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Preface

When first writing this book, my main aim was to provide a textbook which drew on
the UK experience of public relations, having been frustrated during many years of
teaching the subject that the majority of textbooks originated from and used case studies
from the United States environment. Since the first edition was published, several other
excellent textbooks have swelled the ranks of European-based sources. It is also rather
ironic that I went to teach in the United States.

I wanted to bring together the theoretical and organisational framework of public rela-
tions with examples of how it worked in practice. This is not a ‘how to’ book. There
are already plenty of books written by experienced PR practitioners which set out the
nuts and bolts of writing press releases, producing internal publications and managing
campaigns.

The first part of this book describes the context of public relations. Johanna Fawkes
helps set out the history and development of PR and its role in society. Ian Somerville
discusses the relationship between PR and politics that has led to the charge of spin
doctoring being laid against the profession. Alastair Campbell’s resignation and the
Hutton Report showed how the messenger should not get in the way of the message.
Anne Gregory describes the management role of PR and its relationship with other func-
tions. Finally, the development of PR as a profession, its entry standards and ethics are
described.

The second part looks at strategic PR. Emma Wood discusses corporate communi-
cation, image and identity. Public affairs and issues management are defined, together
with the implications of the rise of pressure groups. lan Somerville sets the practice of
corporate social responsibility against the framework of ethical theories.

The third part looks at stakeholder PR — addressing specific areas of the economy.
Keeley Clarke gives an updated introduction to financial PR, whilst Jo Chipchase and 1
examine elements of successful public relations on the internet. Media relations, includ-
ing new media, internal communications, community relations and cause-related market-
ing and PR in the public sector, for consumer goods and in the business-to-business area
are also detailed.

Finally, some crystal ball gazing in Part IV examines changing media and how that
may affect PR practice. As this edition went to press, the Communications Bill 2003
had just received royal assent. The full implications of that are yet to be seen. The debate
about the use of research and evaluation techniques is set out. Future challenges for the
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profession are revisited with the benefit of hindsight and an additional chapter looks at
the various writings on culture and how it impacts on communications.
Topical case studies are used throughout the book to illustrate current practice.
I trust that the book still fulfils its original objectives as well as providing an infor-
mative and accessible account of public relations in the UK today.
Alison Theaker,
September 2003
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What is
public relations?

Johanna Fawkes

Chapter aims

This chapter introduces several definitions of public relations in an attempt to clarify the
parameters of the discipline. Distinctions are made between public relations and the fields of
marketing and advertising. The evolution of public relations is recounted to give context to the
profession. Four models of public relations communication are explained, with historical and
current examples.

ost students — and, indeed, practitioners — are familiar with the problem
M of trying to explain what they are studying or how they are earning their
living:
‘Public relations? Is that working with people? You know, like an air hostess, shop
assistant?’
‘No, more problem solving, really. And working with the media.’
‘Oh yes, all those parties.’
‘Well ...

Somewhere along the line words like ‘spin doctors’ are likely to crop up, replacing the
more traditional ‘gin-and-tonic’ shorthand for PR. And, of course, everyone has heard
of Max Clifford. But, how to explain that he doesn’t call himself a PR practitioner but
a publicist — especially if the distinction isn’t all that clear to the speaker?

This chapter aims to cover the issues of definition and distinction of PR from related
activities, but a word of warning. These will not solve the dilemma of trying to ‘explain’
public relations in a phrase. The fact remains that it is a complex and hybrid subject;
it draws on theories and practices from many different fields, such as management,
media, communication and psychology. These links will be explored more fully in this
book. Readers are more likely to have an understanding of the subject and an ability to
evolve their own definitions when they have reached the end of the book, rather than
the end of this chapter.

In 1976, Rex Harlow scoured through 472 definitions of public relations to come up
with the following paragraph:
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Public relations is a distinctive management function which helps establish and main-
tain mutual lines of communication, understanding, acceptance and co-operation
between an organisation and its publics; involves the management of problems or
issues; helps management to keep informed on and responsive to public opinion;
defines and emphasises the responsibility of management to serve the public interest;
helps management keep abreast of and effectively utilise change, serving as an
early warning system to help anticipate trends; and uses research and ethical
communication techniques as its principal tools.

(Harlow, quoted in Wilcox et al. 2003: 7)

Although this is useful — it contains many key concepts — and saves us ploughing through
hundreds of definitions, it describes what PR does rather than what it is. Or, indeed,
should be. L’Etang (1996b: 16) described the attempts to define public relations as
largely ‘constructed in an attempt to be all things to all people simultaneously’.

Since then, however, there have been many more attempts to capture the essence of
public relations.

The 1978 World Assembly of Public Relations Associations in Mexico agreed that:

Public relations is the art and social science of analysing trends, predicting their
consequences, counselling organisation leaders and implementing planned pro-
grammes of action which will serve both the organisation’s and the public
interest.

(Wilcox et al. 2003: 6)

The words ‘art’ and ‘social science’ are helpful in explaining the continuing tension
between understanding PR as a measurable, science-based application of communica-
tion tools and the affection of many practitioners for the looser, more creative, aspects
of the work. In the USA the social science elements dominate the understanding of PR,
as is reflected in their education and texts about the subject. In the UK, there has been
a tension between those who see public relations as a management function and those
who view it primarily in relation to the media. Originally most PR degrees were taught
in business schools. However, unpublished research by the author for the Institute of
Public Relations (IPR) (2003) suggests an increase in degrees based in schools of media
and journalism.

The IPR is the UK’s leading professional body for public relations practitioners and
was established in 1948 (see Chapter 5). The definition framed by the IPR in 1987 is
still useful:

Public Relations is the planned and sustained effort to establish and maintain good-
will and understanding between an organisation and its publics.

There are several key words worth noting here: ‘planned’ and ‘sustained’ suggest these
relationships are not automatic or effortless. Indeed, they have to be ‘established’ and
‘maintained’. Public relations work exists in time — it is not a series of unrelated events.
Also note that the aim is not popularity or approval, but goodwill and understanding.
Many think that PR is just about promoting an organisation, whereas most PR work
involves ensuring publics have an accurate view of the organisation, even if they don’t
like what it does. The Inland Revenue doesn’t expect to be loved for its activities, but
it might hope to be respected, or at least understood.
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The definition also raises that strange word ‘publics’, which will be discussed more
fully elsewhere. It is important, however, to stress that public relations is not about
dealing with ‘the public’ as people often think. In PR we say there is no such thing as
the public — there are instead many different groups of people — not just consumers, but
suppliers, employees, trustees, members, local and national trade and political bodies,
local residents, among many others. One of the key concepts of PR is the idea that these
groups — or publics — have different information needs and exert different demands on
organisations. Understanding these differences is a vital skill of PR.

Philip Kitchen (1997: 27) summarises the definitions as suggesting that public
relations:

1 is a management function . . .
covers a broad range of activities and purposes in practice . . .

is regarded as two-way or interactive . ..

L VSN S

suggests that publics facing companies are not singular (i.e. consumers) but plural

(9]

suggests that relationships are long term rather than short term.

Wilcox ef al. (2003: 5) suggest that the following additional elements are also common
to the various definitions:

1 Deliberate. Public relations is intentional, not haphazard.
2 Planned. It is organised, not short term.

3 Performance. Public relations cannot be effective unless it is based on the actual
performance of an organisation.

4 Public interest. This reinforces the idea that public relations should be beneficial to
the organisation and to the general public.

Nessman adds the following to the mix: creating and reinforcing trust; arousing atten-
tion; creating and preserving communication and relationships; articulating, representing
and adjusting interests; influencing public opinion; resolving conflicts; and creating
consensus (quoted in Wilcox et al. 2003: 4).

In tracing the similarities between diplomacy and public relations, L’Etang (1996b:
15) points out that both involve three kinds of function:

1 Representational (rhetoric, oratory, advocacy). This would cover the language and
images used to represent the organisation in communication with publics, including
written, spoken and visual communication.

2 Dialogic (negotiation, peacemaking). The public relations practitioner is often seen
as a bridge builder, the voice of different internal and external publics within the
organisation, and the voice of the organisation to those different publics. They have
to see other people’s point of view.

3 Advisory (counselling). This role covers both pro-active PR, such as campaign plan-
ning, and re-active PR, such as dealing with a crisis.
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These functions are underpinned, in both public relations and diplomacy, according to
L’Etang, by intelligence gathering. Public relations practitioners need to be acutely aware
of political, social, economic and technological developments within their organisation,
area of operations, and local, national and, increasingly, global communities.

It can be seen that none of the above descriptions involves parties, gin and tonic or
spinning. However, public relations continues to have a serious PR problem. It has failed
to communicate its core activity successfully to the wider public. As a result, many
professionals have considered changing the name to avoid the associations. Job ads now
seek specialists in corporate communications, or image management where once they
would have looked for PR people. Sometimes the jobs have changed; often it’s just the
labels. Burson—Marstella, one of the oldest and most respected PR consultancies,
changed its title from public relations agency to ‘perception management’.

The IPR addressed these concerns by extending its definition:

Public Relations practice is the discipline concerned with the reputation of organ-
isations (or products, services or individuals) with the aim of earning understanding
and support.

This is sometimes simplified further to:

Public relations is about reputation — the result of what you do, what you say and
what others say about you.

This is probably the most satisfying of the current definitions: it is simple and doesn’t
attempt to catalogue all the tasks involved in managing reputation. It may even help
students and practitioners explain what on earth it is they do.

Types of public relations

Another approach to understanding public relations is to describe what people do. Table
1.1 provides a rough guide to the main activities in public relations — most of which
are covered in detail elsewhere in this book. These are organised either by the kind of
audiences they engage with or by the content of the activity. It is important to note that
these categories overlap. For example, a company intranet newsletter involves writing,
new technology and internal communications.

Public relations workers are either employed by an organisation as part of its in-house
PR department or by consultancies which are retained by a number of organisations
and/or individuals to undertake public relations work. Some people also work on their
own as freelance PR practitioners.

McElreath (1996) suggests that there are two roles commonly assumed by public
relations practitioners: technician or problem solver. This would divide the publications
manager supervising the printing of the annual report from the strategic adviser drafting
a policy document on the future of the organisation. However, many of the kinds
of activity outlined above involve both problem solving and technical skills. A well
written press release should reflect understanding of current media practices and issues,
and a public affairs adviser also needs a range of technical skills, including writing. As
so often in the field of public relations, it is not easy to draw hard lines or lay down
absolute rules.
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Table 1.1 A rough guide to the main activities in public relations

Public relations activity

Explanation

Examples

Internal
communications

Corporate PR

Media relations

Business to
business

Public affairs

Community relations/
corporate social
responsibility

Investor relations

Strategic communication

Issues management

Crisis management

Copywriting

Publications
management

Events management,
exhibitions

Communicating with
employees

Communicating on behalf
of whole organisation, not
goods or services

Communicating with
journalists, specialists,
editors from local, national,
international and trade media,
including newspapers,
magazines, radio, TV and
web-based communication

Communicating with other
organisations, e.g. suppliers,
retailers

Communicating with opinion
formers, e.g. local/national
politicians, monitoring political
environment

Communicating with local
community, elected
representatives, headteachers,
etc.

Communicating with financial
organisations/individuals

ID and analysis of situation,
problem and solutions to
further organisational goals

Monitoring political, social,
economic and technological
environment

Communicating clear messages
in fast-changing situation or
emergency

Writing for different audiences
to high standards of literacy

Overseeing print/media
processes, often using new
technology

Organisation of complex
events, exhibitions

In-house newsletter, suggestion
boxes

Annual reports, conferences,
ethical statements, visual identity,
images

Press releases, photocalls, video
news releases, off-the-record
briefings, press events

Exhibitions, trade events,
newsletters

Presentations, briefings, private
meetings, public speeches

Exhibitions, presentations, letters,
meetings, sports activities and
other sponsorship

Newsletters, briefings, events

Researching, planning and
executing a campaign to improve
ethical reputation of organisation

Considering effect of US economy
and presidential campaign on UK
organisation

Dealing with media after major rail
crash on behalf of police, hospital
or local authority

Press releases, newsletters, web
pages, annual reports

Leaflets, internal magazines,
websites

Annual conference, press launch,
trade shows
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Distinctions

Sometimes, of course, it’s easier to explain what you don’t do. The following sections
look at areas often confused with PR. As with definitions, the lines are not always clear.
To repeat, PR draws on expertise and experience from many fields; it overlaps with
other disciplines; it tends to integrate rather than exclude — this is its strength as a prac-
tice, but a weakness when it comes to descriptions and definitions.

Marketing

This is the field most commonly confused with PR — not unreasonably since marketing
refers to PR in its texts and practice as part of the marketing mix. To marketing prac-
titioners and academics, public relations is one of the four Ps — product, place, price
and promotion — which make up a successful marketing campaign. This is not incor-
rect — public relations can play an essential role in creating successful products — if the
other elements are right, of course. The use of public relations to promote goods and
services is sometimes called marketing public relations (MPR). There is some dispute
about how useful this term is, but it could reduce the confusion caused by using the
same term — public relations — to describe promoting products and planning strategic
communications.

So how can MPR support sales? It can help create awareness of the product — espe-
cially new technological developments, where consumers need to understand what a
gizmo is before they can distinguish between brands of gizmo. Once, campaigns had
to explain what a fridge did, more recently the ‘market’ needed educating about the
virtues of DVD and WAP technology. In competitive fields, such as fast-moving con-
sumer goods (FMCG), publicity can be crucial to success. Wilcox identifies a number of
public relations activities which support marketing efforts by creating new leads through
gaining editorial coverage in trade and consumer media and producing sales brochures
(Wilcox et al. 2003: 16). While the marketing team may create special offers and sales
promotions, the publicity people will be seeking media coverage and arranging launch
events. Together, they can create worldwide successes, from the latest Star Wars
film to Prozac. Recent developments in marketing, such as relationship marketing and
cause-related marketing, are similar to elements of public relations, and are blurring
the distinctions.

So what’s the difference? The Institute of Marketing defines marketing as: ‘The
management process responsible for identifying, anticipating and satisfying consumer
requirements profitably’.

The two central words here are ‘consumer’ and ‘profit’. Understanding the consumer
and producing products or services that will satisfy consumer needs to the profit of the
supplier is the traditional arena of marketing. There is a clear exchange — money for
goods or services. It is easily measured. Marketing campaigns are often preceded
and followed by research to measure the degree to which an attitude or behaviour has
changed after the marketing activity. Have more people heard of the product now?
Have they bought (or used) it, or are they more likely to?

However, public relations campaigns are often harder to quantify. Many organisa-
tions — the armed services, charities, local and central government, for example — do
not have goods or services to sell. But they do all have messages to communicate and
— importantly — to receive. They need to maintain relationships with all those who may
work for them, give time or money, raise complaints, or vote for or against them. These
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relationships are too complex to be covered by marketing. Which is why commercial
companies, who do have things to sell, also have public relations departments. Kitchen
(1997: 28) explains,

Public relations and marketing are two major management functions within an
organisation, but how they are organised depends upon managerial perceptions,
organisational culture, and historical precedent.

He goes on to say:

Marketing is concerned with an organisation’s exchange relationships with customers
in which quid pro quo transactions occur. On the other hand, PR deals with a broader
range of publics involved with or affected by the organisation ... Both marketing
and PR functions are important to an organisation. Subsuming PR into marketing
delimits organisational ability to function successfully in highly competitive environ-
ments.

(1997: 247)

Organisations dealing in FMCGs are more likely than not to have a large marketing
department containing a PR function. Those who depend on good intelligence about the
political environment as well as consumer tastes, especially not-for-profit organisations,
will have a larger PR or public affairs function.

In public relations texts (and this is no exception), marketing is described as primarily
concerned with sales and sales-related functions. In marketing texts, public relations is
rarely considered to be more than publicity. The argument concerning which is the wider
discipline can be found in textbooks, university staff rooms, student debates and
companies themselves (see also Chapters 12 and 15 in this book).

In the 1990s, the discussion gave rise to the concept of integrated marketing communi-
cations, which suggested that companies could better meet their objectives by combining
the various communication elements. This was defined as ‘building a synchronised multi-
channel communication strategy that reaches every market segment with a single unified
message’ (Schultz et al. 1992 cited in Kitchen 1997: 231). In theory, this is certainly
common sense. All the elements, public relations, advertising, marketing, direct mail
and sales promotion, work best when they are pulling in the same direction, rather than
contradicting each other with inconsistent messages.

