the past couple
of years, despite what was considered one of the worst times
of Hong Kong economically. There were 73 IPOs in Hong
Kong in 2003 and 117 in 2002.

Given the positive economic outlook, mainland companies'
fund-raising agenda, as well as state-owned enterprises'
privatisation needs, there will continue to be growth in
demand for IPO-related PR and subsequent IR services in
Hong Kong.

Product PR is back in vogue

After many months of restrained marketing and
communications spending, early signs of re-activated product
PR activities across a variety of sectors are already being seen,
driven partly by the hike in independent travelers from
China.

The property sector will also be cashing in on the recent

positive uptick and will be pushing their property projects
through advertising and PR.

The telecommunications/mobile phone sector is one of the
sectors which remained active in PR despite SARS and the
economic downturn of the past year or two, although their
advertising spending had shrunk. As operators try to migrate
users from 2.5G to 3G, consumer education will be key, and
increasing PR efforts is projected.

It is estimated that more demand for brand-building PR will
be seen as more mainland products try to take a share of the
Hong Kong market, and more Hong Kong products try to
take advantage of CEPA to penetrate the mainland market.

Crisis, corporate governance and corporate social
responsibility are becoming C-level concerns

Y2K, 9-11 and SARS have all raised the crisis-consciousness
of organisations. In a recent crisis training programme
organised jointly between the PRPA and the HKGCC, it was
noticed that while crisis-consciousness rose, actual crisis
preparedness planning was still inadequate among most
corporations in Hong Kong.  As crisis readiness at Hong
Kong companies remains weak, there is huge room for
development in this area. PR plays a crucial role in
facilitating crisis-preparedness, handling and recovery.

Corporate governance and corporate social responsibility
have been the centre of attention in corporate America in
the past couple of years. We shall see these two areas
assuming greater importance in Hong Kong as market
pressure demands them. The recent string of ICAC
investigations of publicly-listed companies points to the need
for significant enhancements in corporate governance. In
the area of corporate responsibility, most Hong Kong
companies' involvement remains on a philanthropic level,
rather than a holistic view that embraces compliance,
business, labour and environmental practices, and
philanthropy.

As PR assumes a more mature role in the Government sector
and in corporate Hong Kong, manpower demand in the field
will continue to be on the rise. According to The Hudson
Report from Hudson Global Resources, 10.4% of hiring firms
planned to increase headcount in the Marketing/PR
discipline in the period of January to March 2004. According
to a survey conducted by the PRPA in early 2003, the PR
industry is particularly resilient, despite the economic
challenges in the past two to three years.

With all of these developments shaping the industry, this is
surely an exciting time for PR in Hong Kong. But what is the
profession without the people behind it? For an industry with
only around 2,000 practitioners, the key challenge will be
talent retention in Hong Kong as the city looks North for
opportunities.
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