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ON THE ROAD
By Norm Bowers, Local Road Engineer

Public Relations in the 
Electronic Age
(You had me at Hello)

If you thought from the title that this article 
was going to be about Facebook, Twitter, and 
Instagram, I fooled you, and it was on purpose. 

While I think the internet provides many 
opportunities for public relations, the impression we make every 
day in direct citizen contact is much more important. 

I have mentioned before that I have been on a lifelong effort (well 
really the last few years) to become a Renaissance Man. I am 
not referring to a guy like Danny DeVito in the 1994 movie by 
the same name, but more like Leonardo DaVinci, a person who 
is well educated and who excels in a wide variety of subjects or 
fields. Non-road people may scoff at the idea that a road man 
could also be a Renaissance Man; however, the terms are not 
mutually exclusive. I could be the first. 

To again demonstrate wider interests than just roads, this article 
deals with the broader subject of phone calls and public relations. 
One of the points of public relations is to look like you know 
what you are doing, which goes along with a saying that I repeat 
often: “You do your job by being smart, but you keep your job 
by looking smart.” This saying is simplistic, but makes a point: 
The saying applies to almost any job, and certainly applies to the 
politicians that need the voters to think they are smart, or at least 
not as dumb as their opponent. 

The phone is still the primary source of contact with the public. 
How phone calls are handled by an agency makes an impression 
with the public, and that has to be a good impression in order 
for us to look smart. When Nikki Haley was Governor of South 
Carolina she ordered all state employees to answer the phone 
with: “It’s a great day in South Carolina! How can I help you.?” 
Gee, if you were looking for an answer or had a complaint 
wouldn’t you be delighted if someone answered the phone with 
that message? A pleasant helpful person answering the phone will 
go a long way to make a good impression. 
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I know more than a little something about phone 
calls and returning phone calls as seemingly I 
have spent many years, maybe decades talking 
on the phone with citizens who had a complaint 
or a question. As a Renaissance Man Trainee, I 
learned some important lessons about phone calls 
and citizens. Certainly, there has been a lot written 
about handling phone calls and you can attend a 
one-day class on dealing with difficult people, but I 
am going to keep this fairly simple. 

It seems that people are getting slower about 
returning phone calls. Maybe it is due to getting 
snowed under by all the emails, or finding time to 
check voicemail. Whatever the reason, people are 

getting slower in returning phone calls. That is 
unfortunate because as a general rule, the sooner 
you return a phone call the more pleased a caller 
will be and you will make an impression of being 
both efficient and responsive. 

Many agencies have an automated answering 
system, so if someone calls they get a recording. 
This works fine for people that call on a regular 
basis, but it is frustrating to the occasional caller 
(taxpayer) that doesn’t know what extension 
to dial, or how to spell the first three letters 
of the last name of a person they have not yet 
identified. Whether your agency has a real person 
initially answering the phone or it rolls over to 
the receptionist when the caller doesn’t know the 
correct extension, the first impression is important. 
The receptionist needs to answer the phone like the 
phone call is important. 

When returning missed calls, I always called back 
the people that were upset first. The madder they 
were, the quicker I called them back. I wanted 
to get it over with and get on to more pleasant 
things. It is hard for people to be mad at someone 
that calls them right back and has an interest in 
hearing their problem. If someone is upset about 
something they are not going to cool down until 
they talk with someone they think can help them, 
so it doesn’t help to wait. 

Once you get the upset person on the phone, the 
best plan is to just listen and hear the whole story. 
Get it all straight in your mind, ask questions if 
you don’t understand something. Keep cool and 
don’t say anything stupid. Taxpayers are entitled 
to not know what they are talking about and to say 
stupid things, but we need to be knowledgeable 
and fair. After you have heard the whole story in 
excruciating detail, it is time to tell the caller what 
you can do for them, if anything. 

FIGURE 1. Lily Tomlin on the TV program 
Laugh In was not a good example of phone 
etiquette.
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NATIONWIDE RETIREMENT
SOLUTIONS (NRS)

Contact: Burt Burrows, Program 
Director
P.O. Box 24232
Denver, CO 80224
Phone: 303-452-6300, 
816-221-5266 or 785-271-7010
Fax: 785-271-7020

Nationwide Retirement Solutions (NRS) administers 
the NACo 457 Deferred Compensation Program 
for county employees across the U.S. NRS provides 
education, investments and recordkeeping functions 
for these plans. Along with the 457 Plan, NRS 
also administers a 401a Match Plan and the Post 
Employment Health Plan (PEHP), a plan that provides 
retiree health care reimbursements, tax free.

Citizens may not know what 
department to call if they have 
a problem. Too often they 
get sent from department to 
department until they finally 
find someone that knows 
something about their issue. 
Or sometimes they are told 
that the issue “is not our 
department” and get hung 
up on. And then they have 
to guess about who to call 
next. We should always try 
to direct a citizen to the right 
department. Sometimes we 
have to tell them no one is in 
charge of that. “Sorry ma’am, 
no one is in charge of keeping 
eagles from eating fish out of 
your pond.” 

While phone calls and our 
response to them are the 
primary source of good or bad public relations 
there are many others opportunities to make a 
good or bad impression. The public should and 
does expect us to perform our duties efficiently 
and professionally. Road work is plainly visible 
to the public as they drive by, so we are always 
being observed and judged. Below is a short list 
of what I would call public relation opportunities, 
or opportunities to look smart. Does your 
organization look as smart as it should? 
1. Phone greeting
2. Answering machine message
3.  Response to citizen contact
4. Appearance of trucks and equipment
5. Appearance of shop and grounds
6. Appearance of employees-dressed neatly
7. Truck operations-courteous driving
8. Citizen communications with staff on the road
9. Timeliness of snow and ice control
10. Smoothness of roads, especially new projects
11. Time of arrival and departure from a work site
12. Employees standing around on a job site
13. Length of time to complete a project
14. County vehicles parked at cafes and coffee 

shops
15. Traffic Control

a. Flaggers
b. Warning Signs
c. Inconvenience  n

FIGURE 2. Junk around the shop makes a poor impression on 
visitors.

I have written 135 articles for the County 
Comment, and I am always looking for new topics 
for articles. Should you have a suggestion for 
an article just email the suggestion to me. Also, 
if you like roads, and who doesn’t, you might be 
interested in receiving my twice monthly email on 
current road issues. To receive these emails just 
send me an email request with your name and title 
to bowers@kansascounties.org . 
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