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THE FLYWHEEL EFFECT
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Jim Collins, bestselling author of Good to Great, is credited with 
popularizing the flywheel concept: the idea that momentum 
occurs when small wins accumulate over time, creating 
continuous growth and improvement. This flywheel concept is 
widely considered the foundation of a virtuous cycle in public 
relations, where success breeds more success. As Collins describes 
it, “Each turn builds upon previous work as you make a series of 
good decisions, supremely well executed, that compound one 
upon another. This is how you build greatness.”

However, it's actually Sir Isaac Newton and his first 
law of motion that truly encapsulates the virtuous 
cycle of PR. Newton said, “An object at rest remains 
at rest, and an object in motion remains in motion, 
unless acted on by an unbalanced force.” This is the 
crux of the work of public relations and 
communications – you’ve got to keep moving.
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THE VIRTUOUS CYCLE

The virtuous cycle is essentially a positive feedback loop. 
Each successful communications activity, media relations 
effort, and social media success makes the next one easier 
and more impactful. Just as you need to keep pushing the 
flywheel to get it moving, the virtuous cycle of PR must 
always stay in motion. Starting and stopping 
communicating with a variety of constituencies across 
different types of channels won’t suffice; a steady, 
consistent approach is essential. Incremental gains build 
over time, with each successful PR program adding more 
momentum, just like each push of the flywheel.

With consistent effort, these small gains accumulate. As 
your reach and reputation grow, each subsequent 
communication activity has a bigger impact, much like 
the flywheel spins faster and with more power the more 
you push it.



WHAT CLIENTS WANT

When we ask prospective clients what success looks like, they often say things such as “a cover story in a major 
business publication, or, “a write up in The Wall Street Journal.” They ask for specific metrics such as, “Our 
most engaged audience - among 25-30 year old women- triples,” or, “We get invited to keynote a big 
conference.” Sometimes they’re looking for a new reality as in, “Recruiting topnotch talent gets easier” or, “Our 
people all know exactly what we do, why we do it, and what their role is in the work.” These are end goals that 
different communications activities can achieve over time. 

If your company is not public, doesn’t (yet) have high profile investors and a high valuation, is a strong 
competitor but in small market, hasn’t disrupted an established publicly traded leader in a category, then 
achieving these big publication media placement goals will take time. More importantly, checking them off as 
complete won’t do your company much good over the long term if you aren’t building a solid communications 
foundation and plan around them. Putting all of your eggs in one basket, or outcome, has a very low chance of 
creating the return on the investment of time, energy and preparation it will take to achieve them. 
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WHAT CLIENTS NEED
Instead, we counsel our clients to focus on creating a fly wheel that will get them to the goal over time, while building a solid 
foundation that will sustain positive results for a long time. We recommend they keep their sights set on the long-term goal 
and build toward it so that when they can answer one of those aforementioned conditions, the fly wheel is in motion. 

Here's how we’re creating the fly wheel effect for one savvy client:

Our client’s goal is to demonstrate that driving outstanding business results doesn’t need to come at the expense of great people 
practices for their employees, and, in fact is directly tied to building a great culture of opportunity for their team. Privately 
held, the company doesn’t easily fit into many large profile business publications that focus primarily on publicly traded or 
soon to go public entities.  

While we didn’t ignore the “big” publications, to build the media relations flywheel that increasingly builds awareness for the 
company, we focused first on features and inclusion in trade publications in their categories, as well as reporters focused on “at 
work” stories across the board. The CEO and other senior execs have given interviews and provided tangible examples of how 
their culture drives performance, detailing how some of their different initiatives contribute to extremely low turnover, among 
other key performance indicators. We’ve also jumped on workplace trends to be able to provide the client’s point of view on 
significant stories in the past two years. 

After more than a dozen “smaller publications” spotlighted the client, we’ve been able to “move up” the publication value 
chain to be included in national and international business publications with very large readerships.  Each time, we’ve been able 
to leverage successful placements in the “smaller” outlets to demonstrate relevance and timeliness to the larger ones. 
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By focusing on the outlets where our client can be of 
service, and the internal operations that are relevant to 
trade media readers, we’re building credibility, generating 
interests, and attracting attention from bigger news outlets. 
These smaller wins can leads to more impactful media 
placements. Why?