The concept was given momentum by the downsizing of organisations so that depart-
ments were forced to merge and operate under tighter budgets. Many public relations
techniques, including media coverage, have far lower costs than traditional marketing
techniques (such as 2 for 1 offers, or direct mailshots). There was also a convergence
of corporate PR and brand marketing, where it was seen as vital to promote the organ-
isation as a brand, not only its products. The way in which oil companies have promoted
themselves as environmentally friendly might be an example of this.

In practice, integrated communications can mean that one element, often marketing
or advertising, achieves a dominant share of resources and relegates the other areas
to support roles. Paul Alvarez, former chair of Ketchum Communications (Wilcox
et al. 2003: 19) has been quoted as saying that ‘to have credibility, [public relations
practitioners] must acknowledge the roles played by other communications disci-
plines . . . By the same token, other disciplines must realise the full potential of public
relations’.
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Advertising

The distinction between advertising and PR is more easily made: advertising involves
paying a medium (TV, radio, newspaper or magazine, for example) for airtime or column
inches in which to put across a promotional message. The content of an ad is always
controlled by the advertiser, unlike the content of editorial pages or programmes, which
are controlled by journalists. Public relations practitioners try to persuade journalists to
cover their products and services on the grounds of newsworthiness. An ad doesn’t have
to satisfy any news value — it just has to be legal and paid for.
The Institute of Practitioners in Advertising defines advertising as follows:

Advertising presents the most persuasive possible selling message to the right
prospects for the product or service at the lowest possible cost.

Here, the phrase ‘selling message’ distinguishes the two disciplines — PR aims not to
increase sales, but to increase understanding. Sometimes, of course, understanding a
product or service improves sales, but PR does not claim a direct causal link.

However, there are grey areas: corporate advertising is where an organisation
purchases space in a paper, magazine or broadcast programme to put across a general
message about itself, not its products. This message might extol its efforts to be green
or socially responsible, or it might put the management view in an industrial dispute or
takeover. The content of the message is likely to be PR-driven, related to the corporate
strategic aims of the organisation rather than product support.

Another grey area is the advertorial, where the space is bought, just like an ad, but
is filled with text and images very similar to the surrounding editorial. This is increas-
ingly common in magazines and, although the word ‘advertorial’ is usually clear at the
top of the page, it’s in small print and the casual reader may well believe they are
reading another article about, say, skincare products. As a result they may believe the
text reflects the impartial view of the magazine rather than the more interested view of
an advertiser. Harrison (1995: 5) comments,

The strength of advertorials over advertisements is that their style and format give
greater credibility to the products they are advertising, by explaining them in appar-
ently objective terms through a third party, the journalist. But what does that do to
the credibility of the journalist or the publication in which the advertorial appears?
If there is no intention to mislead the reader into confusing the advertising message
with a news or feature report, why not just use an advertisement?

PR history

Knowing where, when and how something started is also often helpful in working out
what it is. The following section briefly looks at the ways PR has been used in the past
and how it has changed during the last century. Given the difficulty of defining
public relations, it is not surprising that its history is full of confusion. Should we start
with flags and Roman coins as early examples of corporate identity, or go back as far
as cave paintings? What about the leaflets that circulated in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century, such as Tom Paine’s Rights of Man? The rise in literacy and
printing presses in the nineteenth century led to many reforming campaigns concerning
health, suffrage and education conducted by pamphlet and newspapers articles. Are these
examples of early pressure group PR?



"ou] JnooJey jo uorssiuad £q paonpoiday ‘7z 861 WUNH pue Siunin :22.10g

Kepoy Sursyoeid
suonestuesIo jo

S1 0C 0S S1 o3ejuoorad pajewnsy
sorouoSe ssoursnq
sorouage ‘ssoursnq ‘suoneroosse jgoid-uou uonowoid jonpord Kepoy
‘ssoursnq poye[nSoy aanneduwo) UOWIUIOAOLD) ‘aneay) ‘surodg pasnoeld a1oyp
sIoped| [euolssajord sa3y
‘s1018ONPI ‘sAeurog sAeurag T plempyg 00T AAT wnureq "1°'d [eo110)STY SuIped |
Surpuejsiopun sopmpe
JO oAnen[BAd JO oAnen[BAd drysiopear ‘Kjijiqepear (osnoy Sununoo,
SOATIRULIO SOATIBULIO] QMg QM [OIBISAT JO BN
Joeqpasg
- - [opowr
dnoin « dnoin 09y ¢ 99In0§ 00y ¢ 92In0S 09y < 99In0g UONBIIUNUILIO))
S109JJ0 padue[eq S109JJ9 paduB[EqUII juepodw ying [e1IUSSSI JOU YN} UOIBIIUNUIWIOD
‘Kem-om], ‘Kem-omJ, ‘Kem-ouQ 9jo1dwod :Kem-auQ Jo amyeN
Surpuejsiopun uoneuLIoJul
reniny uotsensiod oynuaIdg JO UOTRUTWASSI(] epuededoig asodmg
O14JUUAS D14JUUASD uoyvuLLOful Anoygnd
Apm-omJ| Apm-omJ| oygng /Aua3p ssag O1JS1I2JODADY))

12PoN

suone[a1 o1jqnd JO S[opowW INOJ JO SONSLIAORIRYD 7' 2]qD]



12 The Public Relations Handbook

Grunig and Hunt’s four models

James Grunig and Todd Hunt (1984) suggested a useful way of looking at PR history,
by using four categories of communication relationship with publics, placed in a histor-
ical context (see Table 1.2). Grunig and Hunt used examples from US history. The
following discussion also includes some UK illustrations.

Press agentry/publicity model

This is probably the kind of activity that most people associate with public relations. A
press agent or publicist aims to secure coverage for a client, and truth is not an absolute
requirement. This type of PR is most common in showbusiness — celebrity PR — where
individuals are promoted through media coverage. Grunig and Hunt point out that ‘prac-
titioners in these organisations concern themselves most with getting attention in the
media for their clients’ (1984: 25). Understanding is not necessary for this kind of PR,
which is likely to measure success in column inches or airtime. Press agents are the
figures at the centre of any ‘hype’, and have also been derogatively called ‘flacks’ by
journalists.

Past examples Grunig and Hunt’s example of this kind of PR is the American circus
owner P.T. Barnum, who in the 1850s obtained massive coverage for his ‘Greatest Show
on Earth’. He coined the phrase ‘there’s no such thing as bad publicity’ and used stunts
such as the ‘marriage’ of circus stars Tom Thumb and Jenny Lind to gain massive media
coverage. The theorist Daniel Boorstin called events like these ‘pseudo events’ — activ-
ities created solely for publicity purposes. However, he added:

Contrary to popular belief, Barnum’s great discovery was not how easy it is to deceive
the public, but rather, how much the public enjoyed being deceived.
(Boorstin, quoted in Harrison 1995: 15)

He also donated part of opening night proceeds to charity to gain bigger audiences, as
well as giving away tickets to journalists to ensure they attended and reviewed his shows,
techniques which are still used today.

Current examples Barnum’s obvious successor today is publicist Max Clifford, who
has an astonishing reputation for securing front page coverage for his clients, though he
also claims that much of his work is spent keeping them out of the papers. Both activ-
ities would be typical of press agentry, which is not always over-concerned with the
factual accuracy of information provided. One of Clifford’s most memorable coups must
be the Sun’s front page headline ‘Freddie Starr ate my hamster’, which would certainly
be covered by the Boorstin quote above.

Another example might be publicity activity surrounding David and Victoria
Beckham, which has been orchestrated by a number of public relations consultancies.
Celebrity PR has increasingly influenced the news content of daily newspapers, as
well as providing the material for a proliferation of magazines like Hello!, Now!
and OK!/

Public information model

This kind of communication provides information to people — where accuracy is now
important, indeed essential. This model does not seek to persuade the audience or change
attitudes. Its role is similar to that of an in-house journalist (Grunig and Hunt 1984),
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releasing relevant information to those who need it. This practitioner may not know
much about the audience, and tends to rely on one-way communication, from sender to
receiver.

Past examples Grunig and Hunt cite the work of Ivy Leadbetter Lee at the turn of the
twentieth century. He was a business journalist who tried to obtain information about
the highly secretive US industrial conglomerations that dominated the economy of the
time. Lee felt that business secrecy was a poor policy and in 1904 he set up an agency,
later declaring his principles to the press:

This is not a secret press bureau. All our work is done in the open. We aim to supply
news. This is not an advertising agency; if you think any of our matter properly
ought to go to your business office, do not use it. Our matter is accurate. Further
details on any subject treated will be supplied promptly, and any editor will be
assisted most cheerfully in verifying directly any statement of fact. Upon enquiry,
full information will be given to any editor concerning those on whose behalf the
article is sent out.

(quoted in Grunig and Hunt 1984: 33)

An early illustration of his principle in practice was his advice to a rail company to tell
the truth about an accident instead of concealing it. The company’s reputation for fair-
ness increased and the value of public information was established. Lee also had a
long-standing relationship with the Rockefeller family, beginning when he advised them
on how to respond to the Ludlow Massacre at the Colorado Fuel and Iron Company
plant and culminating in advice on how to counter their image as greedy capitalists by
publicising the money they gave to charity. Lee’s own reputation was destroyed in the
1930s when he tried to advise Nazi Germany on how to improve German—American
relations.

Other examples Public information functions were established in the UK from the nine-
teenth century. One of the earliest appointments in the field was the British Treasury
spokesman appointed in 1809. The Post Office and local government also played
pioneering roles in supplying regular and reliable information to the public, as their role
and responsibilities expanded to reflect the social change through the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth century (L’Etang 1998). In 1910 the Marconi Company set
up a department to send out press releases about its advances in wireless telegraphy,
and in 1911 the Insurance Commission undertook a public relations campaign to explain
the benefits of the National Insurance Act (Wilcox et al. 2003: 32). Practitioners from
local government also played a leading part in defining public relations, through art-
icles in the 1920s and 1930s and, later, by setting up the Institute of Public Relations
in 1948 (L’Etang 1998).

Current examples Local and central government continue to practise public informa-
tion communication. Press releases giving details of committee decisions, budget
allocation, or movement of personnel are typical public information activities. In recent
years, the shift from public to private sector utilities has placed a similar emphasis on
the need to explain pricing policies to customers. Many large organisations have
improved their ‘transparency’ — the availability of information to the public. Much of
this has been improved — or driven — by improved technology via the internet.
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Two-way asymmetric PR
This model introduces the idea of feedback or two-way communication. However, it is
asymmetric or imbalanced because the intended change is in the audience’s attitudes or
behaviour rather than in the organisation’s practices. It is also described as persuasive
communication and can be demonstrated in health campaigns, for example.

Persuasive communication relies on an understanding of the attitudes and behaviour
of the targeted publics, so planning and research are important to this kind of public
relations.

Past examples Persuasive communication was developed by pioneers like Edward L.
Bernays, who came to prominence in the US Creel Committee, established to advise
the US government during the First World War. Bernays described the power of their
wartime propaganda:

Intellectual and emotional bombardment aroused Americans to a pitch of enthusiasm.
The bombardment came at people from all sides — advertisements, news, volunteer
speakers, posters, schools, theatres; millions of homes displayed service flags. The
war aims and ideals were continually projected to the eyes and ears of the populace.

(quoted in Harrison 1995: 19)

The Committee persuaded the media to encourage Americans to save food and invest in
Liberty Bonds, publicising Woodrow Wilson’s War aims ‘to make the world safe for
democracy’. The American Red Cross co-operated with the Committee and enrolled more
than 19 million members and raised more than $400 million (Wilcox et al. 2003: 40).

Bernays developed these ideas after the war, writing the first book on the subject,
Crystallising Public Opinion, in 1923. The first sentence reads, ‘In writing this book I
have tried to set down the broad principles that govern the new profession of public
relations.” He was invited to start the first PR education course at New York University
in 1924 (ibid.: 43). Bernays’ understanding of the psychology of persuasive communi-
cation may well have been influenced by his uncle Sigmund Freud and certainly drew
on contemporary developments in social sciences. He consulted a psychoanalyst when
he was hired to expand sales of Lucky Strike cigarettes, who told him that they could
be seen as torches of freedom by women who wanted to be equal with men. Bernays
persuaded ten debutantes to smoke while walking in New York’s Easter parade (ibid.:
45). This ‘stunt’ had an immediate and dramatic effect on the sales of cigarettes to
women, and shows how press agentry tactics can be used to persuasive or asymmetric
ends. In 1929, General Electric hired Bernays to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of
Thomas Edison’s invention of the light bulb. He arranged ‘Light’s Golden Jubilee’,
persuading many of the world’s utilites to switch off their power all at the same time
to commemorate Edison (ibid.: 46). His wife, Doris Fleischman, was an equal partner
in their public relations firm and contributed to their many achievements in the field
until her death in 1980. Bernays was the first PR academic and his influence continued
throughout his long life (he died in 1995 aged 103).

Other examples In Britain, PR was developing along similar lines. L’Etang (1998)
describes the work of Sir Stephen Tallents, who helped create the Empire Marketing
Board in 1924 to promote trade in Empire products. He spent over £1 million on
campaigns involving posters, films and exhibitions. Tallents wrote The Projection of
England (1932) which was influential in ‘persuading British policy makers of the benefit
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of a cultural propaganda policy and formed the blueprint of the British Council (1934)’
(L’Etang 1998). Tallents went on to help found the Institute of Public Relations in
1948.

Tallents, like many contemporary public relations practitioners in the UK and USA,
learned his communication skills in propaganda efforts in the two world wars. The
line between persuasion and propaganda was not seen as a problem, as the quote above
illustrates.

Current examples Today propaganda is seen as undesirable and persuasion as suspi-
cious — which partially accounts for the general distrust of public relations. Grunig
argues that the asymmetrical model may be unethical as it is ‘a way of getting what an
organisation wants without changing its behaviour or without compromising’ (1992: 39).
But other academics, such as Miller (1989), describe public relations and persuasion as
almost synonymous, because they both use symbols (texts or images) to attempt to
control the environment. Miller states that if the persuadees are engaged in the symbolism
they may persuade themselves to accept the message. The example of Bernays and ciga-
rettes given above illustrates this point. L’Etang points out that the ‘concept of free will
is important in separating persuasion from its negative connotations of manipulation,
coercion, “brainwashing” and propaganda’ (L’Etang 1996¢: 113).

Examples of positive persuasive communication might include public health
campaigns, such as reducing smoking or encouraging safer driving habits. These
campaigns depend on theories of social psychology and much audience research. It is
easy to argue that while the organisation — in this case the government — clearly bene-
fits from reduced health care costs and fewer motoring fatalities, the person changing
his or her habits (the persuadee) also clearly benefits from a longer, healthier life.

Another timeless example is political campaigning at elections, where each candidate
seeks to influence their constituents. However, the recent discussion of political ‘spin’
raises the possibility that tactics used legitimately in elections are now being used in
government, instead of the more traditional public information approach. Perhaps it is
not the practice that is new — Joseph Doane was appointed by the government as a
‘Reporter to the Press’ on behalf of George III to ‘manage’ press coverage of the mon-
arch’s madness (Boston 1996). But in recent years the media has paid more attention
to the process by which political information reaches the public — very useful material
for the student of public relations.

Persuasion is not, of course, confined to the public sector and two-way asymmetric
public relations is probably the most widely used type of PR. Most businesses — indeed
most public relations — today try to persuade key publics that their goods or services
are reliable, safe, value for money and so on. Advertising is perhaps the most extreme
version of this approach and some theorists (such as Noam Chomsky) say persuasion
often slides into propaganda, because the benefits are largely enjoyed by the advertiser,
not the consumer.

Two-way symmetric PR

This model is sometimes described as the ‘ideal’ of public relations. It describes a level
of equality of communication not often found in real life, where each party is willing
to alter their behaviour to accommodate the needs of the other.

While the other models are characterised by monologue-type communication, the
symmetric model involves ideas of dialogue. It could lead an organisation’s manage-
ment to exchange views with other groups, possibly leading to both management and
publics being influenced and adjusting their attitudes and behaviours. Communication
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in this model is fully reciprocal and power relationships are balanced. The terms ‘sender’
and ‘receiver’ are not applicable in such a communication process, where the goal is
mutual understanding (Windahl et al. 1992).

