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As esteemed Harvard 
Business School professor 
Rosabeth Moss Kantor once 
said, “Leaders are more 
powerful role models when 
they learn than when they 
teach.”
We all know the type: 
professionals who create 
curiosity cultures in their 
workplaces. They continually ask questions with an earnest desire to discover, and 
encourage perpetual inquisitiveness that inspires teams to think differently.
I started to wonder about the leadership mindsets of successful PR professionals, 
and what advice my peers had received that stuck with them and shaped who they 
are today. I realized that sharing our inspirations brings us closer together as 
colleagues and professionals.
My grandfather was a Methodist preacher who instilled many life lessons in me 
when I was very young. A favorite that I often quote is his “6 Ps” in business and 
life: “Prior Proper Planning Prevents Poor Performance.” I venture that this advice 
rings as true for others as it does for me daily.

By Elyse Hammett, APR
0 Comments

Tweet Share13Recommend 13

Digital Edition



Gaining knowledge from PR peers
Storytelling both sets us apart and allows us to connect. I asked leaders in PRSA’s 
Georgia Chapter to tell me what had resonated with them and become defining 
points early in their careers. I turned first to my successor, 2018 PRSA Georgia 
Chapter president Karlie Lahm, APR. She is senior director of public relations for 
FOCUS Brands, and her mother is past president of the PRSA Miami Chapter.
“Early in my career, I was unsure if I was paving the right path for myself,” Lahm 
said. “There were so many aspects of PR that interested me, but I didn’t have the 
breadth of knowledge about each at the time, and felt pressure to decide which 
direction I wanted to take long term. I remember my mom telling me that ‘Figuring 
out what you don’t want to do is just as important as what you do want to do.’ 
Once she said that, I felt a sense of freedom to try new things and take on different 
roles, and her advice ultimately fed my desire to constantly learn and be 
challenged.”
Lori George Billingsley, vice president of community connections for Coca-Cola 
North America, reflected on one of the best pieces of advice she’s ever received.
When she was graduating from Howard University, the legendary Ofield Dukes, 
APR, Fellow PRSA — a PR executive in Washington, D.C., who represented civil 
rights figures — agreed to meet with her and become her mentor only after she 
created a five-year career plan.
“This exercise was instrumental in helping me chart a course and put a plan on 
paper to guide my career-path decisions,” George Billingsley said. “It helped me 
work on purpose, ward off distractions, and stay focused on what mattered most. I 
use it as a tool today when people ask me to mentor them.”
Though early-career advice is valuable, our profession is one of continual learning, 
and guidance from peers is valuable at every step of the way.
Vince Dollard, APR, associate vice president of communications with Woodruff 
Health Sciences at Emory University, said that some of the best advice he has 
received came from Barbara Reynolds, Ph.D., who is a crisis communications 
specialist at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
“We worked closely together when Emory University Hospital treated four patients 
diagnosed with the Ebola virus in 2014,” Dollard said. “Many different entities were 
involved throughout our patients’ treatment, and during one of our early 
conference calls among communications professionals from these various 
organizations, Barbara talked about ‘staying in our lanes’ to properly coordinate 
consistent messaging.
“That phrase quickly became our rallying point as we coordinated efforts to convey 
information that would educate the global public, allay fears and protect our 
patients. It has also served Emory’s communications team well, during normal 
operations and crises. When each player understands the strategy, goals and one 
another’s roles, it’s a wonderful thing.”

Coaching others and creating an impact
Keep it simple and stick to your values, advise two other Georgia Chapter 
members. Elaine Armstrong, vice president of marketing for Goodwill of North 
Georgia, believes being a leader is about more than what you can do.



“It’s about coaching others, executing with excellence and creating an impact that 
endures long after your tenure,” she said. “That’s what each of the leaders I’ve 
been influenced by has done. One of my first bosses said, ‘Do your job as if you 
were running your own business.’ That’s something I have always remembered. 
Another leader simply told me, ‘You could do my job. Just be confident.’ Today, I 
have his former job. Sometimes, it’s the simplest of concepts that resonates the 
most.”
John Walker, managing partner of Chirp PR and former Georgia Chapter 
president, notes that our careers may morph over the years, but our values remain 
constant. “One of my early-stage managers reminded me frequently that a career 
in public relations is like a roller coaster ride,” he said. “Some days you soar and 
other days you’re shaken from side to side. Regardless of the day-to-day 
unpredictability of public relations, your values always remain the same. Don’t let 
anything veer you off that course.”

Understanding the power of sharing
Ana Toro, APR, Fellow PRSA, chair of the PRSA Diversity & Inclusion Committee, 
cites two people who gave her sound advice.
“One was my mother, who always said ‘Education is the one thing that no one can 
take away from you. Study hard and go as far as you can to achieve that 
educational goal.’ And I did,” said Toro, program director at ICF, a global 
consulting and technology-services provider. “After undergrad, I set out to obtain a 
master’s degree and I worked to pay for it.”
The other person she credits with giving her lasting advice was a college 
professor, Fernando Valverde, APR, Fellow PRSA.
“He is a strong proponent of PRSA, and from him I learned not only to aim high to 
become a leader, but to earn my APR accreditation and become a Fellow,” Toro 
said. “PRSA is never out of the mix. These factors have been defining points in my 
career.”
For me, I go back to my grandfather’s wisdom: “A candle loses no flame by lighting 
another candle,” he used to say. “In fact, it makes the world a brighter place.”
In other words, sharing is the key to success. Whether we lead or follow at any 
particular moment, we’re on equal footing to give back and pay forward. A roomful 
of PRSA professionals holds tremendous power and intellect. Let’s share the 
advice that has brought us to this point. You never know the difference it might 
make in another person’s life and career.

Elyse Hammett, APR, is vice president of marketing and communications for the 
Community Foundation for Greater Atlanta. She is 2017 president of PRSA 
Georgia. Follow her on Twitter: @elysehammettPR.
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