§ Smaller and trade publications often have loyal and 
specialized readerships. Getting featured in these 
outlets helps establish credibility and expertise within 
an industry. 

§ Building a consistent presence in niche builds a track 
record. It also creates an on-the-record narrative that 
carries weight because it is shared by a third party. 

§ Showing up in the media tells other reporters that your 
spokespeople are credible and reliable.

SUCCESS BEGETS SUCCESS



HOW DO YOU START SMALL TO GO BIG?

§ Position yourself as a thought leader by contributing 
articles or op-eds to trade publications. Larger media 
outlets often seek expert opinions from recognized 
industry leaders.

§ Use your features in smaller publications to secure 
speaking engagements at industry events. Coverage of 
these events can then be pitched to larger media outlets.

§ Network at industry events where journalists from both 
small and large publications may be present. Use your 
smaller wins as conversation starters.

By effectively leveraging small wins in trade publications, you 
can build a strong foundation that attracts the attention of 
larger media outlets, leading to more significant and 
widespread coverage. 
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BUILDING THE FLYWHEEL

Here’s how you can create your own fly wheel via a virtuous PR cycle:

Effective Public Relations Campaigns: Building a positive reputation can’t be done in  an event; it consists of a 
series of activities that ladder up to business objectives. Meeting these objectives through communication requires 
planning and executing sustained  campaigns. These might include press releases, CEO interviews, speaking 
engagements, upleveled internal communications, contributed articles, customer engagement, social media 
strategies, and influencer relations. The key is that communication tactics work together to create impact. One-off 
activities that you do sporadically don’t generate the necessary momentum.

Positive Media Coverage: Well-executed PR campaigns result in positive impressions, often in the form of 
positive media coverage, such as news articles, blog posts, or social media mentions. This kind of coverage raises 
awareness and builds a positive image for your company. 

Enhanced Reputation: Positive media coverage enhances reputation, which is invaluable. A strong reputation 
fosters trust, whether from customers, investors, or partners. When people trust your company, they are more likely 
to do business with you, invest in you, work with you, and forgive mistakes.
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BUILDING THE FLYWHEEL

Increased Engagement: A strong reputation leads to 
greater engagement with your brand, such as increased 
web traffic that converts, higher sales, more social media 
interactions, or increased interest from potential partners.

Greater Opportunities: As the flywheel gains 
momentum, more opportunities arise. Coverage may 
expand from trade or local media to national media. 
Speaking engagements may grow from smaller venues to 
larger stages. This trust and loyalty build consumer 
confidence and amplify your influence, enabling even 
more effective PR campaigns.

Amplification: Ultimately, the momentum from the 
flywheel amplifies your messages. You can reach a larger 
audience, create better content, and engage in more 
strategic activities. This cycle repeats, with each round 
building on the last, driving further success.

continues

E F F E C T I V E  
P U B L I C  

R E L A T I O N S  
C A M P A I G N S

P O S I T I V E  
M E D I A  

C O V E R A G E

E N H A N C E D  
R E P U T A T I O N

I N C R E A S E D  
E N G A G E M E N T

G R E A T E R  
O P P O R T U N I T I E S

A M P L I F I C A T I O N

T
H

E
 F

L
Y

W
H

E
E

L
 E

F
F

E
C

T

9



Lee Caraher
CEO
lcaraher@double-forte.com
650.302.3457
double-forte.com

Public relations is a strategic blend of communication, relationship-building, and 
reputation management. Done well, it creates, protects, and amplifies the profiles 
and images of organizations, products, and people.

The flywheel effect supports a brand’s PR efforts by building and maintaining 
relationships with the public. These relationships build trust—trust that takes time 
to establish but can have a lasting impact once built.

And just as Newton explained, when the activity stops, the flywheel effect 
dissipates. Rebuilding that momentum takes time, money, and effort. 


