
S
pend a few minutes wi t h
Ch ryssa Zi zo s , the peti te ,3 0 -
ye a r-old fo u n der and

pre s i dent of L ive Wi re Med i a
Rel a ti ons in historic Old Town
Al ex a n d ri a , Vi r gi n i a , and you wi ll
s ense her vi brancy and that of t h e
business she started just three and
a half years ago.

Zizos’ energy and enthusiasm
are contagious as she takes a visi-
tor on a tour of the modern office suite and
its piece de résistance — a state-of-the art
simulated TV studio. Media training is just
one aspect of the business, she explains,
but one of the most popular. The studio is
where she runs a media “boot camp” for
executives bound for television interviews
on the networks or affiliates. Another part
of the training includes mock interviews
with reporters from major newspapers.

After the tour, seated at a table in her
bright corner office, she talks about “per-
ception management.”

“Companies are constantly challenged to
ensure that the public’s perception of them
reflects the truth in the most positive light,”
she says. “Think of the power the media
has to shape that perception. We’re in the
‘perception management business’ because

we work to build our clients’
image through the media.”

Zi zos wanted media rel a ti ons in
the com p a ny name bec a u s e , s h e
s ays ,“I knew I could do it well ,a n d

I never wanted to be tem pted to do som e-
thing el s e . Too of ten , companies that are su c-
cessful at one thing, think they can be at
a n o t h er, and it takes aw ay from the qu a l i ty of
what they were doing ori gi n a lly.”

She speaks as the head of a com-
p a ny that is very mu ch in the
bl ack : She financed Live
Wi re with its own capital
and with cash. Wi t h i n
t h ree ye a rs the com p a-
ny acc u mu l a ted a list of
cl i ents ra n ging from
gl obal tech n o l ogy com-
panies to major news p a-
pers and area re s t a u ra n t s ,
and regi s tered earn i n gs of
$2 mill i on . How Zi zos bu i l t
this powerhouse media rel a ti on s

a gency is te s ti m ony to her hard work , p a s-
s i on for her profe s s i on , a com m i tm ent to

excell en ce , and a healthy apprec i a ti on of
m en tors and advi s ors .

Zi zo s , a Cl eveland native , d a tes the
beginning of her career path to 1989 when,
still in high school, she applied and was
selected for the highly competitive position
as a summer Congressional Page for the
U. S . House of Repre s en t a tive s . Her

Congressman served as a mentor,
providing opportunities for

her to learn about the leg-
i s l a tive process and to

connect with the pub-
l i c . While this, s h e
s ays , was an “a m a z-
ing” part of her educa-
tion, another duty as a
Pa ge fill ed her wi t h

s pecial pri de : every
morning she would go to

the roof of the House of
Repre s en t a tives and, s t a n d i n g
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below the capitol dome,she would raise the
Am erican flag-an ex peri en ce that she
recalls was  “empowering and beautiful.” It
left her with a lasting love for Washington,
and a wish to return someday.

Zizos received a scholarship to Eastern
Kentucky University, where she majored in
journalism.

She won aw a rds for her arti cles and
earned extra money freelancing for local
and major mainstream publications, but
writing wasn’t making her happy.

Her journalism professor suggested she
try public rel a ti on s . The next su m m er,
Zizos was back in Washington, again after
competing and being selected for a posi-
tion — this time as an intern with the
President’s Council on Physical Fitness and
Sports, doing public relations. She discov-
ered a talent she had taken for granted: the
a bi l i ty to be pleasantly persu a s ive . Her
“cold calls”to Good Morning America, The
Today Show, and other high-profile media
outlets met with success. By the end of that
su m m er, she was hoo ked on PR, h ad
a l re ady begun to build con t acts in the
media,and was d etermined to return to the
Capital. But she would have to wait.

As a result of serving as a Page, she
received a Congressional Appointment the
summer before her senior year at EKU to
s erve as an ed i tor with the Bu reau of
Foreign Affairs in Seoul, Korea, an experi-
en ce that broaden ed her hori zons and
again,her list of contacts.

