Sandy Baksys is a Northwestern University-trained journalist who today works as a media relations consultant for public relations agencies and clients of her own, one-woman boutique, Professional Media Relations, Inc., based in Springfield, IL. Since switching from journalism to PR in 1995, Baksys has secured national business, consumer and trade media placements for law firms, healthcare organizations and high-tech/Internet companies, including Cordis, a Johnson & Johnson Company; Cleveland Clinic Florida; Playtex Corp.; and The Florida Bar.

Baksys recently secured media placements for a Florida-based cardiology program with the Wall Street Journal, Dow Jones, Newsday, Reuters and the Los Angeles Times. Last year, Baksys arranged a day-long site visit to one of her healthcare clients by a senior medical writer for the Wall Street Journal that resulted in a page one, over-the-fold placement. During the same two-month period, she also arranged for a Wall Street Journal site visit to a Birmingham, AL-based hospital and placed a specialist from Cleveland Clinic Florida in a “Health Journal” column in the WSJ.  

On the local level, Baksys placed a small, Springfield-based executive recruiter on the cover of the Money section of USA Today, in the Chicago Tribune, The Fort Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel and the Raleigh News-Observer. 

Before returning to Springfield in 1999 after working 24 years in other markets, Baksys served as Editorial Director for Florida’s largest independent public relations agency, Rubin Barney & Birger in Miami. Her varied career also has included work as a major metro newspaper reporter, a translator from Italian, a teacher of English as a second language to Japanese children, and attempts at writing fiction and poetry.

While earning a bachelor’s degree from the Medill School of Journalism at Northwestern University, Baksys interned at the Detroit Free Press and the Macon (GA) News. After finishing college in 1979, she worked as a medical and police reporter for the Norfolk (VA) Ledger-Star. She later earned a bachelor’s degree in Italian and a master’s degree in English Literature from the University of Kentucky.

You’ve got quite an impressive professional biography. What would you say are two or three of your greatest achievements? 

I guess anyone who lives long enough and keeps working hard every day will end up with a fairly long bio. Media relations makes one’s professional life even more quantifiable with lists of media “hits.” Professionally, I am most proud of making a successful transition from journalism and (other forms of social crusading) to PR. I like to say that becoming a publicist finally made me grow up and learn to operate in the normal business world, instead of always seeing myself as somebody on the outside looking in.  

There is something else that probably happens to most people in the normal evolution of a career, but I am sometimes proud and amazed to find myself in a niche that feels nearly impregnable in terms of the service I can sell. That’s where one probably should want their career to evolve by at least mid-life, into a niche so specialized it’s almost invisible except to those who need the service, and not readily understood or co-opted by young challengers and generalists in the field.
Are there any characteristics you look for in an organization before accepting their business?
I take most of my new business on reference from current clients to make sure I won’t have to chase anyone to get paid. I did once work for a high-tech PR agency that was using new billings to pay old invoices, and I ended up having to wait five months to get paid after the agency went out of business.  

Aside from that, I seek companies large enough to have an in-house PR team, or that at least aren’t expecting me to substitute for an internal PR department. I got myself into a bad situation recently subbing for internal PR because that seemed a way into new business with a big-name client, but all the company’s unmediated internal demands totally consumed my time and severely restricted my ability to reach out to media. The real draw of using a consultant like me is to have at least one person solely devoted to media outreach and nothing else, to have one external outpost.  

I also require a client that is “marginally” appropriate for the tier of media the client wants me to pitch. If the client is already on their chosen reporter’s beat, they probably don’t need to pay me to get into the newspaper. If they have no good story lines I can develop for target media, they’re hopeless and I won’t take their money to fail.  

“Marginal” means they aren’t exactly on the beaten path of their target media, and maybe  have never appeared in those media before, but have a chance of placing with my help. They have an intrinsic media asset of some kind that I can leverage. “Marginal” is the niche where my added value really counts, where I can succeed and earn my fee.    

How do you know when a story is worthy of major publication or broadcast news headlines, such as the Wall Street Journal or USA Today?
A lot of this is my personal value added, but I can say I base my judgments on reading the target publications and journalists. I actually keep lists on paper and in my head of what individual journalists have been writing, who they’ve been quoting. I select my targets and draft my pitches carefully.

What is the key to gaining all of this publicity? Is it the way you write a press release or the rapport developed with journalists and editors? Is it the way in which a news release is sent to the respective newsrooms? Follow-up phone calls? Please explain.
I seldom use press releases. I sculpt custom pitches for no more than 10 writers, usually only one or two. Sometimes I boost news appeal by taking out an exclusive news story sequentially to my top-line targets, giving each a kind of first-right-of-refusal. Offering embargoed news in advance so a chosen reporter in each medium can beat the competition with a story that runs simultaneously with a release on the wire is another strategy.