In both two-way models the public relations practitioner can act as a negotiator
between the interests of the organisation and the interests of the particular public — what
Grunig (1992: 9) calls ‘boundary-spanning’. As mentioned earlier, L’Etang (1996b) has
found a number of similarities between public relations and diplomacy, which are also
relevant here. She contrasts the role of diplomat (two-way symmetry) with that of advo-
cate (two-way asymmetry). It is the diplomacy role which aims to facilitate the ‘mutual
understanding’ described above and contained in the definition of public relations
provided by the IPR. Grunig and other theorists suggest that this model is the most
ethical, because it creates an equality of exchange. Others, like L’Etang, point out that
the public relations practitioner is never disinterested — there is always an employer or
client — and, as organisations rarely act against their own interests, the communication
is still asymmetrical (L’Etang 1996c).

Past examples Grunig suggests that there are few examples of two-way symmetry in
practice and that most of this approach is theoretical, as taught in universities rather
than practised in the workplace. However, perhaps as a result of this trend in educa-
tion, practice is changing.

Current examples PR practitioners aim increasingly to be part of the decision-making
process. The rise in strategic PR reflects the rise in awareness of the need to understand
publics and anticipate and defuse potential problems. These days PR often involves
persuading the organisation to change its practice in the face of public pressure.
Supermarkets’ response to public opposition to genetically modified foods (see the Marks
& Spencer case study in Chapter 10) illustrates how an astute PR awareness of public
concern can create opportunities for organisations willing to change their behaviour. The
growth in focus groups and market research to ascertain public opinion on a wide range
of political as well as consumer issues could illustrate growth in two-way symmetric
PR. New Labour has enthusiastically sought to use a range of market research tech-
niques to influence policy making. However, genuine two-way symmetry can occur only
where both parties have equal power to influence the other — and it is worth remem-
bering that this is the rarest form of PR.

It is important to note that these models do not reflect the ‘real’ world. They are not
placed in chronological order and they do not exist in isolation. Grunig and Grunig
(1989) point out that more than one model is usually used in organisations and ‘organ-
isations may use different models as strategies for dealing with different publics or
different public relations problems’.

As this chapter has shown, there are many arguments against the ideas put forward
by Grunig and Hunt’s four models, but they do help us to understand different kinds of
public relations in theory and in practice.

Questions for discussion

1 How would you fit the following examples of public relations into Grunig’s and Hunt’s four
models:

a) Campaign to reduce teenage pregnancy.
b) Launch of a new car.
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c) Leaflet giving details of new bank charges.
d) Invitation to discuss plans for new supermarket.

Grunig and Hunt say that two-way symmetric communication is the ideal model. Do you
think this is possible? Is persuasion a dirty word?

Why do you think public relations is so difficult to define? Which of the existing definitions
seems most useful to you?

The launch of a Hollywood children’s movie might involve: billboard posters; images on
packets of crisps, sweets and lunchboxes; the organisation of a premiere in the West End
of London; guest appearances by stars on children’s TV shows; and articles about the use
of special effects in film or general media. Which of these are public relations? What are
the others?

How does public relations’ history help explain the reputation of the industry today? What
do you think would improve the standing of public relations in society?

Note: Thanks to Alison Theaker for her contributions to this chapter.



Public relations and
communications

Johanna Fawkes

Chapter aims

The previous chapter demonstrates that history is full of professional communicators — whether
on behalf of kings or circuses. The four models suggest different approaches to communication
— one-way and two-way — that reflect the relationship between the communicating parties. This
chapter looks at different ways of describing the communication process, introduces some
ideas about the psychology of communication and examines the role of the media in
communicating to and between organisations and individuals in society. Topics covered include
a definition of communication and its core concepts, a history of communication models and
the effects of the mass media.

What is communication?

t is impossible not to communicate — you don’t need words, grammar or syntax.

Humans communicate before and after they can use language by using sounds and

gestures. Babies yell at different frequencies depending on whether they are hungry,
frustrated or have a full nappy. Usually their carer can tell the difference. Later, on
holidays, people point and smile and nod at strangers and, usually, find the beach, bank
or souvenir shop.

All you need to communicate is someone else. ‘It takes two to speak,” said Thoreau,
‘one to speak and another to hear.’

Communication seems so simple until we begin to examine it. Then all sorts of terms
and concepts creep into the conversation. Even the definitions add to the confusion:
Windahl and Signitzer (1992) point out that there are two main traditions in defining
communication — the one-way transmission model and the two-way exchange concept.
They quote Theodorsen and Theodorsen (1992: 6) who define communication as
‘the transmission of information, ideas, attitudes, or emotion from one person or group
to another (or others) primarily through symbols’. The Shannon—-Weaver model of
communication illustrates this approach (see p. 21). In contrast, Rogers and Kincaid
define communication as ‘a process in which the participants create and share informa-
tion with one another in order to reach a mutual understanding’ (quoted in Windahl and
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Signitzer 1992: 6). This is quite close to Grunig’s two-way symmetric model examined
in the last chapter. Before looking at more models it’s worth clarifying a few terms.

Levels of communication

Berger (1995) identifies four levels of communication: intrapersonal (thoughts), inter-
personal (conversations), small group communication (like a lecture) and mass
communication. He points out that ‘talking to oneself’ uses the neurological/chemical
apparatus of the brain as the channel of communication; talking to another or others
uses the airwaves to carry the verbal message, as well as non-verbal communication,
like body language, facial expression and so on. Mass media communication uses print,
broadcast or phone wires to communicate with a wide range of geographically scattered
people.

Core concepts of communication

Burgoon et al. (1994) suggest that intent is a key concept — where both source and
receiver know that communication is occurring. This excludes all the accidents of over-
hearing or instances where the television is on, but the room is empty.

Meaning is also crucial: without a shared understanding of the meaning of words and
symbols, communication is at best limited, at worst impossible. Imagine driving in a
country where a red traffic light meant ‘go’. The discussion on semiotics (p. 25) and
Chapter 7 on corporate identity help explain these issues.

Another issue is noise, which is interference between elements in a communication,
and can mean technical interference (like static on the line), semantic interference (where
the meaning is unclear) and psychological interference (where the receiver is unable to
understand the message because of their own state of mind or personality). Shannon
and Weaver’s model looks at noise.

Feedback is also an important concept. It is what makes the difference between one-
way communication, where the sender has no knowledge — or possibly interest — in the
receiver’s response, and two-way communication, where the receiver can comment or
even alter events by responding to a message. Berlo (1960), writing about feedback,
said, ‘How can anyone know that a communication has taken place unless there is a
response from the receiver?’

Finally we must consider the concept of mediation — the means by which the
communication is transmitted, whether in person, by language or gesture, or via another
medium, print or broadcast.

Unmediated communication means any two-way contact that does not pass through
a channel or medium. This can be one-to-one (a conversation), one-to-many (a speech),
or even many-to-one (a protest). It’s worth pointing out that even direct communication
between individuals contains a number of variables such as: voice, body language, prox-
imity and facial expression.

Mediated communication adds a channel — a means of transmitting the message. This
could still be one-to-one, like a telephone conversation. Or it could be one-to-many, like
a radio broadcast. The kind of channel used and its technical efficiency will affect the
message (see the section on ‘noise’ on p. 21), for example talking on your mobile as
you enter a railway tunnel will reduce the efficacy of the message. The internet and the
World Wide Web provide a wholly new possibility — many-to-many communication
using newsgroups to talk to newsgroups.
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Fiske (1990) distinguishes between presentational and representational media. The
presentational media are those which are not mediated, such as voice, body language
and facial expressions. They require the presence of both the communicator and the
receiver to create acts of communication. Representational media may include these
elements but the communicator does not need to be actually present. This would include
television interviews for example, but could also include paintings, photographs, books,
even gardens and buildings — anything, in fact, that makes a statement or ‘text’ but does
not require its creator to be present for a ‘reading’ to be taken. Fiske calls these works
of communication. He also examines the ‘mechanical’ media of television, radio and
telephone and points out the extra technical requirements of these media. Other theo-
rists would describe technical issues as relating to channels not media, but they are often
used to mean the same thing.

The media most relevant to public relations are the mass media — newspapers and
magazines, radio and television and, increasingly, the internet (but see p. 24). These
media allow communicators to reach at low cost (compared to contacting them indi-
vidually) large numbers of people who have already chosen to purchase or consume
that paper or magazine or programme. The audience may be vast, like the readership
of a national newspaper, or quite small, like a magazine’s subscribers.

To reach these audiences via the mass media involves having your message selected
for inclusion by journalists according to formal or informal ideas of what they think the
reader or viewer wants, sometimes called news values. The journalist takes on a ‘gate-
keeper’ role, deciding what does and does not get forwarded to the medium’s users. Of
course, advertisers can reach the same audiences without going through this ‘gate’, but
they lose credibility or third-party endorsement in the process.

Most public relations communication is mediated, though it is worth remembering
that public relations also uses direct media, such as exhibitions, leaflets or corporate
videos, where the content is wholly controlled by the sender. Interestingly, the internet
allows both kinds of communication. Some sites are run by media organisations where
inclusion is controlled by journalists, such as the Guardian’s www.newsunlimited sites
or BBC Online. But websites, chatrooms and newsgroups allow direct communication
with interested parties — and, of course, between them.

The communication models discussed below help explain these developments.

A brief history of communication models

Aristotle (384-322 BC) is often cited as the first authority on communication. His works
on rhetoric — the art of influencing others through the spoken word — developed with
the growth of democracy in Ancient Greece and are still highly influential. Many polit-
ical speeches depend on the techniques he advocated, such as the use of repetition in
Tony Blair’s ‘education, education, education’ speech. Aristotle believed communica-
tion consisted of three elements:

* ethos — the nature or qualities of the communicator
* logos — the nature, structure and content of the message

* pathos — the nature, feelings and thoughts of the receiver or audience.

More recently, in 1948, political scientist Harold Laswell created a formula to describe
the communication process:
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* who says

* what

* to whom

» with what
« effect?

This has been very influential, and reflects interest at that time in the power of propa-
ganda. But it assumes that communication will always have an effect and suggests that
communication is always persuasive. In this model, the communicator or sender decides
what and how to communicate and the receiver just waits to be affected — an approach
that is now considered very limited (McQuail and Windahl 1993).

Claude Shannon, a mathematician, created a representation of Laswell’s formula as
a linear, mathematical equation in 1949. He and his partner Warren Weaver worked for
Bell Telephones and their interest was driven by the technical requirements of a medium.
They introduced the crucial concept of interference in communication, which they called
‘noise’. Interference might occur in the handset of the speaker or receiver, or in the
lines connecting them. As a result, the message could be distorted and misunderstood.
The same principle could be translated to different media, for example radio static, poor
TV reception, small print, blurred photographs. Noise was later expanded to include
daydreaming, physical discomfort or other kinds of distraction. It was an important
reminder that communication sent is not always — if ever — the same as communication
received.

A simple communication model will include a source or sender who selects informa-
tion (encodes) to create a message that will be transmitted by a channel to a receiver
who selects a meaning from the message (decodes) and responds with action or no action
(feedback). Harrison’s adaptation of the Shannon and Weaver model demonstrates this
clearly (Figure 2.1). This model has some useful elements for public relations, particu-
larly regarding the concepts of noise and the role of feedback. Fiske (1990: 8) describes
noise as ‘anything that is added to the signal between transmission and reception that
is not intended by the source’. Shannon and Weaver were most concerned with engin-
eering noise, such as physical interference on the phone line, which might affect the
message. The modern equivalent of physical noise might be the interruption of a mobile
phone conversation while the train goes through a tunnel. Shannon and Weaver added
the concept of semantic noise, to cover the wider range of possible interference between

;
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Figure 2.1 Harrison’s adaptation of Shannon and Weaver’s model

Source: Harrison 1995: 30, Figure 3.1. Used by permission of Thompson Learning
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a sender and receiver of a message, such as the receiver’s physical discomfort, or
distracting thoughts. The point is that the person you are speaking to may not receive
the message you intended to transmit. So, how can you tell? This is where feedback
comes in.

When two people are in conversation, the speaker is free to adjust his or her tone,
speed, language, emphasis and so on, according to questions, nods, smiles and other
responses from the listener. Indeed, if something is not understood, it can quickly be
made clear. The source and receiver are in a constant feedback and adjustment loop.
This feedback element is crucial to effective public relations — we need to know if the
message was received, how it was understood and what actions or changes in attitude
or behaviour have followed receipt of the message. Feedback is what tells the practi-
tioner that his or her sense of humour or wit has backfired or, more simply, that the
language is too complex for a particular audience.

However, this still presents two problems. First, it is linear: feedback is not the same
thing as equal participation in the communication, and second, it is hard to place the
mass media comfortably in this model. The Osgood-Schramm model (Figure 2.2)
suggests a more equal model of communication while the Westley—Mclean model
describes the role of the mass media in communication.

Osgood and Schramm were central to the development of the second approach
suggested by Rogers and Kincaid, which was discussed earlier in the chapter when we
looked at contrasting concepts of communication. In 1954, they created a circular model,
which showed that the receiver as well as the sender is engaged in a continuous and
active act of communication. Each party has to interpret the message and shape a
response before sending it out or back. Schramm added,

In fact it is misleading to think of the communication process as starting somewhere
and ending somewhere. It is really endless. We are really switchboard centres
handling and rerouting the great endless current of information.

(quoted in McQuail and Windahl 1993: 20)

Message

Encoder Decoder

( Interpreter ) ( Interpreter )

Decoder

Encoder

Message

Figure 2.2 The Osgood—Schramm model of communication

Source: McQuail and Windahl 1993: 19, Figure 2.2.3. Used by permission of Longman
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Figure 2.3 The Westley-McLean model of communication

Source: Windahl et al. 1992: 121, Figure 11.1. Reprinted by permission of Sage Publications Ltd

This more equal communication relationship was continued in the work of McLeod and
Chaffee whose co-orientation models (1973) influenced much of Grunig’s thinking on
two-way communication.

The second problem with the linear models, which also applies to Osgood and
Schramm, is that they do not include a mass media role. Feedback in mass media
communications is quite different from personal or group communications. There may
be letters to the editor, of course, but often the effect of a communication is very hard
to measure. By far the most useful model from this period is the Westley—McLean model
of 1957 (Figure 2.3) because it is the first to address the role of the mass media in
communication.

Westley and McLean introduce the role of the gatekeeper or channel (C) into the
communication flow between (A), which is similar to a source, and (B), which is similar
to a receiver. However, they elaborate these roles so that (A) becomes the advocate, the
‘purposive role’, and (B), the individual or group public, is deemed to have a ‘behav-
ioural role’. This model also shows events in the environment (X) and the response of
all the players to those events. It is the first to describe the role of the public relations
professional so clearly. (A) has to gather relevant information from the internal and
external environment and create an appropriate message (X”) to pass through the channel
(C) or gatekeeper who may alter it (X”) before it can reach the public (individual or
group) over whose behaviour (B) influence is sought. The model reminds the PR that
the journalist or gatekeeper has access to more information (X,) than their press
releases. The model also describes the complexity of feedback in mass media com-
munication with feedback loops running between the PR and the journalist, the PR
and the public, and the public and the journalist, though the feedback via mass media
is delayed.
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It is worth noting that the internet is reducing the gatekeeper role of the journalist,
as organisations can post whatever materials they choose on their own website, and
create direct links with their key audiences. Likewise, the behaviour group (B) is no
longer dependent on the mass media for information and can access the events in the
environment directly. (B) can also contact other members of the audience and exchange
communication without contact with (A) or (C).

The Westley—McLean model has proved a valuable starting point for examining the
process of communication, but the emphasis is still on how the sender constructs the
message. There are other theorists who see the process and the actions of the sender as
quite irrelevant. They emphasise the role of the audience or receiver in constructing
meaning.

Communication as meaning

Semiotics is a vast field of study, pioneered by academics like C.S. Peirce (1931-5) and
F. de Saussure (1915), originating in the study of language and using theories of signs
and symbols that have been adopted and adapted by other communication academics,
such as reception theorists. Semiotics cannot be fully explored here, but it is worth
pointing out a few elements from this approach which are relevant to students of public
relations. The first is that such theorists are not interested in sources, or where messages
come from — only in how meaning is created in the mind of the receiver. It argues that
audiences ‘decode’ images and words according to their own personal, cultural or social
terms of reference to obtain their own meaning of a message.