Af ter gradu a ti on from EKU in 1994, s h e
retu rn ed to Wa s h i n g ton to pursue both a
m a s ter ’s degree in public com mu n i c a ti on s
f rom Am erican Un ivers i ty and a PR
c a reer, and with a de s i re to learn from the
be s t . She worked for PR firms ra n ked
a m ong the top ten in the business —
Ketchum and Ogi lvy — de s i gning and
i m p l em en ting nati onal aw a rd - winning PR
c a m p a i gn s , and wi tn e s s-
ing the power of t h e
m ed i a . She align ed hers el f
with good men tors and
m oved up the ranks wi t h
t h em , broadening her
ex pertise and ex p a n d i n g
h er net work . At the same
ti m e , she ob s erved and
was of ten fru s tra ted by
i n ef f i c i encies caused by
the bu re a u c racies of l a r ge
com p a n i e s . In 1996, s h e
began to think abo ut
s t a rting her own bu s i n e s s ,

but re a l i zed she was sti ll “too yo u n g.”
She loo ked for new opportu n i ti e s , a n d

ju m ped at the of fer to devel op the publ i c
rel a ti ons side of a Wa s h i n g ton are a - adver-
tising agen c y, Kers h n er & Com p a ny, wh o s e
own er became another men tor. By fall
1 9 9 8 , she had establ i s h ed the PR bu s i n e s s
for the ad agen c y, l e a rn ed more abo ut ru n-
ning a bu s i n e s s , and had not on ly set aside
en o u gh funds to start her own com p a ny
but to hire “the best advi s ors in and
a round Wa s h i n g ton .”

Her advisors include a financial advisor,
a lawyer, a growth strategy consultant, a
personal business consultant, and a CPA.
All, except for her CPA, own their own
companies. All have at least 20 years expe-
rience and are tops in their field. She lis-
tened to their advice and together they
m a pped out Live Wi re’s business and
strategic plans.

Based on her experiences in the larger
agencies, Zizos wanted “to create a bou-
tique, where we could mold ourselves to
our clients needs and objectives, not han-
dle everyone in the same way.” So with her
advisors,she set out on a business plan that
required her to work out of the sunroom in
her house for one year to see if she could
make a go of it. At the end of Live Wire’s

first year, Zizos had worked
hard and brought in over
$200,000 worth of business.
She moved into the
Alexandria office, outfitting
with everything needed to
be a first-rate media rela-
ti ons firm and install i n g
that simu l a ted tel evi s i on
s tu d i o. She rec ru i ted her
f i rst em p l oyee , a PR pro
who had worked at one of
the top ten PR firms, Hill &
Kn owl ton . Toget h er they
brought in more than $1

m i ll i on in acco u n t s , i n cluding that of
multi-billion-dollar People Soft, and Zizos
hired more veteran PR professionals.

So what is the secret to Live Wire’s suc-
cess? It’s a combination of things, Zizos
says. “It’s our services, our expertise, and
our structure. We provide top-level consul-
tation to our clients to help them establish
goals, identify media targets and opportu-
n i ties and, most import a n t , we del iver
results! And part of that is our intensive
media training, which is designed to ensure
that our clients can be effective when they
are in the media.”

Zizos’ strategy has been to build Live
Wire with only senior-level specialists who
avera ge 10-20 ye a rs in the indu s try. “ I
handpicked the people I had admired over
the years, told them I would do things dif-
ferently,” Zizos says. “We eliminated the
inefficiency and hierarchy that burden big-
ger firms, and created a better cost-basis
for our clients.” And she notes that since
Live Wire has its own TV studio, she does-
n’t have to worry about renting one every
time she needs to do media training, which
“saves money for all of us.”

A client is about to arrive to sign a con-
tract for media training. It’s time to get on
with the day’s schedule. But before seeing
her visitor out, Zizos extends the tour to
the roof of the building. It’s an unseason-
ably warm winter day. Zizos says she some-
times eats lu n ch up here , l ooking out
across the Potomac to the capitol dome,
and remembering where it all began.

“I feel very fortunate: I love my work and
this area. Live Wire has established a solid
reputation. And I enjoy being part of the
business community,” says Zizos, who is a
member of the Board o f Directors of the
Arlington County Chamber of Commerce.

She attributes a lot of her good fortune
to her education at EKU. She makes sever-
al trips a year to her alma mater where she
s erves on the Un ivers i ty ’s Advi s ory
Committee. Her gift of $25,000 to EKU
funds two annual journalism scholarships,
one named in honor of her parents, the
other in honor of her journalism professor
and mentor.

Media relations professional, company
president, philanthropist,and only 30 years
old. What are her long-term goals?  

“I just want to keep doing what I’m
doing. At the end of my career, I’d like to
have the best media relations company in
Washington, perhaps the country.”

Ch ryssa Zi zos seems well on her way!      ■


