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BEIJING OLYMPIC ORGANIZERS UNDERTAKING MAJOR
PR CAMPAIGN TO CHANGE PEOPLE’S BEHAVIOR, IMAGE

by Rene A. Henry


Organization psychologists will tell you that changing attitudinal behavior is one of the most challenging, if not almost impossible of tasks.  But the Beijing Organizing Committee for the 2008 Olympic Games is undertaking an aggressive and comprehensive integrated marketing public relations campaign to do just that.


“The behavior and manners of Beijing citizens is very important for the capital city’s image and the success of the Olympics,” says Sun Weide, deputy director of media and communications for BOCOG.  The campaign is appropriately named “Welcome the Olympics, Promote Civility and Create a Sound Social Environment.”

BOCOG expects 21,600 accredited journalists and more than 10,000 non-accredited journalists and wants everyone in China to be on their best behavior and manners as the nation showcases its 5,000-year-old history, people and culture to the world.  The television audience watching on network and cable TV, the Internet and cell phones and other devices will be the largest in Olympic history.

The organizers for the Olympic Games are concerned that the behavior of some Chinese in public could be offensive to foreign visitors and certainly do not want it reported around the world by the media.  Some of these habits, which in many ways are no different than those of many Americans, include littering; jay walking; breaking into lines and queue jumping; spitting; smoking in non-smoking areas and talking loudly in public places.  In addition, according to Mr. Sun, the organizers want to cultivate good spectator behavior.  Can you imagine a campaign directed to improving the behavior of fans at professional sports events in some U.S. cities?

The integrated marketing PR campaign includes use of broadcast and print media, the Internet, special events, and publications.  “We have chosen the 11th day of each month as the ‘Queuing Day’ and have held a number of themed events,” said Mr. Sun.  


Manuals have been prepared and distributed to more than 4.3 million families in Beijing, which has a population of 15 million and is the third largest city in China.  Special events are held throughout the country and especially in cities that will host Olympic venues.

Thirty-second TV spots are running on the national China Cable TV network, Beijing TV and Education TV.  One typical spot shows a male driver stopping at a crosswalk to allow a woman to cross.  Chinese do not observe pedestrian crosswalks and foreign visitors better be well prepared and alert when they cross a street.  Drivers of buses, cars, trucks, bicycles and other moving vehicles do not yield for anyone.  Jingjing, a stuffed toy panda and one of the five Olympic mascots, hangs from the car’s mirror.


The spot continues showing a man holding an office door open for a woman.  It then cuts to a man running for an elevator and as the door is about to close, a woman presses the “open” button so the doors do not slam in his face. Another scene shows a young boy running through a park and he stops to pick up another Jingjing stuffed toy and hands it to a baby in a stroller.  The mother thanks the young boy.


The Chinese are extremely warm, hospitable, friendly and accommodating so it was hard for me to realize that even with all of these positive attributes, there are negative behavior patterns an American would not expect to see in the Chinese.  It is important to be extremely careful crossing the street and always look both ways; do not get offended if someone cuts in front of you at a cash register or any other line; and when you need a taxi, having experience in New York City in rush-hour will be very helpful. 


Language proficiency in English is another objective of the campaign.  BOCOG has convinced a number of Beijing newspapers to publish one English sentence or paragraph daily with the Chinese translation.  Beijing TV broadcasts one minute of an English learning program every day in prime time.  Mr. Sun says that at the end of last year, 4.87 million Beijingers were learning or improving their English.   Nationwide, more Chinese are learning to speak English than the entire population of the U.S.  The national English language newspaper, China Daily, also has a daily section helping English-speaking visitors learn Chinese.

The Olympic committee worked with the service sector in Beijing and since September 2005, more than 102 million people in catering, tourism, health, commerce, restaurants, hotels, postal service and the museum received special training in Olympic knowledge, vocational education and language services.  “One survey showed that the approval rating of the public regarding the service sector has risen to 90 percent,” according to Sun.  He also reports that in 2006 people who spit in public decreased by 41.7 percent compared with the previous year.  The measured results are very positive.
Based on my recent experience in China, I’ve never seen better customer service so universal everywhere.  Whether it is a waiter in a five-star hotel or local neighborhood restaurant, a taxi driver, or store clerk, all would get an A+ grade from me.

“The Olympic games are not only about sports, but also about culture and education,” says Mr. Sun.  “We believe the Beijing games will provide us with an excellent chance to promote people’s civility.  We hope that after the Games the campaign will leave a valuable legacy for the city and the country.”

Maybe after the Olympics end in August 2008, we need to bring Mr. Sun and his team to the U.S. to launch a similar campaign for civility and manners of our citizens.
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