All communication is constructed of signs, made of words and gestures. While
gestures for food or sleep might be universal, the words are not. Semiotics breaks signs
into the thing itself (for example what you eat), the sign for it (the letters F-O-O-D,
which are, of course, inedible and which change from language to language) and the
meaning you associate with that sign (food means different things to the starving and
the bulimic reader). It investigates the gaps between what is intended — or encoded —
by the source, and what is understood — or decoded — by the receiver. Unlike some of
the earlier models in this chapter, semiotics does not make a distinction between the
encoder and decoder of the sign. The issue is not whether the person using or inter-
preting the sign is a speaker, listener, writer or reader. ‘Decoding is as active and creative
as encoding’, according to Fiske (1990: 42).

Fiske describes semiotics as consisting of a) the sign itself; b) the codes or systems
into which signs are organised; and c) the culture in which these codes and signs operate.
As suggested above, Saussure proposed that a sign consists of the physical reality of a
thing (the signifier) and the mental concept the decoder holds of the thing (the signi-
fied). He also suggested the signified is distinguished by what it is not as much as
what it is, for example a boy is a Not-man and a Not-girl. The arrangements of mean-
ings gathered in this way can be called codes or systems and reflect the values and
culture of the decoder. A brief reflection on the changing meaning of the ‘teenager’
through the twentieth century illustrates that the meaning refers to much more than
the age of a person. Moreover, the Western version of a teenager cannot be assumed
to be universal — many cultures do not have the same attitudes, positive or negative,
towards young people. Roland Barthes’ Mythologies (1972) is an extremely readable
exploration of these issues, often using advertisements to start a discussion of the
meaning of images.
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In semiotics, meanings can be described as:

1 Denotative — what the word means in the dictionary sense, for example ‘chair: a
piece of furniture for sitting on’.

2 Connotative — the images or associations created in the mind of the receiver, for
example ‘school’ can evoke the happiest days of your life, or an eternity of terror
and boredom.

3 Ambiguous — where the same word means different things in a given language, for
example ‘bear’ can be a noun describing a woolly beast or a verb meaning to carry.
Puns and poems depend on ambiguity for their effect.

4 Polysemic — where readers/viewers can derive different meanings from the same set
of information — pictures or text. This builds on the different connotations people
bring to a message, but reflects the wider social context of a message, not just the
subjective response. For example, an image of a woman in a swimming costume
may represent different meanings to people of different cultures or different polit-
ical and ideological views.

Semiotics is useful for public relations practitioners because it makes us think about
how people use the information — text, image, sound, colour — to construct their own
versions of our message. It also emphasises the role of culture in conferring meaning —
and reminds the communicator not to assume that others share their values and atti-
tudes. Public relations practitioners need to be aware of the varying reactions people
can have to the same word or image. Failure to do so can lead to misunderstanding or
even offence.

The study of signs and codes has also influenced the study of the media and their
effects. There are two schools of theory which reflect this work — media content analysis
and reception theory. The first involves a painstaking analysis of the use of language
and images in media output over a period of time, originally by hand, increasingly by
computer. Searching for particular words in newspapers or broadcasts can help reveal
how the media can use language to construct a version of reality. For example, Miller
et al. (1998) looked at national UK TV news and press reporting of AIDS between
November 1988 and April 1990 to understand how HIV/AIDS was being discussed at
that time. However, to understand how the discussion was being received or valued by
the media audiences, they needed to investigate the reception of the messages: ‘it is
impossible to determine how people will understand or interpret a text simply by
analysing the content; it is necessary to examine the responses of actual audiences’
(Miller ef al. 1998: 10).

Discourse analysis is linked to these approaches, in that it looks beneath the text and
image to discover what is really being communicated, and also grows out of semiotics.
It also looks at the complex social rules that are followed when two or more people are
in conversation. It suggests that all human communication whether in person or via the
media can be seen as narrative (van Dijk 1983: 85, cited in McQuail 2000: 346), part
of the story we tell about ourselves and about the world. The different ‘stories’ about
HIV/AIDS in the past two decades and in different countries, cultures, gender and sexual
orientation groups will be reflected in the media coverage and personal discussion.
Again, the subjective experience of reality is emphasised.

Discourse analysis also supports media content analysis, by stressing that media output
is the result of social, historical and institutional structures, which produce formal
discourses, or ways of discussing issues. Particular news reports can also be studied —
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it is interesting to note that journalists talk about a good ‘story’. The theory certainly
suggests that news is structured to follow a clear narrative order, with beginning, middle
and end — and, preferably, heroes and villains.

Uses and gratifications approach

The importance of audiences is also central to Blumler and Katz’s uses and gratifications
approach. This suggests that people are active seekers of information who choose to
read or watch particular magazines or programmes because they expect that medium to
supply them with a particular need. McQuail ef al. (1972) identify these needs as falling
into four main categories:

Diversion — escape from routine or personal problems.
2 Personal relationships — such as companionship.

Personal identity — which might include a fanzine or other entertainment aimed at
their age group.

4 Surveillance — which means finding out about the world.

Further motivations were suggested by McGuire, who added that needs could be ‘cogni-
tive’ (searching for knowledge) or ‘affective’ (looking for emotional rewards); that
audiences could be ‘active’ or ‘passive’ consumers of media; that they might be driven
by ‘internal’ or ‘external’ goals; and that they may be seeking ‘growth’ or ‘stability’
(McQuail 2000: 388).

The public relations practitioner needs to understand the complex and different ways
in which people use each medium — and to remember that people haven’t bought a
magazine or turned on the TV just to hear the message the PR wants to put across.
Instead the practitioner can use this approach to think about the state of mind of the
media user and try to match the medium and the message to meet their needs.

The psychology of communication

This chapter has looked at the role of the sender as outlined in the Westley—-McLean
model, the meaning of the message as explained by semiotics, and the motivations of
the receiver through the uses and gratifications approach. The German scholar Maletzke
provides an overview of the whole communication process, combining all these elements
(Figure 2.4).

There are many useful points for public relations practitioners in this model, such as
the role played in communication by the communicator’s personality, the social context,
the working environment and other pressures. Likewise, the receiver is placed in a social
context, subject to his or her own environmental pressures. It makes the processes of
encoding and decoding quite detailed and explicit. Maletzke suggests that the medium
is surrounded by a series of pressures or constraints. From the communicator’s perspec-
tive there are choices to be made — how to shape the message and prepare it for the
journalist, for example. The medium itself has constraints — material prepared for broad-
cast is different from material prepared for press. The fact that the communication is
public also brings restraints. These can all affect the selection and structuring of content
and might also cover awareness of such elements as the legal aspects of the medium
and relevant news values.
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The receiver is also placed in their own context — their ‘reading’ will be affected by
their self-image, personality, social environment and membership of the media audience.
Each medium has its own characteristics that affect the way the receiver experiences
the content, from the feel of a newspaper to shared viewing at a cinema. Different
attitudes to the internet illustrate this point: there are those who logged on years ago,
enthusiastically navigating their way through cyberspace, while others hesitate, scared
of the mouse.

Mass media effects

One of the longest running disputes in communication and media theory is the question
of how much the media influence their audiences and how persuasive communication
can be. Some academics study the psychology of individuals to understand different
responses to messages such as advertisements or health campaigns. Other academics
study the connections between violence on television and violence in society. There are
those who argue that the media have a powerful role to play in shaping public opinion,
and others who say it is actually very hard to persuade others, especially via the mass
media. This section cannot cover all of these debates but looks at some of the issues
most relevant to the student of public relations.

Early theories of media effects evolved between the two world wars and were heavily
influenced by the Nazi use of new media such as cinema as propaganda. The Frankfurt
School of academics who fled Nazi Germany in the early 1930s carried overwhelming
fears that mass media would generate mass effects and that whoever controlled the media
would control their society. Their view is sometimes described as the ‘hypodermic
model’, suggesting that audiences are passive and react in a uniform manner to a media
message. But US social scientists (especially the Yale School) after the Second World
War — also concerned about the power of propaganda — conducted extensive research
into voter behaviour which suggested that people are actually more likely to be influ-
enced by their friends and neighbours or other ‘opinion formers’ than the papers they
read. This was called the ‘two-step flow’ theory and was developed by Katz and
Lazerfield (1955) (Figure 2.5).

This idea dominated discussion of the media and communication effects and stimu-
lated more research into the psychology of individuals and how people respond to
messages. Questions of attitude formation and change, beliefs, values and opinions were
investigated as part of the research into persuasive communication. However, in the
1970s, some academics (including the Birmingham School) returned to the ideas of the
Frankfurt School and re-examined them. They looked at the effect of the media on
society and on class and found that the media tended to support the interests of capi-
talism (and its owners, of course). Researchers found negative media images of working
people, women, ethnic minorities and others with less power in society. At this time
ideas such as ‘agenda-setting” were developed, where journalists select what is important
to publish according to their implicit or explicit views of society. Unlike the Frankfurt
School or the Yale School, this group looked at effects on society as a whole, rather
than on individuals. Their more subtle description of effects has gained continuing
currency, while questions of effect on individuals — such as those exposed to violence
— is still unclear.

The influence of semiotics gave rise to the reception theory of media effects, where
meaning is ‘constructed’ in the reader or viewer (see above). Stuart Hall (1980), a leading
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Figure 2.5 The one-step and two-step flow models

Source: McQuail and Windahl 1993: 62, Figure 3.2.1. Used by permission of Longman

member of the Birmingham School, proposed that the media create ‘preferred readings’
which suggest how reality should be seen. In 2003, many media commentators expressed
alarm at the partisan language and images with which US TV reported the Iraqi War.
There was no doubt about how the audience was meant to respond (see also spiral of
silence, below). Other theorists rejected the idea that the media promotes a particular
point of view, but suggested that there might be a more neutral ‘agenda-setting’ effect,
whereby media reporting does not influence what people think, but what they think
about. 1t is certainly true that different issues dominate media debates over the longer
term, so that coverage of topics like education or health will fluctuate considerably over
a decade. But the question still remains — if the media select the topics readers talk
about, who sets their agenda?

Others have looked at the way the media, especially television, ‘constructs reality’
through its use of images. Readers of the Daily Mail and the Guardian, for example,
would have very different ideas about the effects and indeed the extent of asylum seekers
in the UK. The way the journalist, the media organisation and the reader ‘frame’ such
stories may affect the way these issues are discussed by individuals, the media and
politicians. Where one reading or frame comes to dominate the way the media handles
a story, readers/viewers with dissenting opinions may find no reflection of their views
in the mass media. According to public opinion theorist Noelle-Neumann (1991, quoted
in McQuail 2000: 461), because society tends to isolate those with different or ‘deviant’
views, and because most people fear social isolation, when a person fears their views
are not shared by others they are less likely to express their opinions. This has been
called the ‘spiral of silence’ effect: dominant views gain strength; minority views fall
silent. Some US residents who did not support the 2003 war turned to the BBC World
TV for their sources of information. This illustrates the power the media may accrue
where the audience have little information about a subject and are highly dependent on
the media for information.
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Audiences are not the only groups with problems accessing alternative information.
The increased deadlines and reduced resources of media organisations, which often
produce material round the clock or in many more editions, can in turn make journal-
ists highly dependent on public relations departments. PR people provide a ready supply
of material to fill the ever-increasing hours of airtime and acres of newsprint, whether
the subject is the latest war or celebrity, and journalists do not always challenge these
sources. The management of news by public relations is often called ‘spin’ but is not
confined to the political arena. Access to the Beckhams is probably more controlled than
that of senior government ministers. Many movie stars only agree to interviews if the
list of questions is agreed in advance and no awkward issues are raised.

It is worth noting McQuail’s (2000: 348) reversal of the traditional news sequence.
He says the journalistic view is that (1) events are matched against (2) news criteria
which, if satisfied, underpin (3) a news report which generates (4) news interest. He
suggests instead that (1) news interest influences (2) news criteria, which lead to (3)
events, which are covered in (4) news reports. This perhaps provides a more accurate
description of celebrity-driven media and shows how public relations may be involved
in creating the (3) events which are covered.

The various theories suggest that the media do have a profound influence but it is
not a simple case of cause and effect. Often the most attractive theories are not supported
by research evidence (McQuail 2000). However, many public relations practitioners still
behave as if the stimulus—response/message—effect links are unchallenged (Windahl
et al. 1992). These communicators have not moved on from the linear model and tend
to be engaged in publicity or other one-way communications. It is, after all, hard to
explain that your campaign may not work because the theories about the effects of
communication are unclear. Better to suggest that as long as people receive the message,
they’re bound to fall in with it. However, as health campaigners have found over the
decades, the reality is very different.

Professional communicators need to be aware of the potential for good and harm
contained in their messages — an example is the debate about the effect of the use of
very thin models on the rate of eating disorders in young girls. Clearly, those who argue
for control of images are not saying that one fashion spread can make a healthy girl ill,
but they are saying that through general representations of ‘desirable’ women, girls and
young women receive an impression of an ‘ideal’ body weight that is actually distorted.

The concepts and theories explored in this chapter suggest ways of looking at
communication and at the mass media. Many ‘how to’ PR books suggest communica-
tion is easy; the reality is that it is complicated and involves not only the personalities
of the sender and the receiver, the particular requirements of each medium, the public
nature of the messages, but also the power to influence, directly or indirectly, society
as a whole. Public relations can be a powerful agent — handle it with care.

Questions for discussion
1 How helpful are communications models in understanding the media? Which one best
explains the role of public relations in mass communications?

2 Are the media a powerful influence on society or just another source of information? Is the
influence direct or indirect?

3 Can you use the Maletzke model to illustrate the different stages of a ‘Don’t drink and
drive’ campaign? What role do personalities play in the creation and reception of
communication?
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4 How does the growth of the internet affect these communication models? In particular,
look at its impact on the gatekeeper role in the Westley-MclLean model and the idea of
feedback in linear models.

5 What is the key difference in the role of the audience between Shannon and Weaver and
the Uses and Gratifications approach?



Public relations,
politics and the
media

lan Somerville

Chapter aims

This chapter focuses on an increasingly important phenomenon in contemporary democratic
societies, namely, the intersection of politics, public relations and the media. The growth of the
use of specialist media managers by politicians, and in particular by governments, is a feature
of most Western democratic societies where the presentation of policies and personalities in
a media-saturated age is viewed as a key way to attain and maintain political power. The
importance of good presentation is hardly a radical new idea in politics but the increasing
reliance on ‘buying in’ expertise in this vital area has been controversial, to say the least.

Introduction
‘The end of Labour’s spin cycle?’
(The Times, 30 August 2003)

‘Exit the spinmeister’
(Independent, 30 August 2003)

Deputy Prime Minister’ (Guardian, 29 August 2003) and British Prime Minister

Tony Blair’s most trusted adviser over a ten-year period during which Blair went
from being leader of the opposition to the only Labour prime minister to win two succes-
sive elections. Campbell’s significance will be examined later in this chapter. For now
it is enough to note that the kind of media story, indicated by the headlines from The
Times and the Independent, is part of a pattern. In fact, it seems that almost every week
public relations is pilloried for its role in contaminating and corrupting the political
process in Britain. Spin doctoring, negative campaigning and the pernicious influence
of lobbyists are all highlighted as examples of how public relations has degraded the
political process. There are frequent calls to return to a type of political activity where
somewhat dubious persuasive tactics had no place. Headlines in the press like those
quoted above are nothing new and periodically there are obituaries vis-a-vis ‘spin’; for
example, ‘Blair ally: we must end spin’ (Observer, 16 June 2002), ‘Prescott bins the

The headlines above refer to the recent resignation of Alastair Campbell, the ‘real
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spin for real policies’ (Independent, 30 December 1998).! This presumption, frequently
asserted by the media and politicians, implying a tainting effect of public relations on
British political culture, should be questioned. Indeed, it could be argued, the media,
politicians and public relations specialists are increasingly bound together in a relation-
ship that the media and politicians find more beneficial than they care to admit.

Any discussion of the role of public relations within the political sphere naturally
falls into two sections: the use of public relations practices by government and the
use of public relations practices by non-governmental actors, or lobbyists, in the polit-
ical process. This chapter will discuss the role of political public relations in Western
democracies with a particular focus on governmental bodies within the United Kingdom.
A later chapter in this book (Chapter 8) will discuss lobbying. The first three sections
of this chapter will assess the increasing importance of public relations specialists in
government communications in Britain and will focus particularly on several forms of
media management and information management techniques employed by government
public relations practitioners. As noted above, there will be a discussion of the recent
case of Tony Blair’s chief adviser, Alastair Campbell, as an illustrative example of the
kind of controversy this activity generates. The issue of the interdependence of public
relations and the media will also be assessed in regard to how this affects the political
process in the British state. The penultimate section in the chapter will discuss recent
attempts to develop a ‘Grunigian’ model of government public relations. An important
recent constitutional development in the UK is the establishment of the devolved struc-
tures. The final section of this chapter will focus on the Scottish parliament and whether
or not the communication processes surrounding this institution (with the stated aims
of accessibility and accountability) offer an alternative to the existing political culture
in Britain.

