Where’s the Party?
The Party City's public-relations staff know how to keep the retailer's name out front

By Marianne Wilson

In this age of global marketing, it's easy to overlook the role that good, old-fashioned publicity can play in a chain's marketing strategy. The Party City franchise in upstate New York doesn't have the promotional budget or in-house resources that larger retailers have. But it does have a knack for get​ting its name out in front of the public.

From participating in state fairs to marching in parades, Party City never misses an opportunity to extend its brand and connect with customers. Its president, John Gaffney, is a frequent guest on a local television station's morning news show, where he offers party tips surrounded by all sorts of fun accessories (all available at Party City, of course). On one recent show, he gave suggestions on how to give a baby shower for a father-to-be.

"There are lots of ways a retailer can create an impact and have a personality without having to spend millions of dollars," says Laurie Mercer, who serves as a public-relations consultant for the Party City franchise. "You have to be creative."

Gaffney decided to increase his company's brand profile just prior to Hal​loween 2003. He was looking to expand Party City's image - to make it an infor​mation center about good times and cel​ebrations - and connect with customers on a local basis. The traditional price​-point advertising the chain employed would not do the trick.

“We knew how to run a party-goods business, but very little about commun​ications," says Gaffney, president of The Party City/Upstate and Erie, Pa. (The company, based in Rochester, Pa., is a franchise of Party City Corp., Rock​away, N.J.) "So we hired a public ​relations consultant."

Working out of the company's head​quarters, the consultant, Mercer, decided to take a grassroots approach to Party City's five geographical markets. She created a "virtual agency" made up of independent communications consultants in each of the chain's five major markets. Each consultant is charged with building the brand in its particular market.

"Truly effective public relations are locally based," Mercer says. "Working with independent consultants gives a company like Party City more cost-ef​fective impact than a traditional agen​cy could provide."

The local expertise gives Party City an edge in developing programs that garner public attention. In Buffalo, for instance, the consultant got the city's approval for Party City to participate in the popular St. Patrick's Day parade in exchange for two specially created Par​ty City baskets for a charity auction. Crowds cheered as Party City associates dressed as leprechauns marched through the streets.
"The local input is key," Mercer says. "Someone who knows all the players and is based in the area can get things done a lot quicker."

Party City has found that local media people are as interested in practical tips (how to transport Mylar balloons) as they are silly stuff (Halloween costumes for pets). Gaffney willingly offers both to help create a buzz.

Party City's network of public-relations experts pursue news​making opportunities presented by special events, holidays; pro​motional tie-ins and charitable partnerships, leveraging the re​sults in a number of ways.

"Securing ongoing publicity demands more than a press release," Mercer says.

Party City's grassroots publicity ef​forts have paid off. In an area of the country where the economy is still less than robust, sales are up. The company has succeeded in positioning itself as a party-planning resource. Equally impor​tant, it has succeeded in putting a per​sonality on its brand by partnering with the community.

"We feel good about what we stand for - fun," Gaffney says. "And thanks to our promotional efforts, consumers un​derstand what we're all about."
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