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When Marti Mayne asks Bed & Breakfast owners the key question on their first meeting, the answer is often the same: What differentiates you from the competition, anyway? The answer is almost always the same: Good food and great service, maybe even romance.

Wrong answer, says Mayne, who is among a handful of public relations experts specializing in promoting B&Bs.

“Everybody in the business has that. They all have good food and great service. What I suggest is that they find out what really makes them different,” says Mayne.

That could be a variety of things such as an unusual location. “Maybe you’re geared towards family reunions or family oriented in general. What sets you apart has to be different,” she says. 

Even promoting a B&B as giving added value might be a selling point, she says, because a $100-a-night B&B is almost invariably cheaper than a $100 a-night-hotel because of free breakfasts and perhaps free parking.

Mayne, who had a varied media career that included worldwide travel as an event coordinator for USA Today, found her niche about a decade ago when she started representing B&Bs. She handles public relations for BedandBreakfast.com’s 7,000 or so members, as well as a dozen of so of her own clients. B&B growth had a “huge spurt in the 1990s, where there was a B&B on every corner,” but it later leveled off, according to Mayne. Today, there are 20,000 professionally run B&Bs/country inns with 150,000 guest rooms, according to the Professional Association of Innkeepers International (PAII).

With her background, Mayne obviously urges B&B’s attract media attention. She says BedandBreakfast.com has scored over 100 million impressions for the industry with a dollar value close to $200,000. So how do you do it? She has various suggestions. “One of the first things I tell my clients is to sign up with Google to keep track of publicity. You have to get your name out in lights,” says Mayne. Do the same for the competition, she suggests. Keep track of what they are doing to publicize themselves. 

Mayne advises inn keepers to keep in mind that free publicity from newspapers stories is more credible and valuable than paid ads “Studies have shown that potential travelers are more likely to be convinced by a newspaper or magazine article or TV story than by an advertisement,” she says. Mayne also urges that owners get high quality photographs.

“Good pictures play a key role in expanding the coverage your B&B might capture in a story,” she says. She uses the example of a Massachusetts B&B that sent out information about a special package to the Boston Herald, accompanied by a professional photo of a fine-looking tree in full color during fall foliage season. “The photo caught the attention of the travel editor, and the result was an article about the inn, including the photo,” she says. The inn’s phone didn’t stop ringing for several weeks. “Room sales totaled $10,000, not counting repeat guests,” she says. Mayne says another advantage of free media coverage is that it is long-lasting.

“You can benefit from an article where your B&B was featured or mentioned for several years after publication,” she says. An example was when a travel writer wrote about 30 great getaway inns in a cover story for New York Magazine. “Three years later, many of the B&B’s recommended in the article are still using this recommendation on their Web sites and in their promotional materials,” she says.

Mayne has various ways to attract media attention but one standby is to promote the B&B in conjunction with an event such as Black History Month. Mayne sent out a press release on B&B’s recently that were “conductors” or stations on what came to be known as the Underground Railroad. Well over a dozen inns spread across several states offered related packages.

Mayne believes that at times paid advertising can also be used, particularly if it is inexpensive. An example of that was from the Hardeman Guest House Historic B&B, which draws many visitors from two nearby cities, Dallas and Houston. The owner of the B&B placed some ads in church bulletins in some wealthy parishes in those two cities.

“These inexpensive ads have generated numerous bookings for us, especially from the church groups planning weekend getaways,” the owner told her.

Here’s a dozen other tips to generate publicity:
1. Know your story. Be able to explain it clearly and succinctly. “Your story idea should be compelling enough to make the reader or listeners want to know more,” she says. 

2. If you’re sending a story pitch, keep your presentation short, no more than one short paragraph or a maximum of 100 words. Attention spans are short and editors are busy. 

3. Know the media you’re pitching. Get to know the show and its host. 

4. Timing is everything. The worst time to make a pitch is when there’s a major event. The best time to contact on-air radio or television hosts is right after their programs. 

5. Become an expert. “The media is hungry for experts in every field and you can make sure they know of your own expertise,” she says. 

6. A good way to position yourself as an expert is to identify a problem and then communicate solutions. “My example here is ‘Blew it on Valentine’s Day? The card was not enough? Here’s a way to get out of the dog house,’” Mayne says. 

7. Don’t forget to do follow-ups after your initial pitch. “It may take time to make an impression,” Mayne says. 

8. Start with local media coverage. “If you appear on a radio or TV show, be sure to get a tape because national shows will love the fact you’ve already appeared and be more likely to book you,” she says. 

9. Never leave long-winded phone messages and e-mail is preferred by the media over other forms of communication. It’s all right to follow an e-mail with a telephone call. 

10. Tie into current events or holidays. “Romance is on editor’s minds on Valentine’s Day, for example, or you may tie a news release to a holiday time,” she says. 

11. “Don’t forget the media loves personal stories that are heartwarming and inspirational. They also love stories about people overcoming challenges,” according to Mayne. 

12. ”Always be professional and remember media people are working under tough deadlines. And don’t criticize them for not covering your B&B --  ever.” 
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