I constantly read and up-date my information assets by searching on Factiva and reading the newswires and medical and legal newsletters. All my outreach, especially at the national level, aims to provide the right information at the right time to the right person. When you’re representing the marginal client at the national level, you don’t do a lot of repeat business with the same reporter, so the schmooze factor is minimized. I launch and update as many active, concurrent story lines with as many journalists as I can manage—it’s like putting multiple lines out to fish, with the very freshest kind of bait. I try to predict where a reporter’s interest is evolving and get there first.

How do you cultivate good relationships with journalists?

By not bothering or brow-beating them. By realizing our relationship, if you can call it that, is information-based, that it’s all about the story and the news, why they have to write something today or this week, how they can get ahead of the competition—not about my clients. 

As a media relations specialist, do you ever focus on paid publicity, such as advertising or a special event?

My former work as a journalist led me to the media relations niche, and that’s what I know best and where I plan to stay to leverage my greatest competitive advantage and earn my highest hourly fee.  

I have found advertising to be a corrupting influence on what I do best—“pure PR” or media relations—because often an ad agency’s budget is so much bigger than the companion PR agency’s budget that it tends to lead PR around by the nose, and in small markets, ad agencies like to confuse the line between advertising and PR, which already tends to be confused in their clients’minds by struggling weeklies and monthlies that demand advertising money for editorial space. I decided last year not to seek any more partnerships with advertising agencies or projects from PR agencies that are little brothers to much larger ad firms.  

As a footnote, I accept that most small companies can reach their audience most of the time via advertising or a call to the local newspaper because they don’t need to speak to a regional or national audience. It really all depends on the current market(s) and growth strategy of the business. But I would say that small business market localization is why Springfield seems more evolved in terms of advertising than PR agencies, and why all my clients tend to be from bigger markets. Since returning to Springfield for family reasons, I have been forced to learn the art of working remotely. And, as you can tell by my less than professional photo, I am much more often heard than seen.
Do you feel your journalism experience is what prepared you for a high-profile career in public relations, or are there other factors that led you to where you are today?

Really, it was my experience as a journalist who hated PR people that made me the kind of media relations professional I am today. You can probably also see that in my emphasis on information over schmooze.

What do you like most about journalism and how does that compare to what you like most about PR?

I like to say that the way I conduct media relations is as close to journalism as anyone can get—outside of journalism. As a more mature person, I see all the potential error and damage that emerges from journalism accidentally or because of the kind of crusading I once tried to do in a world intrinsically subject to the Hamlet conundrum:  no act or word can be aimed so precisely that it will not have unintended and unforeseeable consequences. Certainly no act or word only has one set of consequences. Extrapolating this from the private to the public sphere of journalism and you have way more potential for unforeseen harm than I am willing to contemplate.

I am happy now just contributing a quote or two from a client, or a story idea. I also realized as a young journalist when I was lied to in a murder case that articles are built on what people say—any information you can put a name to, which is, at best, only an approximation of the truth, and sometimes in direct contradiction of it.

Do you have other career goals you’re working toward for the long-term?  

Whenever my business lags a little, I try to work on my poetry. I always felt I was meant to be a writer, an artist, and strangely enough, that has led me to me to a niche profession that rests on my verbal skills but leaves me almost no time for writing as an art. This past summer I gave my first public poetry reading at the Vachel Lindsay house, and that was very exciting. I know it’s the right time for me to evolve as a poet, and I could develop pretty rapidly if I put more time into it, but I also feel there are many aspects to life, that an “Ode on a Grecian Urn” is not “worth any number of grandmothers,” as a famous writer once said, however good it might be as a poem, and I will have only one life, one husband, one father.  

I came back to Springfield to have family in my life again and be more than a PR “hit machine.” At the same time, I am not yet willing to rein in my business success after earning so little for so long and finally finding my professional niche at 39. I trust, somehow, that there will be enough life and time for it all. I’m only 46. If I keep plugging away at it, who says I can’t write a couple of books over the next 20 or 30 years? Most writers write too many of the same things over and over again anyway (think of Hemmingway, Updike). 

Do you recommend any books for business and/or pleasure?  

I just spent the summer with the collected poems of Derek Walcott. I have also had my Pablo Neruda, Louise Gluck and Jorge Luis Borges phases. Right now I am reading Stephen Dunn (a poet), and I recently discovered Alice Munro (fiction) in The New Yorker.

What do you do on your free time? 
Take care of my new, little Maltese puppy, “Poco,” whose barking reminds me there is a world beyond words—in fact, a world without words. And indulge in occasional bike rides and home karaoke. I also love foreign films and patronize them as much as I can. 