Government public relations in democratic
societies

Whilst the government’s ‘management’ of the media on a day-to-day basis is the focus
of this chapter, it is self-evident that political parties must win elections to take or main-
tain power. So, while this chapter will not discuss electioneering in detail, it is worth
noting that it is in relation to election contests that the changing nature of communica-
tive activity surrounding democratic politics is sometimes thrown into sharpest relief.
The ‘buying in’ of media management and promotional expertise is increasingly a feature
of contemporary political campaigns around the world. Several recent studies of polit-
ical communication during election campaigns have highlighted similar themes with
regard to the role of public relations and political advertising.

For Boris Yeltsin’s referendum campaign, Saatchi and Saatchi were invited by . ..
Yeltsin’s pollsters, to accompany Gallup Poll and Matrix Public Relations on a
research study among Russian voters. We were then asked to present recommenda-
tions to help Yeltsin.

(Hilton 1993: 24, quoted in Negrine 1996: 146)

The victory of Ernest ‘the bull’ Pérez Balladares in the Panamanian presidential elec-
tions . . . marks the second time in a fortnight that Saatchi and Saatchi has won an
election in central America.

(Gunson 1994: 11, quoted in Negrine 1996: 146)
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It is not just in the West that public relations is credited with a central role in the
capturing and maintaining of political power. From political cultures as different as
Russia and Central America it would appear that it is not ideas or personalities which
win elections but Anglo-American advertising and public relations companies. Saatchi
and Saatchi is, in a British context, most famous for its political advertising campaigns
on behalf of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government but it is important to
remember that the company was also significantly involved in the related area of public
relations.

While the role of public relations in election campaigns is not central to the present
discussion, it should be recognised that the expansion of the role of the public relations
specialist in elections is part of a wider trend. This is reflected in the expansion of the
role of public relations specialists in the day-to-day relationship between the media and
the government. British politicians, and especially the government, are, in many ways,
at the heart of the news machine and television news, in particular, feeds us a constant
daily diet of stories about Westminster, Whitehall and the devolved parliaments. Knight
and Curtis (1987: 49) note that ‘News prioritises the state and its agents, treating even
minor state activities as inherently newsworthy, viewing agents of the state as “reliable”
sources and as interesting speakers and portraying the visible aspects of relations among
states’. Why is there this willingness by news organisations, particularly television news
broadcasts, to devote so much time to political news stories? To a great extent the answer
to this question lies in the success of ‘political public relations’ (McNair 1994) and more
specifically to the success recent British governments have had in media management
and information management.”> The two processes are, of course, intimately related but
for the purposes of the ensuing discussion they will be discussed as separate activities.

Media management

The relationship between politicians and the media, and more importantly between the
government and the media, will obviously involve a struggle between what are appar-
ently two different sets of interests. The journalist is supposed to be attempting to seek
out and present the facts, while the politician will want to ensure that a news story
reflects the ‘message’ that he or she wishes to convey. There is nothing particularly new
in the attempt of the political elites to try to control media representations, as is revealed
in various accounts of the development and growth of political public relations from the
early years of the twentieth century onwards (Pearson 1992; McNair 1994; L’Etang
1999).> However, this discussion will focus on the role of public relations over the past
two decades in Britain, a period which witnessed a rapid transformation in the role and
status of public relations within political culture. This expansion of public relations
activity has, unsurprisingly, been accompanied by an increasing reliance upon media
management strategies. Some commentators (Franklin 1994; McNair 1994, 1998) have
pointed to the increasing use of the ‘soundbite’ and the ‘pseudo-event™® as key strat-
egies used by politicians to control media representations of them and their policies.

Soundbites and pseudo-events

We noted earlier that the ‘news machine’, and particularly the television news, spends
an enormous portion of its time focusing on the political sphere, and journalists, like
most people with tight deadlines, find it hard to resist if their news gathering task is
made easier for them. Cockerell et al. (1984: 11) note that, in reference to the work-
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ings of the British parliament, ‘Very few journalists have had the incentive to dig deeper,
to mine the bedrock of power rather than merely scour its topsoil’. It is the broadcast
journalists’ ‘job’ to pick out the key details or important points of any political event
or speech. If that task is made easier, if the speech contains memorable phrases (sound-
bites) which summarise the main points, then there is a good chance that these portions
of the speech will be selected and broadcast on the few minutes allotted to ‘story’ on
the broadcast news bulletins. Tony Blair’s phrase ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes
of crime’ from a speech made when he was shadow home secretary has entered the
national consciousness. It is indeed a memorable phrase, but it is important to remember
that being ‘tough’ and talking about being ‘tough’ was a carefully constructed aspect
of the Blair style. Fairclough (2000: 8) argues that ‘Blair’s “toughness” has been self-
consciously built into his communicative style as a matter of policy and strategy’.

McNair (1994) points out that many political speeches, which increasingly tend to be
loaded with soundbites, occur within the context of the ‘pseudo-event’, by which he
means the staged rally or the strictly controlled party conference. Obviously this kind
of political pseudo-event has a long history from Caesar entering Rome, after another
famous military victory, to the Nuremburg rallies in 1930s Germany. Nevertheless, the
impression of a united and adoring audience exulting in the great and powerful leader
is memorable and again creates an easy, if rather shallow, ‘story’ for the few allotted
minutes on the television news agenda.

In Britain in the 1980s, the Conservative Party, which was in government throughout
the decade, increasingly offered this image of a united party behind a strong leader,
Margaret Thatcher. Speeches by Thatcher and the Tory hierarchy at their party confer-
ences were largely successful in supplying the television news organisations with ‘easily-
reportable “bits” of political information’ (McNair 1994: 120) which tended to set the
news agenda in the party’s favour. By contrast, during much of the 1980s the Labour
party was presented in the media as being in a state of, at best, disarray, at worst, total
disintegration. After its election defeat in 1979, Labour, as one would expect, went
through a period of internal ‘ideological’ conflict and, at times, damaging splits occurred
(several leading members of the party left and formed the Social Democratic Party).
Bitter internal conflicts tended to be fought out at party conferences and the Labour
Party leadership found it difficult to impose control over events. Media organisations
looking for a representative few minutes for the news bulletins tended to reflect this
bitter infighting and there was little concerted attempt by the Labour Party leadership
to influence, let alone manage, the news agenda. The contrast with the Tory Party, during
the 1980s, was stark. The perception was that the Tories were united, Labour were
divided; the Tories had a strong leader, Labour had a series of weak and ineffectual
leaders; the Tories were in control of events, Labour were at the mercy of them, and so
on. The tightly controlled and carefully staged party conferences allowed the leadership
of the Conservative Party to successfully manage media representations of them for a
significant period of time. Behind the scenes the party elite was far from united behind
the powerful leader, but it was behind the scenes where the personal and ideological dis-
agreement, and the subsequent bloodletting, occurred. Ministers were frequently sacked
for being disloyal, that is, disagreeing with Margaret Thatcher, and it is clear that bitter-
ness and rancour had existed within the Tory Party as it had within the Labour Party.
Yet the fact that the media seemed to be caught by surprise by the eventual internal coup
d’état which ousted Thatcher as party leader, and British prime minister, only reveals
how successfully the media had been ‘managed’ for much of her rule.

By the early 1990s the Labour Party led by Neil Kinnock, and under the guidance
of political public relations specialists like Peter Mandelson, was attempting to emulate
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the success of the Tory Party in managing the media and setting news agendas. There
were significant failures in their attempts to stage manage media opportunities (McNair
1994: 121) but, on the whole, the Labour Party’s media managers learned from their
mistakes and, for most of the decade, including the general election success of 1997,
Labour was very successful at managing the media.

Spin doctoring

In most accounts of recent Labour success in media management the role of ‘media
spin’ and, in particular, Tony Blair’s formidable ‘spin doctor’ Alastair Campbell are
highlighted. Several authors (Jones 1999; Fairclough 2000) have discussed the media
management surrounding the government’s welfare ‘reforms’ as a case study which
illustrates ‘New Labour’s management of news and “media spin”’ (Fairclough 2000:
129). Early in their tenure> Labour opted to launch a ‘welfare roadshow’ in a bid to
attempt to control the news agenda with Tony Blair going ‘on the road’ to put his case
for welfare reform to the people of Britain. Blair’s first speech was in Dudley, and the
day before this speech Alastair Campbell gave private briefings to the media in which
he emphasised, with a battery of facts and figures, the costs to the nation, of benefit
fraud. The next day — the official launch of the welfare roadshow — two national
newspapers, The Times and the Mirror, carried articles ‘written” by Tony Blair which
were virtually indistinguishable from the briefing Campbell had given the day before.
That evening, in Dudley, Blair’s speech again reinforced the message, with virtually the
same language, that he was determined to do something about benefit fraud. Fairclough
(2000: 13) notes that:

The risk of unpredictable and uncontrollable media uptake of the speech is minimised
by trailing the speech in a way which presents it in the way the Government wants
it to be seen — which puts a particular ‘spin’ on it.

This was, of course, only the beginning of the welfare reform process which proceeded
through a ‘consultation’® stage and eventually to a Bill presented to the Westminster
parliament. Fairclough (2000: 129) argues that the whole process, from initial campaign,
through the consultative stage, to the presentation of the Bill to parliament, was ‘largely
managed through managerial and promotional means rather than democratically through
dialogue’. ‘Part of the art of “spin”’, according to Fairclough (2000: 131), ‘is calcu-
lating what additional emphases and foregrounding newspapers . . . will predictably add,
which may be an effective way for the Government to convey implicitly messages it
may not wish to convey explicitly’. In the case of the welfare reform legislation, issues
surrounding benefit fraud were only a small part of the Bill but there was a constant
stream of messages about how Tony Blair would ‘get tough’ on benefit fraud. This
allowed politically conservative newspapers like the Daily Mail to use headlines like
‘Welfare: The Crackdown’. Fairclough (2000: 131) suggests that the Daily Mail report
‘effects certain transformations which significantly and (from a press officer’s perspec-
tive) predictably convey a “tougher” message than Blair’s’, but the key point is that this
‘message’ will reassure the Daily Mail’s largely Tory readership.

Spinning out of control: Alastair Campbell and the
intelligence dossiers

The very effective use of media management or ‘spin’ in the example discussed above
shows its significance and importance in domestic political issues. Interestingly, with
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respect to issues which step outside the domestic political arena, attempts to manage
and control media agendas have been much less successful. Two recent examples high-
light this: the debate over joining the euro zone and the 2003 war against Iraq. One
obvious reason why policies which are not purely domestic are more difficult to control,
from a media management perspective, is the fact that there are many more actors (part-
ners/opponents/neutral states) involved in these events. These other actors may have
different priorities and, of course, have their own domestic media to manage, thus how
events are represented in the British media are of minor importance to them.

Taking the 2003 conflict in Iraq’ as an example, it could be argued that the formid-
able New Labour reputation for managing media representations of their policies has
been significantly damaged. Attempts to apply media management techniques which
have served them well domestically, such as the positioning of key soundbites and the
dissemination of ‘source material’ for the media to consume and reproduce, has in fact
had the effect of turning media attention on the whole apparatus of spin itself. This has
had disastrous consequences for the Blair administration and in particular for the man
who became known as the ‘spinmeister’, Alastair Campbell, who has been forced to
resign as the British Prime Minister’s Communications Director.’

McNair (1998: 143) notes that a key ‘extramedia’ factor in influencing media agendas
and media content is the production of sources, so that media agendas and content can be
seen to be ‘in significant part the product of the communicative work of non-journalistic
social actors’. Miller and Williams (1993: 3) note that any attempt to understand news
coverage and how news agendas and content emerge makes it ‘necessary to examine the
strategies formulated by sources of information to influence and use the news media’. The
‘source professional’, McNair points out, is a significant development in the twentieth
century following ‘in the wake of the media’s rapid expansion, feeding the latter’s insa-
tiable desire for new material to package as news and entertainment’ (1998: 143). McNair
adds that the source professional is ‘engaged in a fiercely competitive struggle with the
journalists to define the terms of media coverage’ (ibid.: 144).

Nations need reasons to go to war and in democratic societies there is usually the
recognition by governments that the majority of the public must be convinced that these
reasons are legitimate. In the build up to the 2003 Iraqi conflict the British government
needed to communicate its reasons for going to war effectively to the British public.
This is the context of the intelligence dossiers which were released to the press on 24
September 2002 and 3 February 2003. These documents set out the reasons why,
according to the British government, it was necessary to take action against Saddam
Hussein’s regime.

Tony Blair himself explained the genesis of the September 2002 dossier in the fore-
word to that document:

The document published today is based, in large part, on the work of the Joint

Intelligence Committee (JIC). The JIC is at the heart of British intelligence machin-

ery. It is chaired by the Cabinet Office and made up of the heads of the UK’s three

Intelligence and Security Agencies, the Chief of Defence Intelligence, and senior
officials from key government departments.

(Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction:

The Assessment of the British Government)

The intelligence dossiers were thus constructed chiefly by the JIC, which collates and
interprets information from a range of intelligence sources and is chaired by the Cabinet
Office. The executive summary of the September 2002 document emphasised several
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key points. First, Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Second,
he was prepared to use them against the West. Third, they could be mobilised in 45
minutes.

It is not my intention here to reiterate the history of events after the intelligence
dossiers were put in the public domain. It is enough to say that one of the key func-
tions of these documents was to provide key information for the British media to
disseminate. As it turned out, the main points emphasised by the dossiers were not
simply reproduced but, rather, were intensely scrutinised by the media, which attempted
to assess the accuracy and identify the sources of the information. BBC journalists in
particular questioned whether the claims made in the September 2002 dossier repre-
sented the genuine views of the British intelligence services or whether they had been
‘sexed up’® by Alastair Campbell who, it transpired, had actually chaired a meeting on
intelligence matters at one point. Scrutiny of the February 2003 dossier entitled /rag —
Its Infrastructure of Concealment, Deception and Intimidation led to the media discov-
ering that sections of this document had been plagiarised. Embarrassingly, unattributed
excerpts from a Californian student’s PhD thesis (available on the internet) and from
articles in the defence journal Jane'’s Intelligence Review had been cut and pasted into
the dossier.!?

The issues surrounding the decision to go to war were discussed by the House of
Commons Foreign Affairs Committee, which subsequently published a report on 7 July
2003 entitled The Decision to Go to War in Iraq. This report arrived at several conclusions
and recommendations which called into question some of the claims in the September
2002 dossier and Alastair Campbell’s role in the process of constructing the February
2003 dossier. It should be noted that the report stated that: ‘“We conclude on the evidence
available to us Alastair Campbell did not exert or seek to exert improper influence on the
drafting of the September dossier’ (Paragraph 84) and ‘[We] conclude that Ministers
did not mislead Parliament’ (Paragraph 188). However, other conclusions reached by the
report made less pleasant reading for Alastair Campbell and the government:

We conclude that the 45 minutes claim did not warrant the prominence given to it
in the dossier, because it was based on intelligence from a single, uncorroborated
source. We recommend that the Government explain why the claim was given such
prominence.

(Paragraph 70)

We conclude that it was wrong for Alastair Campbell or any Special Adviser to have
chaired a meeting on an intelligence matter, and we recommend that this practice
cease.

(Paragraph 79)

We conclude that the degree of autonomy given to the Iragi Communications Group
chaired by Alastair Campbell and the Coalition Information Centre which reported
to him, as well as the lack of procedural accountability, were contributory factors to
the affair of the ‘dodgy dossier’.

(Paragraph 122)

We conclude that the effect of the February dossier was almost wholly counter-

productive. By producing such a document the Government undermined the credi-

bility of their case for war and of the other documents which were part of it.
(Paragraph 138)
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It is clear that this report, whether questioning some of his activities or absolving him
of some of the allegations made against him, had the effect of turning a great deal of
attention upon Alastair Campbell. More than anything else it was this turning of the
media spotlight on Campbell, of making him the story, that began the process that even-
tually led to his resignation on 28 August 2003. Whether or not Campbell attempted to
manipulate the intelligence dossiers and thus provide source material for media agendas
which the British government wished to see pursued is a question which was central to
the deliberations of the Hutton Inquiry.'! The effect of the departure of Alastair Campbell
in respect to the ‘spin culture’, which some argue has dominated government media
relations in recent times, has divided commentators. George Pitcher, author of The Death
of Spin notes:

[Campbell] has been a symptom rather than a cause of the spin culture we live in.
It’s something that has developed over the past decade and that he — and others —
have exploited. His departure is a watershed in the end of that culture. We will be
moving on, not because of his departure, but because of a growing desire on the part
of all of us to move beyond spin.

