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open onein Los Angeles. It was the height of the Internet boom, and he had
trouble keeping up with demand from the Bay Ared's fledgling dot-coms, all
rushing to get out the word about their businesses.

"Theideawas that you had to cut through the clutter,” he said. "'l was getting
15 to 20 cdls a day from people who wanted to hire us. Companies didn't
even need a proposa from us; they just wanted to come by and drop off a

check."

Then came the Internet bust, a disagter for the public relaions industry.
Clients canceled accounts, some agencies closed. Inthelast six to eight
months aone, about 20 percent of al employees at big public relations firms
have logt their jobs, according to Jack O'Dwyer, a publisher in Manhattan
whose newdetter and Web ste track the profession.

Theloss of asngle $100,000 annud retainer set off darms at the Los
Angdles office of Connors in December 2000, said Scott Pansky, the
generd manager. The client's vice president for marketing camein on
Chrigtmas Eve to ddiver the bad news. "She said she has to fire us and that
she's going to lose her job," he recdled.

Business kept dipping, and Mr. Allison and Connie Connors, who founded
the firm in 1995, began discussing the fate of the West Coast operations,
induding the possibility of layoffs, dosng the offices or even sdling the
company. Then, consulting with accountants, lavyers, potential investors and
Ms. Connors, he began thinking about arting his own agency.

Therisks were weighed against new redlities. The previous year, he earned a
little over $200,000 in sdlary and bonuses, and now he was staring at
unemployment in afied where midlevel jobs were drying up. Just as
unnerving, the staff members who reported to him aso faced the prospect of

losing their jobs.

He reached a decison, he said, while sitting up one night in bed talking with
hiswife. "She said, "Wadll, if we don't do this, what's going to happen? " he
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sad. "And | sad, Morethan likely, I'll be out there looking for work with
thousands of other people.' "

He wasn't exactly a start-from- scratch entrepreneuria type. The thought of
garting his own firm in a bedroom office and scraping by for months or years
held no attraction.

But this was different. Mr. Allison and five of his managers put up the money
to take over the two Cdlifornia offices last Sept. 1; they renamed the
business Allison & Partners, with 21 people on the payroll. "I get to start
with two offices, an experienced staff and the ability to go after a decent-
Szed account,” he said.

The buyout was structured as an asset purchase of furniture and equipment,
for anomina sum, and included alow sx-figure commitment of his own
money. There was no debt involved, and Allison & Partners assumed the
continuing lidbilities of leases and salaries. The company aso reached an
agreement with Connors not to compete on each other's home turf and to
work on some projects together. Ms. Connors says her firm has kept its
technology focus and is Sgning new clients.

Mr. Allison and his managers have dl taken pay cuts, but they hope to
restore their previous sdary levels by next year. All employees are now
shareholdersin the new company.

MANAGEMENT experts say Mr. Allison's move into amore
entrepreneuria role is acommon trandtion for managersin arecesson. An
ousted chief of a Fortune 500 company may start acquiring troubled firms
and turning them around, or alaid-off middle manager may open a Jffy Lube
franchise,

The percentage of jobless former managers and executives sarting their own
businesses increased to 9 percent in the fourth quarter of 2001 from 6.45
percent in the previous quarter, according to Challenger, Gray & Christmas,
the outplacement firm.
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While Mr. Allison has no regrets about becoming an owner, he concedes
that the burdens have multiplied. "Now | have to worry about cash flow,
what check came in today, what bills have to be paid today,” he said.
"Employees used to talk about “the company.' Now they talk about “Scott's
company.’ The responsibility was ingtant, not a gradua change.”

Divergfying its clientele outsde the high-tech sector, a modern surviva tactic
of many public rdations firms, Allison & Partners has dready added
accounts from the likes of Sony (news/quote) Pictures and the Disney
Channd. "Our ambitions are, we think, redigtic: Be the best in class and the
No. 1 boutique agency in Cdifornia" he said.

Abbott C. Jones, founder of AdMedia Partnersin New Y ork, a provider of
investment banking and advisory servicesto the advertising and marketing
industries, said Mr. Allison had the good luck to be able to start his business
with aminimum of finendd risk.

"It'saprofessond service industry with no fixed assets," Mr. Jones said.
"You are largdly taking about the taents of afew individuds."

Indeed, Mr. Allison said providing even short-term job security gives hisfirm
a comptitive advantage.

"If your agency has gone through three or four rounds of layoffs, | don't even
need to go to your office" he said. "'l know your people are not focused on
their clients. They're focused on finding another job."
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