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The ability for anyone to access both the written word and audio broadcasts 
through online and portable devices is revolutionizing the way PR can be 
conducted.  Today’s communications professionals can leverage blogs, RSS 
feeds, podcasts and more to gain a deeper understanding of their target 
audiences and provide highly selective messages to an increasingly fragmented 
population.  This paper will serve to explain the latest content distribution tools, 
such as RSS, and how they can be used to further the goals of today’s 
communicators and marketers. 
 
What is RSS? 
 
RSS is the latest method of delivering content from the Internet for personal 
viewing.   
 
For early technology adopters, RSS is becoming the preferred method of 
electronic delivery of content from businesses, newspapers, magazines and 
blogs.  In an age when e-mail inboxes are becoming increasingly full of spam 
and other unsolicited content, RSS feeds have emerged as the primary tool used 
by those who want to stay informed.   
 
The most common definition of RSS is Really Simple Syndication.  The 
technology behind RSS is both impressively complex and yet astoundingly 
simple to use.  It uses the XML web language to create metadata. Think of 
metadata as the exterior of an airplane - you don’t need to see the moving parts 
within the metal exterior to understand it’s an airplane.  This metadata then gets 
delivered to a service called a news aggregator or reader.   
 
The power of a news reader is that it brings information from numerous and 
assorted websites into one place, an excellent alternative to the time-consuming 
task of visiting websites individually to determine if new information has been 
posted. When a website, to which you have subscribed, publishes new content it 
is delivered in the form of either headlines or the full article/post to the RSS 
reader, which marks those items as unread in much the same way as most email 
programs.  Your news reader will refresh many times a day, and if a site has not 
updated its content, you will not have any new items to view. The information is 
“pushed” out to the RSS readers, ensuring that it is only the RSS feeds that one 
subscribes to are received.  Compared to working through a series of browser-
based Bookmarks to visit sites of interest, the news reader is a productivity 
windfall.  
 
Since RSS readers make surfing the web so much easier and quicker, an 
individual can subscribe to the feeds from more sites than they could visit 
regularly.  You couldn’t realistically surf through the entire online editions of the 
New York Times, the Washington Post, as well as 100 blogs in a day and still get 
any work done.  For example, with RSS you can surf through all the headlines 
from the New York Times delivered in the last 12 hours in less than five minutes.  
You then have the choice to pick out the stories most interesting to you and click-
through to read the full text. 
 
RSS and Blogs 
 
RSS was originally developed by Netscape back in the mid-1990’s as an easier 
way to organize and distribute news.  RSS began to gain more popularity in 
2002, once bloggers implemented the technology due to the many advantages of 
publishing and syndicating content.  If blogging fulfilled the promise of citizens 
everywhere being able to publish their views and opinions, then RSS provided 
the solution to the distribution problem.  It was all well and good for someone to 
start a blog and have good content, but getting it read was a major hurdle.  
Readership was dependent on search engine results or word-of-mouth.  With 
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RSS, visitors (including other bloggers) can subscribe to a feed and easily view a 
blog’s content.   
 
As those bloggers gained widespread recognition and mainstream exposure, so 
did RSS.  Eventually, major news outlets began offering RSS feeds.  The 
bloggers who already had experience with this technology jumped on it as a way 
to easily read their favorite publications.  Bloggers began to copy those links to 
their blogs, where they could comment on the story. The widespread copying and 
pasting of links is what makes the blogosphere an interconnected, cohesive web. 
 
Getting Started with RSS Feeds 
 
The first step in using RSS is to set yourself up with a news reader (also 
sometimes called a news aggregator).  Many different readers are available on 
the Internet either as web-based applications or downloadable software.  
Bloglines, for example, is a popular free web-based service that not only allows 
for easy RSS reading but also incorporates the ability to push items found via 
those feeds to a blog of your own.  The Web browser Mozilla Firefox comes with 
a built-in RSS reader and the latest versions of Internet Explorer and Outlook will 
have built-in RSS readers. With Microsoft embracing RSS in its software, expect 
to see even wider adoption and acceptance of RSS technology. 
 
The major advantage of the web-based applications is that they offer access 
from any Internet-enabled computer.  Whether at a home PC or a shared 
computer at a library or other location, the user will always have access to his or 
her RSS subscriptions.  As portability has become more and more popular, RSS 
reading functionality has also begun to be integrated into applications for 
handheld-PC devices and cell phones.  This means users do not need to carry 
around a laptop in search of Wi-Fi hotspots in order to check their subscriptions.  
All they need is a web-enabled hand-held device or mobile phone. 
 
Once you have setup an RSS reader you must then subscribe to a website’s 
XML or RSS feed.  Often this is as simple as copying and pasting a link.  Most 
blogs now have these links under the heading “Syndicate This Site”, “Subscribe 
to My Feed” or have the now-common orange “XML” button. Professional media 
intelligence companies have recently begun listing which sites offer RSS feeds.  
Having a database with this information allows communications professionals to 
better discern the breadth of reach of an article from one of those sites.  This is a 
vital part of evaluating any media mention and should be used by anyone reliant 
on these numbers. 
 
Traditional media outlets have increasingly been catching on to the RSS wave.  
Early adopters of the format include CNN, The Washington Post, The New York 
Times and the BBC, and it is beginning to reach even more widespread adoption.  
In most cases the publisher will push a headline and brief summary or extract of 
the article to the RSS feed, meaning readers will have to click the headline and 
go to the publication’s website to read the whole story. 
 