(Observer, 31 August 2003: 16)

A rather different assessment is given by Daniel Finkelstein, the director of research for
John Major, the last Conservative prime minister of the UK. Finkelstein notes that: ‘All
political parties and all governments spin. And there is nothing wrong with it (The
Times, 30 August 2003: 6). It remains to be seen as to which judgement will prove to
be the more realistic. However, looking back over recent political history it could be
argued that using ‘spin’ to convey certain kinds of messages and to produce certain
kinds of ‘readings’ of government legislation or policy is a key media management tech-
nique which British governments are unlikely to relinquish.

Information management

All democratically elected governments must communicate with their electorates. After
all, in most theories of democratic government there is an assumption that the govern-
ment is the servant of the people, elected to carry out its will. Just because governments
have this duty to provide information to the general public does not mean, of course,
that they will not attempt to control and manipulate the amount of, and kinds of, informa-
tion they disseminate. Information management in regard to government simply means
the processes and procedures by which governmental agencies disseminate the kind of
information they want us to receive.

The public relations state?

It is an inescapable fact that throughout the 1980s and 1990s there have been massive
increases in resources devoted to the aspect of government administration responsible
for information management. For example, ‘Whitehall and Downing Street now employ
1,200 press officers with a combined budget estimated to approach two hundred million
pounds’ (Budge ef al. 1998: 315).

Many commentators note how careful management of information turns it into a very
valuable resource Cockerall ef al. (1984: 9) suggest that what government ‘chooses to tell
us through its public relations machine is one thing; the information in use by participants
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in the country’s real government is another’. Negrine (1996: 10) notes the ‘increasing use
of carefully crafted communication strategies by governments to ensure that ... the
information they seek to impart to their citizens has an appropriate “spin” on it’. Obviously
this increased use of public relations specialists by the government may merely reflect a
more general ‘promotional culture’ in Britain (Miller 1998). However, some observers
have expressed disquiet at the increasing use of information management techniques by
the government. Deacon and Golding (1994: 7) have noted with concern the rise of the
‘public relations state’ and Schlesinger (1990: 82) notes that there are important questions

about the nature of information management in a society by a variety of groups in
conditions of unequal power and therefore unequal access to systems of information
production and distribution and these questions are particularly acute in regard to
government because ‘the apparatuses of the state . .. enjoy privileged access to the
media’.

There are various ways in which governments manage information in order to priv-
ilege their own views on an issue. Leaks of important information, or even important
documents, are one way in which the government or powerful interest groups within
the state may attempt to control the media agenda,'? but perhaps the key weapon in the
government’s information management armoury is the ‘Lobby’ system.

The Lobby

The Lobby — so called because journalists used to assemble in the Member’s Lobby of
the House of Commons — has been described as ‘the Prime Minister’s most useful tool
for the political management of the news’ (Cockerall et al. 1984: 33).

This system is a very important resource that British governments use — and it could
be argued abuse — for keeping control of information flows to the media and hence to
the general public. It is also clear, despite claims to the contrary by those who have
utilised it,'3 that it is a unique system within Western democracies. This does not mean
that other governments do not attempt to manage information — of course they do — but
it is normal practice to appoint a party political spokesperson who openly represents the
government position and is attributable. Not so in Britain, the Government Press Officer
is actually a member of the Civil Service, and thus officially politically neutral, and,
uniquely, deals with the media through a kind of secretive ‘ritualistic process’ (Franklin
1994: 87). Cockerell et al. (1984: 42) argues that the Lobby system ‘mirrors the secrecy
that surrounds so much of the government in Whitehall and allows the government of
the day to present its own unchallenged versions of reality’.

All the national newspapers and television and radio broadcasters are represented in the
Lobby where they are usually briefed by the Prime Minister’s Press Secretary. Cockerall
et al. note that ‘what the Press Secretary says at these briefings is what the Prime Minister
wants the press, radio and television to report’ (1984: 33). Franklin (1994: 86) argues that
a key change occurred in the Lobby system in the post-war period which involved the
‘codification of a set of rules enforcing the non-attribution of news sources while simulta-
neously obliging journalists to rely on a single source, usually the Prime Minister’s Press
Secretary’. In effect the Lobby became a government press conference which could dis-
pense unattributable information. Franklin (1994: 86) points out that when a Government
Press Secretary gives a briefing there is a strong likelihood that it will appear as a news
item, ‘replete with the political spin he places on it’. Clearly the Lobby works well for the
media, in the sense that it is relatively easy to obtain a news ‘story’ in time for the evening
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news or the morning editions. It also works well for the government of the day by provid-
ing a system of information management which allows it to control and structure the
media’s political news agendas. However, Hennessy condemns the practice as not work-
ing in the interests of anyone else. He argues that ‘any system of mass non-attributable
briefings is a restrictive practice rigged for the benefit and convenience of the givers and
receivers of information and against the interests of the consumer — the reader, the listener,
the viewer and the voter’ (quoted in Franklin 1994: 91).

Political public relations and the media:
interdependence or dependency?

Franklin (1994: 3) notes that representatives of the media like to present the media as
constituting the fourth estate ‘which subjects all aspects of political life to close scrutiny
and is consequently a key mechanism for securing the accountability of politicians to
the general public’. He points out, however, that these ‘watchdogs’ are viewed by those
critical of British political culture as little more than ‘lapdogs’. He notes that ‘Marxists
identify the media as central agencies in the construction of a social and political
consensus, encouraging the acquiescence of the public, by distributing and reinforcing
the values and beliefs of the dominant social and political group within society’ (1994:
3). Whilst it could be argued that the media are not necessarily dominated by politi-
cians in any direct or conspiratorial way, the way in which the British political sphere
is constructed and maintained by both the media and the politicians somewhat under-
mines any suggestion that the media constitute the fourth estate.

Nevertheless it is sometimes claimed that there is a mutual interdependence of politi-
cians and the media. Bernard Ingham, Margaret Thatcher’s former Press Secretary, sug-
gested that the relationship is ‘essentially cannibalistic. They feed off each other but no
one knows who is next on the menu’ (quoted in Franklin 1994: 14). Ingham’s metaphor
may seem outlandish but it is clear that the relationship between the media and politicians
is in some senses a symbiotic one. Politicians in general, and government public relations
specialists in particular, obviously rely on the media to communicate with the general pub-
lic. But it must be said that broadcasters and journalists understand that without a degree
of co-operation from politicians, political journalism would be difficult, if not impossible.

However, other commentators would argue that with the advent of ‘media managers’
in Western democracies like Britain the politician—-media relationship has been pushed
beyond the ‘state of mutual interdependence to one of media dependence on, and defer-
ence to, politicians’ (McNair 1994: 115). Whether or not one agrees that the relationship
is one of media dependency, a cursory look at media ownership in the UK would indicate
that the media are not independent of powerful economic and political interests in British
society (Negrine 1994). It is also obviously the case that ultimately broadcasting and
press ‘freedoms’ are at the mercy of the legislative process. In Britain, as noted above,
this relationship is epitomised by the Westminster ‘Lobby’ which, while it involves some
degree of mutual interdependence, tends ultimately to allow government media managers
a great deal of control in structuring news agendas.

The situation in Britain obviously suits the government, but it does have a downside
in that it leads to a level of mistrust and cynicism about the kind of information
governments disseminate. There is an obvious tension between controlling the informa-
tion flows for one’s own benefit and structuring news agendas to such an extent that
everything you say is treated as ‘spin’. As we have seen, at the heart of this debate is
the role of government public relations and it has been argued that governments and



42 The Public Relations Handbook

government public relations specialists in many Western democracies are practising a
type of public relations which stifles ‘open’ government and leads to distrust amongst
the electorate. It should be no surprise to students of public relations to find James
Grunig arguing that in certain Western democracies, what he describes as ‘asymmetrical’
government communication activities need to be replaced by a symmetrical model.

Symmetrical government public relations

Grunig and Jaatinen (1999) argue that government public relations is different depending
on which Western democracy you analyse. They suggest that governmental organisations
in the USA are more likely to practise a ‘public information model’'* of public relations.
The reason for this one-way information-based communication approach is because they
have a pluralistic view of government. Other countries, such as Canada and Norway, prac-
tise strategic, two-way communication because the perspective underpinning governmen-
tal communication in these countries is societal corporatist. Unsurprisingly, Grunig and
Jaatinen (1999: 219) conclude that in order to adhere to the generic principles of ‘excel-
lent” public relations — that is, strategic, symmetrical public relations — a governmental
agency needs ‘to view its relationship with publics from a societal corporatist perspective
rather than from a pluralist perspective’. But what precisely do these authors mean by
‘pluralist” and ‘societal corporatist’ perspectives of government public relations?

Pluralism versus societal corporatism

Grunig and Jaatinen (1999: 223) suggest that pluralist theorists understand the relation-
ship between ‘government agencies and publics as one of competition — a competition
among interest groups for access to government funds and services’. The role of ‘govern-
ment agencies’ is defined rather differently here than in most pluralist theories, which
view the government as a kind of referee, in what the English philosopher John Stuart
Mill called the ‘free market place of ideas’ (Moloney 1996: 23). Nevertheless the idea
of competing interest groups is at the heart of pluralist theory and this is reflected in
the above definition.

Grunig and Jaatinen make the point that a ‘societal corporatist” system is distinct from
a ‘corporatist’ system. They argue that a ‘corporatist political system can be dangerous
to democracy if either government agencies or publics dominate the other or collabo-
rate to achieve their mutual interests at the expense of other groups in society’ (1999:
224). However, in a societal corporatist system ‘government agencies collaborate and
bargain with publics they are supposed to serve or regulate to balance the interests of
those publics and society at large through symmetrical communication’ (ibid.). The types
of relationships epitomised by societal corporatism ‘embody collectivist collaboration
rather than individualistic competition’ (ibid.).

In regard to communication strategies Grunig and Jaatinen would argue that the
pluralist, corporatist and societal corporatist perspectives all have significant effects on
how governments and government agencies interact with their publics. They note:

Government agencies in the pluralist sphere do not need to practise strategic public
relations because they expect activist groups to come to them for services; and the
agency has no need to identify them. In pure corporatism, the agency typically
chooses to collaborate with the most powerful interest groups; and little strategic
management is needed to identify them. In societal corporatism, however, the agency



Public relations, politics and the media 43

must engage in environmental scanning and other forms of strategic public relations
to identify those groups with whom it has a responsibility to interact — in the inter-
ests of those groups, the government and society at large.

(1999: 227)

It is clear that for Grunig and Jaatinen a theory of government public relations must not
only be built upon the generic principles of ‘excellence’ in public relations but must
also include the principles of societal corporatism.

Grunig and Jaatinen suggest that government communication policies in countries like
Norway and Canada reflect these principles of societal corporatism, whereas countries
like the USA and the UK tend to operate from within a pluralist perspective. Whether
or not one agrees with their conclusion that governmental communication requires an
application of the ‘excellence’ principles within a framework of societal corporatism, it
would be difficult to argue that the approach of the UK government to communicating
with the general public reflects open, participative, symmetrical communication prac-
tice. However, in the UK in the past few years there have been significant changes to
the political landscape. In Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, devolved parliaments
and assemblies have been set up. The final section of this chapter will focus on the new
Scottish Parliament and discuss whether or not the constitutional changes have created
an opportunity to change government communication practice.

Government public relations and Scottish
devolution

Following elections in June 1999 political structures in the United Kingdom changed in
the most significant way since the Act of Union in 1707. For first time since that date,
Scotland elected a legislative parliament in its capital city, Edinburgh. This final section
of the chapter will focus upon the particular case of the Scottish Parliament and the
argument that the political culture it represents is a conscious attempt to replace the
Westminster model with a more open, accountable and participative system.

In July 1997 the British government published its devolution White Paper, Scotland’s
Parliament. Shortly after this, on 11 September 1997, there was a two-question refer-
endum in which Scotland’s voters were asked to decide whether there should be a
Scottish Parliament and whether this Parliament should have tax-varying powers. The
‘Yes—Yes’ campaign was backed by the three political parties in Scotland which had
representation at Westminster and the European Parliament — the pro-devolution Labour
and Liberal Democrats and the pro-independence Scottish National Party. It was opposed
by the Conservative Party, which had recently lost all its Scottish seats at Westminster
and the European Parliament. Of the Scottish electorate who voted (60.4 per cent of
those eligible), 74.3 per cent supported the creation of a Scottish Parliament and 63.5
per cent agreed that the proposed Parliament should have tax-varying powers.

The Scottish Parliament has legislative control, in Scotland, over areas such as health,
education, local government, economic development and transport, environment, agri-
culture, forestry and fishing, law and home affairs, sport and the arts, and will be able
to vary upwards or downwards the basic rate of income tax applicable in Scotland by
up to 3 pence in the pound, with proceeds adding to, or reducing, the Parliament’s
spending power. The devolved Parliament will not be responsible for legislation for such
areas as constitutional matters, UK financial matters, foreign policy, defence, social secu-
rity and broadcasting.'’
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At the first Scottish Parliamentary elections, on 6 May 1999, 129 Members of the
Scottish Parliament (MSPs) were elected, 73 were elected by the first-past-the-post
system in existing Westminster constituencies,'® the remaining 56 members were elected
from party lists via an additional member voting system with seven seats from each of
the eight European parliamentary constituencies. Labour was the largest party and
formed a coalition government with the Liberal Democrat Party, who came fourth just
behind the Conservative Party. The Scottish National Party came second and took up
the role of opposition along with the Conservatives, a Scottish Socialist Party MSP and
the first Green Party candidate to be elected to a UK parliament. The second Scottish
Parliamentary elections, on 1 May 2003, produced similar results to the first election
with the most significant changes affecting only the smaller parties, which increased
their representation.!’

Accompanying these political developments in Scotland there have been significant
statements relating to how the whole mechanism of political communication is expected
to operate in this new political culture. Donald Dewar, the Parliament’s First Minister,'8
publicly stated in regard to political reporting: ‘We are not likely to wish to recreate
the lobby system’ (quoted in Schlesinger 1998: 69). Before the setting up of the Scottish
Parliament an all-Party Consultative Steering Group (CSG) chaired by Henry McLeish,
the then Minister for Devolution in the Scottish Office, was charged with gathering
views on how the Parliament would operate. The CSG Report, which outlined compre-
hensive proposals for the working of the new Parliament, was published on 15 January
1999. The CSG Report identified four key principles:

+ the Scottish Parliament should embody and reflect the sharing of power between the
people of Scotland, the legislators (the Members of the Scottish Parliament) and the
Scottish Executive (the Scottish Ministers)

+ the Scottish Executive should be accountable to the Scottish Parliament and the
Parliament and Executive should be accountable to the people of Scotland

+ the Scottish Parliament should be accessible, open, responsive and develop proce-
dures which make possible a participative approach to the development, consideration
and scrutiny of policy and legislation

» the Scottish Parliament in its operation and its appointments should recognise the
need to promote equal opportunities for all.!®

In the new Scottish political system it is not just the executive which has the power
to initiate legislation. This is also a power vested in parliamentary committees which
are made up of between 5 and 15 MSPs selected according to the balance of the various
political parties and groupings in the Parliament. Meetings of the Parliament’s commit-
tees are normally held in public and can take place anywhere in Scotland. One of the
reasons given for using a committee system for much of the work of the Scottish
Parliament is that it was felt that this would ‘encourage significant public involvement
in the Parliament’s activities’.?

Conclusion

Grunig and Jaatinen (1999) would undoubtedly view the principles underpinning the
new devolved political system in Scotland as a manifestation of a societal corporatist
perspective and it is clear that it represents a departure from the existing British political
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culture. Phillip Schlesinger (1998: 71) remarked that ‘the very prospect of Scotland’s
parliament is promoting the creation of an increasingly distinctive political culture, one
that defines itself as not-Westminster’. It could be argued that in its first term the Scottish
Parliament did function differently from the Westminster Parliament in some important
ways. The opportunity to create legislation which was not sponsored or controlled by
the Executive was utilised to some extent. The 200/-2002 Annual Report of the Scottish
Parliament noted that: ‘[M]ost of the bills introduced into the Scottish Parliament came
from the Executive. ... However, an increasing number of bills are now coming from
non-Executive sources. These include bills from Parliamentary Committees and from
individual members’.?!

However, some commentators have argued that there is evidence of the importation
of practices from the Westminster system: ‘[W]hat is striking . . . is the extent to which
Scotland’s system of political communication has been an adaptation of the tried and
often mistrusted models of Westminster and Whitehall practice’ (Schlesinger et al. 2001:
viii). It is clear, however, that the target of this critique is not so much the Scottish
Parliament but the Scottish Executive:

The confusion in the public debate between the Parliament and the Executive has
masked the real seat of power in the Executive. Our research suggests that it is the
Executive that stands most in need of reform if we are to move toward an open
Scotland.

(Schlesinger et al. 2001: 265)

These issues have come to a head in the aftermath of the election of the second
Scottish Parliament with claims that the major established political parties are attempting
to curb the legislative making capacity of the smaller parties. Murray Ritchie, Scottish
Political Editor of the Herald, noted that the major parties have been accused ‘of plan-
ning to cut the number of bills from back benchers in a move condemned as attacking
a “fundamental freedom” of the Scottish Parliament’ (Herald, 1 October 2003).

The debate about the role and nature of the Scottish Parliament vis-a-vis the Scottish
Executive has also emerged in discussion surrounding proposals contained in a Scottish
Office Consultation Document which explores the possibility of cutting the number of
MSPs elected to the Scottish Parliament.?? This idea led to a response by the Institute
of Governance at the University of Edinburgh which argued:

It is vital to understand the Scottish Parliament in context, notably its history and
evolution. The relationship between the Scottish Executive, the Parliament and civil
society is the key to the central principle of power-sharing in Scotland. Our research
indicates that this key relationship of governance is different and, we would argue,
healthier than the one operating at Westminster.??

The Institute of Governance point out that cutting the number of MSPs will result in
a reduced number of parliamentary committees. They argue that this will have important
implications for the concept of a participative democracy in Scotland. According to the
Institute of Governance ‘the work of parliamentary committees is of particular import-
ance. One distinctive aspect of this is their role as key conduits for inserting civic ideas
into legislative debates.’>* They suggest that the role of the Scottish Parliament is the
key to democratising Scotland: ‘The Scottish Parliament is the hinge in [the] democrat-
ising process — between the state (especially in the form of the Scottish Executive), and
the people of Scotland. Weakening the parliament would weaken the whole process.’?
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It is clear that the outcome of this review will be a key factor in determining the future
of Scottish governance. Those who suggest that it is the Scottish Executive rather than
the Parliament which needs to be reformed argue that this is the only way to ensure
that the principles of openness, accountability and accessibility will be achieved. This
debate will be of importance not just for Scotland but for governance in the UK as a
whole. A strong Parliament may also be the best safeguard to ensure that government
agencies in a devolved Scotland will resist the temptation to exert the kind of control
over information flows that is evident at Westminster and sustain the more symmetrical
communication model outlined in the CSG Report.

Questions for discussion

1 What evidence is there for the growth of the ‘public relations state’ (Deacon and Golding,
1994)?

2 Is the use of specialist government media advisers a necessary element in contemporary
democratic societies?

3 Do you agree with Fairclough (2000) that democratic dialogue is being replaced with a
‘managerial and promotional’ approach to the political process in the UK?

4 How might the principles of symmetrical communication be promoted in British political
culture?

5 Examine a media campaign surrounding a current policy initiative by the British govern-
ment. In what ways have politicians and their media advisers attempted to ‘manage’ the
British media to achieve the maximum favourable coverage of their policy?

1 For a discussion of the Prescott claim see Fairclough 2000: 1-3.

McNair (1994) helpfully provides a typology of political public relations activity which is
useful in that it utilises terminology which most students of public relations should be
familiar with. He notes that political public relations involves four specific types of activity:
media management (which he regards as something akin to issues management); image-
management; internal communications; and information management. While recognising
the conceptual and practical distinctions McNair draws, for the purposes of the present
discussion I have subsumed the first three activities McNair refers to into the general cate-
gory of media management.

3 An excellent account of the growth of the public relations industry in Britain and its rela-
tionship to government is provided in L’Etang (1998) ‘State Propaganda and Bureaucratic
Intelligence: The Creation of Public Relations in 20th Century Britain’ in Public Relations
Review, 24 (4), pp. 413-41.

4 The term ‘pseudo-event’ was coined by Boorstin (1962).

5 This process begin in 1998 and the Welfare Reform Bill was eventually published on 11
February 1999.

6 The British government publishes a ‘Green Paper’ before constructing a ‘Bill’ to set before
parliament. Interested parties respond to the Green Paper and are supposed to have a say
in how legislation is framed. Fairclough (2000: 132—41) provides a useful discourse analysis
of the text of the Green Paper on welfare reform.

7 This was declared over on 1 May 2003 by US President George Bush but since then the
coalition forces have lost more troops in ‘peace keeping’ duties than they did in the actual
duration of the ‘war’.
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Campbell announced his decision to leave his post on 29 August 2003.

Andrew Gilligan claimed the government had ‘sexed up’ the dossier on BBC Radio Four’s
Today programme. He subsequently gave evidence to the Hutton Inquiry (see endnote 11)
stating that Dr David Kelly had confirmed to him that Alastair Campbell had ‘transformed’
the document to make it ‘sexier’ (Guardian, 12 August).

Serious allegations were made in the media about the contents of both documents but it is
the second one, published in February 2003, that was referred to as the ‘dodgy dossier’ in
the Foreign Affairs Committee Report 7 July 2003, Paragraph 122.

The Hutton Inquiry’s counsel, James Dingemans, stated that during the second and final
phase of its probe into the circumstances surrounding the death of government weapons
expert Dr David Kelly, the inquiry hoped to answer 15 key questions. Question 4 was: ‘Were
the Prime Minister, his communications chief Alastair Campbell and others in Number 10
responsible for intelligence being set out in the dossier which was incorrect or misleading or
to which improper emphasis was given?’ (http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/3109826).
When eventually published on 28 January 2004 the Hutton Inquiry astonished most com-
mentators by largely exonerating the British government and Alastair Campbell of any
wrongdoing in respect to the intelligence dossier and censuring the BBC. Alastair Campbell
was mildly rebuked by Lord Hutton who noted that the tone of Campbell’s complaints to the
BBC raised the ‘temperature’ of the dispute. Lord Hutton also stated that the BBC editorial
system was ‘defective’ and that the BBC governors should have investigated further the
differences between Gilligan’s notes and his report, and that should have led them to question
whether it was in the public interest to broadcast his report relying only on his notes.

For some interesting case studies of the British government’s use of leaks in relation to
issues surrounding British Coal, Northern Ireland and the sale of the Rover car group to
British Aerospace see Negrine 1996: 39-51.

Ingham suggests ‘This [the Lobby] method of communication with journalists is univer-
sally practised in government and other circles the world over as a means of opening up
the relationship [between government and media]’ (quoted in McNair 1994: 135). It should
be noted that changes to the Lobby system were introduced by Alastair Campbell in May
2002 — toward a US style press conference. These changes were welcomed by some as an
end to the Lobby but many commentators expressed doubts as to whether it really marked
an end to the systematic practice of favoured journalists being given more revealing brief-
ings. See Assinder, N. (2002) http//news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/1965012.stm.

This model is, of course, one of the four included in Grunig’s (1992) famous typology.
The others are press agentry, two-way asymmetrical and two-way symmetrical.

For a full list see www.scottish.parliament.uk.

The Westminster constituency of Orkney and Shetland was split into two constituencies.
The results were: Labour (50 seats), Scottish National Party (27 seats), Conservatives
(18 seats), Liberal Democrats (17 seats), Greens (7 seats), Scottish Socialist Party (6 seats)
and Independents (2 seats).

I.e. Prime Minister. Donald Dewar tragically died in office in November 2000.

This text is taken from a CSG Report which is available online at the Scottish Parliament
website, www.scottish.parliament.uk.

See www.scottish.parliament.uk/welcoming_you, p. 5.

See www.scottish.parliament.uk/S1/spcb/parlar02-03.htm.

This issue has emerged because there are proposals to cut the number of Westminster
constituencies in Scotland to 57 or 58 after the Boundary Commission redraws constituen-
cies for the UK Parliament (probably after the next British general election). The Scottish
Devolution Bill contains a clause which would trigger a complementary reduction in MSPs,
see http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/talking_politics/81994.stm.

See www.institute-of-governance.org/onlinepub/iog_129q_submission.html.

Ibid.

Ibid.



Public relations
and management

Anne Gregory

Chapter aims

This chapter aims to do six things:

e describe public relations as a strategic activity taking the systems perspective as a basis
for argument;

e examine the different types of organisation and observe how organisation type affects public
relations activity;

e explain the roles of public relations practitioners;

e suggest the forms of communication within organisations and the channels that can be
used;

¢ indicate the influences that set communication programme priorities;

e describe the working linkages between public relations and other professional areas of
organisations.

Systems theory and public relations

‘strategic’ role signified by having a seat on the board. There is growing evidence

to suggest that public relations is a vital tool for strategic management (Dozier et
al. 1995) and that it has had a significant role in building the reputation of some of the
world’s most admired corporations (Skolnik 1994). Indeed, every company in the UK
FTSE 100 now has a public relations department and the public relations industry on a
whole is growing by about 17 per cent per year (IPR 2003).

Any discussion of public relations and its role in organisations inevitably begs the
question — ‘What is an organisation?” Answering that question helps to reveal the pivotal
nature of communication and therefore the strategic input that public relations can have.

Many public relations scholars (Cutlip ef al. 2000; Grunig and Hunt 1984) refer to
systems theory to explain the structure and operation of organisations and their inter-
action with the environment. In essence, systems theory describes an organisation as a
set of parts (or subsystems) which impact on each other and which together interact
with the organisation’s environment. Cutlip et al. (2000: 229) describe it thus:

F or many public relations professionals, a sign of having ‘arrived’ is obtaining a
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A system is a set of interacting units which endures through time within an estab-
lished boundary by responding and adjusting to change pressures from the
environment to achieve and maintain goal states.

Systems theory provides a useful theoretical underpinning for thinking about the role
of public relations because it stipulates that an organisation’s well-being (or otherwise)
is dependent on establishing and maintaining relationships both within itself and with
its environment. It has to adjust and adapt as both it and its environment change.

Specifically, organisations are part of a social system which consists of individuals
or groups of individuals (publics), such as employees, pensioners, suppliers, distribu-
tors and so on, who are all involved with it. The role of public relations is to develop
and maintain relationships with these groups in order for the organisation to meet its
goals.

Grunig and Hunt (1984) propose that organisations typically develop a formal
communication function ‘when the organisation or its publics behave in a way that has
consequences upon the other’. If these consequences are adverse, then a public relations
problem or issue is created. Grunig and Hunt’s depiction of the role of the public rela-
tions department is shown in Figure 4.1. This relationship holds good for both internal
and external publics.

When considering internal relationships, Grunig and Hunt describe the work of organ-
isational theorists who have found that there are five similar subsystems in most
organisations.

Production subsystems produce the products or services of the organisation.
Maintenance subsystems work across the organisation, acting effectively as its glue,
encouraging employees to work together. Human resources is a good example of such
a subsystem. Other functions focus on the marketing and distribution of products and
are called disposal subsystems. Adaptive subsystems help the organisation to adjust when
the environment in which it operates changes; research and development and strategic
planning departments are good examples. Management subsystems direct and control
the other subsystems and manage conflicting demands between them. They also nego-
tiate between the demands of the environment (for example requirement for low prices)
and the survival needs of the organisation (profit). Typically the board of an organisation
and/or a senior management grouping fulfil this role.

Public Relations
Department

Communication Communication

Management » Publics

Subsystem Consequences

Figure 4.1 The public relations function in an organisation

Source: Grunig and Hunt 1984: 10. Used by permission of Harcourt Inc.
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From a systems view, public relations professionals are seen as having a ‘boundary-
spanning’ role. They straddle the edges of an organisation liaising both between its
internal subsystems and between it and the external environment which contains its
various publics. As Grunig and Hunt (1984: 9) put it, ‘they have one foot in the organisa-
tion and one foot outside’. In this strategic role, public relations is usually seen to be
part of the management subsystem.

Public relations professionals support other internal subsystems by helping them
communicate within the organisation itself and by helping them in communicating with
external audiences. They provide a counselling role, advising what and how to communi-
cate and they can also provide an implementation role by undertaking the communication
on behalf of the subsystems. For example, it will help the human resources department,
part of the maintenance subsystem, with internal communication programmes or the
marketing department, part of the disposal subsystem, with product promotion
campaigns. (See also Chapter 11 for a discussion of systems theory relating to internal
communications.)

Public relations in strategy making

The main role of the leader of an organisation and its senior managers (or board) is to
provide vision and direction. Effective organisations have a sense of purpose. They know
where they are going and they know how they are going to get there. The vision may
be set by a strong individual with a particular driving-force, for example Bill Gates who
wanted to put a PC on everyone’s desk, or Anita Roddick who wanted to provide high-
quality toiletries combined with an ethical stance. Alternatively the vision may be more
broad-based and generic. For example, universities exist to provide higher education;
their purpose is broadly the same — to undertake teaching, research and consultancy.
However, even within that broad category there are those with different priorities;
some are research driven, some want to serve a regional community, some specialise in
certain subjects. Many organisations subscribe to the ‘Management By Objectives’
approach, that is, the organisation sets itself clear goals and then each business unit or
department and the individuals within them agree contributory measurable goals against
which they will be evaluated.

Whatever the type of organisation, successful ones have a strategy that determines
long-term direction and the scope of the operation. It is not appropriate in this chapter
to examine the different schools of strategy formulation, but suffice to say that strategy-
making involves a great deal of information, analysis and decision-making. This decision-
making and strategy selection is undertaken by the ‘dominant coalition’, that group
within an organisation which has the power ‘to make and enforce decisions about the
direction of the organisation, its tasks, its objectives and its functions’ (White and Dozier
1992: 93).

The contribution that public relations can make to the strategy-making process is
twofold: first, helping to collect and interpret information from the social environment
so that strategic decisions can be made, and second, the communication of the strategic
vision. This second element will be discussed later in this chapter.

Information gathering, interpretation and risk management

As boundary-spanners, public relations professionals are ideally placed to gather informa-
tion from both the internal and the external environment. They do this in two ways.
First, they are aware of the wider macro environment. Second, they are knowledgeable
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about the attitudes and behaviours of the various publics of the organisation who populate
this broader environment because they are in regular dialogue with those publics.

Environmental scanning

How do public relations professionals undertake this intelligence gathering work?
‘Environmental scanning’ is the term used for gaining information about the macro
environment. PR professionals use the same techniques as those available to strategic
planners. They will undertake analyses of the environment using techniques such as
PEST. This technique provides a framework that allows analysis of the environment
by categorising it under various headings; a short example is given in Figure 4.2 (the
capitalised first letter of each section spells out the acronym above).

Some strategists now regard PEST as no longer reflecting the complexity of the
environment in which modern organisations operate. They recommend an expansion of
the framework to encompass the Environment, that is, the physical or green environ-
ment, /nformation and the Legal or regulatory aspects. The acronym EPISTLE describes
this analytical tool. The justification for including these additional elements is that the
physical environment is judged to be one of the major concerns of the twenty-first
century. Global warming, pressures to move from car-based transport, sustainability,
waste disposal and so on are all key issues.

Organisations operate within an increasingly complex legal environment. In addition
to growing amounts of national legislation, there are transnational regulations, such as
EU directives, and international agreements, such as those made by the World Trade
Organisation. There are also quasi-legal arrangements which often have a ‘moral’ dimen-
sion, such as the agreements to reduce pollution or to alleviate third world indebtedness,
all of which may impact on organisations.

Some analysts also recommend that culture should have special consideration. As
organisations become increasingly global they need to be aware of religious and social

Political Economic

Trade legislation Interest rates
(including overseas trade agreements)
Inflation
Change of government
Business cycles
Employment legislation
Employment levels
Emergence of new power blocks

Social Technological

Lifestyles Internet

Consumer preferences Rate of change

Social attitudes Obsolescence
Disposable income Investment in technology

Figure 4.2 An example of PEST analysis
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differences between and within the countries in which they operate. Organisational
cultures differ too and values between suppliers, distributors and organisations or even
different parts of the same organisation can be quite distinct. Companies within the same
sector can have radically different cultures: Virgin’s approach to airline travel is not
that of British Airways.