How RSS can benefit your communications efforts 
 
So how can RSS help marketing, public relations and other communications 
professionals benefit both themselves and their client or company? 
 
The main point to remember about RSS is that it is not a content creation tool but 
a content distribution tool.  Blog posts, news stories or marketing and public 
relations materials, such as press releases and white papers, must still be 
produced by human beings.  The RSS feed simply allows that post or story to 
have a wider audience than it may have had previously.  While corporations may 
look at blogs as a new way to reach an audience, the simple edition of an RSS-
enable press room or marketing materials can have the same impact as a blog.  
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Monitoring RSS feeds is one of the most efficient ways to gain a big-picture 
perspective of the industry and world your company operates in, allowing you to 
scan headlines from dozens of sites in a fraction of the time it would take to 
actually visit each one.  At the same time, news readers such as Bloglines or 
Newsgator can instantly alert you to breaking news about your company, client, 
or industry, and enable you to quickly respond. 
 
Setting yourself up with a number of RSS subscriptions relevant to your industry 
or company can be an important tool.  It can be a good supplement to a 
professional monitoring service that encompasses the many types of media that 
make up the core of your PR programs.  The monitoring service also provides 
you with alerts of mentions of keywords and enable you to receive your coverage 
on your desktop multiple times a day with the ability to sort and search articles 
online using many different criteria.  You can also use such tools to generate 
customized press reports and track qualitative criteria such as trend analysis, 
issue positioning and tone.  
 
Subscribing to a number of RSS feeds can give you a big-picture perspective just 
like subscriptions to print publications can.  It is certainly not a replacement for a 
monitoring service, especially one integrating all forms of media: blogs, internet 
sites, print outlets and broadcast stations.   
 
In addition to the monitoring benefits, RSS offers a chance to stay in touch with 
constituents who have opted to receive your information (which is not always the 
case with email). A feed should increase website traffic as individuals click 
through to access information, and the website’s position on major search 
engines should increase as well. In April 2005, the New York Times reported that 
RSS feed click-through increased traffic to its website by over 300 percent.  Not 
only is this a boon for those companies mentioned in news stories and editorials 
but also for those advertising on the Times’ website.  
 
In a sentence, RSS is a big time-saver for executives that are looking to stay on 
top of trends and news, but want it pushed to them when they want the 
information.  
 
Podcasting  
 
Podcasts are a form of, for lack of a better phrase, do-it-yourself radio.  
Podcasting started in late 2004 and has skyrocketed in popularity.  Co-created by 
former MTV veejay Adam Curry and blogging pioneer Dave Winer, the concept 
was for individuals to produce and distribute an audio version of blogs.  Someone 
with something to say was no longer constrained by the relative bare-bones 
world of text-only blogging.   
 
In the short time since its inception, podcasts have become simpler and simpler 
to create.  Software is widely available at little or no charge to facilitate recording, 
hosting and distributing podcasts.  This means that anyone with a PC and a 
microphone can create a “show” and then have it mass-distributed. 
 
Like blogs, podcasts originated with people outside the mainstream media.  Over 
time, though, large media outlets have begun offering podcasts.  Radio programs 
would seem a natural fit for podcasts and some have adopted the technology but 
only a few have jumped on the bandwagon to date.  Along with them newspapers 
and television outlets have also begun offering podcasts as a way to extend their 
branding efforts and increase viewer/reader/listener loyalty. 
 
RSS has played a large part in the adoption of podcasts.  The RSS feed for a 
podcast can be subscribed to via an ordinary RSS reader, such as Bloglines, or 
in a special aggregator, called a podcatcher.  This podcatcher software not only 
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notifies the user that a new podcast is available but automatically downloads it to 
the user’s PC.  The user can then either listen to it on the PC or transfer it to their 
portable MP3 player.  In fact many people differentiate podcasting from simple 
audio file hosting based on the RSS delivery mechanism.  The two have become 
interlocked and are inseparable. 
 
The one piece of the podcasting puzzle which has yet to be put in place is the 
monitoring question.  The issue remains of how to search for a keyword in an 
audio presentation.  This is an important component of any brand awareness and 
brand management monitoring and so the absence of such a service has come 
to be seen as a large missing piece.  Most podcast producers post “show notes”, 
or an outline of the issues, companies and people mentioned in the show to a 
blog.  That blog can, of course be searched by either an individual or by a media 
monitoring agency they’ve contracted with.  The problem with this approach is 
that it misses the nuance and context of the keyword mention.   
 
Podcasts are increasingly being seen as a viable means of delivering advertising 
messages.  More and more podcast producers are accepting either straight 
advertisements or sponsorships.  The problem for advertising professionals 
seems to be in finding the right tone for the message.  Scripted copy, such as 
you find on the radio, will ring false to a podcasts media savvy audience.  It 
would be good for any communications professional considering advertising on a 
podcast to work with the producer to create a genuine, plain-spoken set of copy.   
 
What’s next? 
 
So now that you know about RSS and podcasting you may be wondering what’s 
coming next.  The most likely answer is video blogging.  This has already started 
to some extent and works in much the same way podcasting does.  Someone 
creates a video file, increasingly easy to do with digital video cameras, and hosts 
it on their blog or website.  The one roadblock yet to be overcome for this 
medium is the lack of portable video players.  Right now there are a few, but they 
are still high-priced and the integration with easily usable software has not yet 
happened.   
 
Many other inventions are on the horizon.  The bottom line?  It’s incumbent upon 
communications professionals of all stripes to keep their ear to the ground in 
order to know how to best reach their customer base.  
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