Access to and the ability to manage and use information are critical to organisations
because information is power. The ubiquity and power of the internet radically alters
the past position where certain kinds of information have been the protected domain of
a privileged few. For the environmental scanner, the internet is a vital information source.
By plugging into sites such as those maintained by the major social research organisa-
tions like MORI, the political think-tanks and NGOs, professional communicators can
keep abreast of the main issues in the wider environment.

The point of this kind of analysis is to identify the key drivers that will impact on
the organisation. There are no standard responses; the drivers will be different depending
on the country, sector and organisation. It is also vital to identify the inter-relationships
between the key drivers. Economic trends may force political decisions and technology
often affects lifestyles and social interactions. For example, the internet has transformed
working, purchasing and leisure patterns.

Environmental scanning establishes the long-term drivers of change and their impact.
These need localising to identify the effect that they will have on the organisation itself.
Environmental analyses should not only be done in the here and now, but should also
include forward projections so that organisations can plan a variety of futures which
they will have to accommodate, try to change or adapt to.

Knowledge of publics

The second element of information gathering by public relations professionals is intel-
ligence about the organisation’s publics or stakeholders. Public relations planners are in
a privileged position in that they interact with organisational publics frequently: their
job is to manage and facilitate the relationship between the organisation and its publics,
sometimes in conjunction with colleagues from elsewhere in the organisation. Chapter
6 covers stakeholder theory in some detail, but here it is important to stress that the
public relations professional will be alert to the relative power, influence, needs and
expectations of stakeholders and the shifting dynamics both within and between stake-
holder groups.

Furthermore, the public relations professional will be aware of the attitude towards
or behaviour of the various stakeholders (or publics) in relation to the wider issues iden-
tified in the environment and towards the organisation itself. For example, the public
relations professional working for a food retailer will be alert to the fact that genetic
modification of food is a major issue. They will also be aware of the prevailing attitudes
of the scientific community, suppliers, customers, shareholders and employees. They
will be conscious that opinion is divided and that they will need to be alert to shifts in
public opinion and buying habits. The importance of stakeholder groups to organisa-
tions cannot be overestimated. Freeman (1984) first articulated this in a systematic way,
arguing that organisations were defined by their relationships with stakeholders and that
stakeholders include not just those groups that management believe to have a stake in
the organisation, but those who decide for themselves that they have a stake in the
organisation. The actions of activist groups have made this a painful reality for some
organisations. Indeed, in some instances, these activist groups have caused organisations
to profoundly rethink their relationship with their wider stakeholder community, as was
the case for Shell when Greenpeace took action over the Brent Spar oil platform disposal.
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Stakeholding theory has progressed and in the 1990s the ‘corporate community’
approach to stakeholding emerged. Halal (2000) encourages organisations to recognise
stakeholders as partners who can collaborate with them in problem solving. By integrat-
ing the economic resources, political support and specialist knowledge that stake-
holders can offer, both organisations and stakeholders can gain mutual benefit. The role
of managers is to facilitate a coalition that draws partners together (Steyn 2003). This is
especially important in the internet age. Research has shown very clearly (Coombes,
1998) that the internet has shifted the balance of power between organisations and their
stakeholders. Stakeholders can organise quickly and effectively, using the internet to
communicate between themselves, to set up information resources and to galvanise
people into action. Furthermore, the ability of ‘outsiders’ to look into organisations (trans-
parency) and the ability of insiders to transmit information outside the organisation
(porosity) bring new challenges. In this context, having open and responsible organisa-
tions becomes even more critical.

Thus, it can be seen that public relations is a complex and skilled activity, that at its
highest articulation is the careful management of relationships with and between
dynamic, constantly forming, evolving and dissolving stakeholder groups, all of whom
see themselves as having a legitimate stake in the company. The navigation and nego-
tiation of these complex interrelationships calls for skills of the highest order.
Furthermore, these stakeholder groups themselves exist within and are affected by a
constantly changing environment.

The management of these relationships is receiving increasing attention in the public
relations literature and indeed is increasingly being put forward on a coherent general
theory of public relations (see Ledingham 2003, for a good summary of the literature
and exposition of the relationship view).

Regular research and audits of the opinion of all their publics is a vital job for the
public relations professional. A typical organisation interacts with an enormous number
of publics. Esman (1972) has usefully categorised these into four types of organisational
linkages, as illustrated by Grunig and Hunt (Figure 4.3).

Enabling linkages are those with organisations and groups that have the authority and
resources to permit the organisation to exist. Functional linkages provide input into the
organisation and consume its outputs. Normative linkages are those with peer organ-
isations, and diffused linkages are with those who have no formalised relationship with
the organisation, but have an interest in it.

This categorisation not only demonstrates the number of different publics that the
professional communicator interacts with, but the range of interest of those publics.

Information interpretation

White and Mazur (1995) suggest that because they have such extensive contacts with
sources and information, public relations staff may be in a position to provide a central
collation and interpretation function. Managing and interpreting information require
both research and analytical capabilities and are an indication of the skills set required
of senior practitioners.

Where the environment is turbulent and creates uncertainty, those individuals
who are capable of interpreting what is happening are invaluable in decision-making.
Public relations practitioners are used to dealing with complex situations and to
making sense of inter-linked issues involving a variety of publics. Thus they can make
a valuable contribution to strategy-making by offering their skills of interpretation and
counselling. Indeed a study by the European Centre for Public Affairs at Templeton
College in Oxford (reported in White and Mazur 1995) found that the public affairs
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Figure 4.3 Organisational linkages

Source: Grunig and Hunt 1984: 141. Used by permission of Harcourt Inc.

department had become very influential in decision-making in companies who had to
survive in difficult environments.

Public relations practitioners are ideally placed to be able to access early sources of
information and can interpret that information to identify emerging issues and those that
may have a profound effect on an organisation. For example, media content analysis
can identify matters of growing importance and help clarify the direction in which public
opinion is moving on a particular issue. Public affairs departments are often plugged
into government thinking on prospective legislation or have access to think-tanks who
specialise in futures. Their boundary-spanning role helps public relations professionals
maintain an independent perspective to decision-making. This independence is valuable
to other managers who are often too tied into the ‘organisational view’ to act object-
ively or to understand the ramifications of their decisions and the impact they will have
on stakeholders.

Risk management

Knowledge of the environment and of stakeholders is vitally important in another respect
too. Organisations find themselves increasingly at risk from a number of directions. In
the wider context, we live in an increasingly interconnected, dependent, pluralistic world,
where no one and no organisation can isolate itself from any of the ‘big issues’ that
are emerging. The green environment is a clear example, but there are many more.
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September 11 2001 was a defining moment for many organisations. They have had to
appraise all kinds of issues that affect their business, for example, how much should
executives travel? Are our products or services culturally sensitive? Are our buildings
secure? With whom do we make strategic alliances? The big-picture political and
economic issues such as these can and should be tracked and monitored by public rela-
tions professionals as part of their environmental scanning duties. Indeed, issues tracking
and management are part of the strategic communicator’s basic toolkit.

Furthermore, as far as stakeholders are concerned, it is possible for small groups to
challenge and hold to account large organisations, as the Brent Spar issue demonstrated.
By knowing stakeholders well and understanding what motivates them, what their
thinking is and how they are likely to act, the public relations professional can bring an
invaluable perspective to management thinking and advise on the appropriate way to
manage these relationships. Thus, helping to manage risk is a vital role for communi-
cators. Issues management and agenda-setting are not only possible but necessary in an
environment where the publics themselves define and then seek to satisfy their informa-
tion needs.

It is for this relationship management skill and judgement that many of the most
senior communicators either sit at board tables in their own right or are direct advisers
to CEOs and chairs of large organisations. It is a vital strategic information role and
highly valued in boardrooms throughout the world.

The role of public relations professionals in information gathering and interpretation
can be mapped directly onto classical strategy models. These models describe the process
of information gathering required when organisations are deciding which strategic
approach to take.

Organisational types: a systems approach

Applying a systems theory perspective, organisations can be classified into two main
categories. The way that public relations is conducted is critically influenced by the type
of organisation within which it is practised.

Systems can be categorised by the level and nature of interaction they have with their
environments. At one extreme those systems that have impenetrable boundaries and
have no or very little ‘exchange’ with their environment can be called ‘closed’, whereas
those where the boundaries are permeable and there is a great deal of exchange can be
called ‘open’.

The parallel is that organisations can be seen to be relatively closed or relatively open
— social systems can never be entirely closed or open. Thus, relatively closed organ-
isations do not take much account of the environment, they do not adapt to changing
circumstances and usually they eventually cease to exist. Relatively open organisations
are very responsive to the environment. They are acutely aware of change, and adjust
and adapt to either counteract or accommodate it. A key concept is that the organisa-
tion both affects and is affected by the environment in which it operates.

Relatively closed organisations react only when they must and usually to resist change.
Open organisations, on the other hand, monitor their environment to gauge and antici-
pate change and decide on a course of action before they are driven to one by external
events.

Applying this approach to public relations brings some interesting insights. Public
relations activity is often referred to as being ‘reactive’ or ‘proactive’.
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‘Closed systems’ public relations

Reactive public relations is reflective of closed systems and is characterised as being of
the ‘corporate mail room’ variety: measuring success by volume of output rather than
by results. For example, media relations is judged on the number of releases produced
and the level of press cuttings achieved, not on the appropriateness or effectiveness of
the output. Activity is usually confined to publics which have an obvious contact with
the organisation and the emphasis is on keeping publics informed of decisions that have
already been made. Genuine feedback is rarely sought, only feedback on what tech-
niques will make the transmission of information more effective.

In closed systems public relations practitioners are usually not part of the dominant
coalition and have responsibility for communicating decisions in which they have had
no part. ‘They do not function in decision-making or even in advisory roles in relation
to environmental concerns. Therefore they have little to say about what is said: they
are mainly concerned with how things are said’ (Bell and Bell, cited in Cutlip et al.
2000: 241).

This approach assumes ‘(1) that the purpose of public relations is limited to effecting
changes in the environment and more mistakenly (2) that organisations have the power
to change their environments, thereby eliminating the need to change themselves’
(Cutlip et al. 2000: 240).

‘Open systems’ public relations

Proactive public relations is allied to open systems approaches and its role involves
changing and influencing both the environment and the organisation as a result of
changes in the environment. The emphasis here is on reciprocity — communication with
publics takes the form of a genuine dialogue (the relationship view referred to earlier)
and the organisation is as likely to change as the target publics as a result of the
communication exchange. This idea is illustrated in Figure 4.4.

Exchange

Organisation and Environment
effect

Permeable
organisation
boundary

Figure 4.4 The exchange and effect relationship in open systems communication
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The purpose of this approach is to have organisational goals that are mutually accept-
able and supported by both the organisation and its publics. Where there is a difference
in what these should be, change can be initiated before real issues or problems arise.
This proactive stance is important for organisational decision-making and that is why
public relations practitioners who operate in this fashion are often part of the dominant
coalition.

Proactive public relations is characterised as involving a broad range of publics, not
just the most obvious ones, being research-based, influential in bringing about attitu-
dinal and behavioural change both inside and outside the organisation, essential in
strategy-making and integral to the decision-making process. In other words, practi-
tioners are principal decision-makers as opposed to just communicating results of
decision-making.

The internet provides great opportunities for the public relations practitioner to under-
take the research and monitoring required to fulfil this proactive role. It is relatively
simple to set up discussion groups to ascertain the opinion of key stakeholders. However,
more is possible. The internet can be used to build dialogue in a potent and dynamic
way by providing a level of immediacy, reach and interactivity that has been impos-
sible in the past.

The roles of public relations practitioners

Within this strategic context it is appropriate to look at the specific roles of public rela-
tions practitioners. Work spearheaded by Glen Broom and David Dozier (summarised
in Cutlip et al. 2000: 37—44) has identified two dominant public relations roles.

The communication technician

This often highly skilled individual carries out communication programmes and activi-
ties such as writing news releases, editing house-magazines and developing websites.
They probably do not undertake research, except to decide which communication mech-
anism suits their prescribed purpose best; implementation is their focus. They will not
be involved in organisational decision-making.

The communication manager

This person is in the dominant coalition, plans, manages and facilitates the communi-
cation programme, counsels management and makes policy decisions.
Communication managers in turn can find themselves in different roles.

The expert prescriber

They are seen as the authority on communication, and management relies on them to
come up with solutions to problems. The expert prescriber researches and defines public
relations problems, develops programmes and implements them, sometimes with the
help of others.

There are dangers in this role: practitioners may become overconfident, perceiving
themselves as in a position of great authority and with exclusive knowledge. The down-
side is that they may be solely accountable if things over which they have no or little
control ‘go wrong’.
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For senior managers who are not directly involved in public relations there is an issue
around abdicating responsibility for communication or overdependence on a particular
individual.

In situations such as crises it is important for experts to guide and provide definitive
advice, but in the longer term it is beneficial to diffuse public relations thinking, exper-
tise and knowledge throughout organisations.

The communication facilitator

These individuals act as go-betweens: interpreting, mediating and keeping open two-
way communication between an organisation and its public. They are often the official
contact points in organisations, are trusted by stakeholders and the organisation alike
and act in the mutual interest of all involved. Boundary-spanners in a very real sense,
communication facilitators remove barriers and establish links between all interested
parties. They work on the basis that mutual understanding facilitates good decision-
making and provides shared benefits.

The problem-solving facilitator

These individuals work with others in the organisation to identify and solve problems.
They are involved in strategic decisions from the beginning, helping to set objectives,
defining communication needs and advising on implementation. Problem-solving facil-
itators are perceived to be skilled at helping others in analysis and solution finding and
as such are invited into the decision-making coalition.

Dozier reduced this four-role concept to two, arguing that communication managers
combined elements of the expert prescriber, communication facilitator and problem-
solving process facilitator, whereas the fechnician role described someone who
demonstrated the technical skills of, for example, writing and design, often at a very
high level. A key difference in these two roles is that the manager is likely to be in the
organisation’s decision-making coalition and will participate in making decisions,
whereas the technician will not be part of this coalition and will implement decisions
made by others.

Other researchers such as Toth ef al. (1998) and Moss et al. (2000) have identified
another highly specialised ‘senior advisor’ role, someone not actually on the board of
companies, but directly responsible to CEOs and who advises on public relations matters
at the highest level.

In reality, most public relations practitioners undertake a combination of these roles,
often all at the same time. In general, junior practitioners tend to operate at the techni-
cian level, while senior practitioners undertake the management roles. It may be tempting
to denigrate the technician role, but the truth is that some technicians operate at a high
level within organisations and have a great deal of influence, usually in a very specific
area of expertise. For example, journalists who move into a public relations role can
handle media relations at all levels in a highly skilled and effective way.

Reflecting on the actual roles that practitioners undertook led Grunig and Grunig
(1992) to redraft the underpinning model of public relations practice developed by
Grunig and Hunt as described in Chapter 1 of this book. Figure 4.5 illustrates this devel-
opment. In this representation ‘craft public relations’ focuses on techniques or the
technician role in which the effective use of communication techniques is seen as worth-
while in itself. ‘Professional public relations’, on the other hand, is seen to encompass
a more strategic role where communication is used to resolve conflict and manage rela-
tionships with publics with the aim of achieving compliance (asymmetrical) or mutual
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Craft public relations

Propaganda < > Journalism
Press agents Public information
model model

Professional public relations

Asymmetrical < > Symmetrical
Two-way Two-way
asymmetrical model symmetrical model

Figure 4.5 Grunig and Hunt’s models of public relations shown as craft or profession oriented

Source: Grunig and Grunig 1992: 312. Used by permission of Lawrence Erlbaum Associates

problem solving (symmetrical) within a context where both organisations and publics
are liable to change.

Communication in organisations

Van Riel (1995) identifies three forms of corporate communication:

Management communication is essentially about obtaining co-operation and support;
organisational managers need to obtain understanding and consent from internal
stakeholders for organisational objectives to be achieved. Externally management
communication is about communicating organisational vision to win the support of
external stakeholders.

Marketing communication is used to support the selling of goods or services. (This
includes identifying customer needs.)

Organisational communication is a general term that covers public relations, public
affairs, investor relations, internal communication and corporate advertising. Most of
these activities Van Riel states to be within the remit of public relations.

Varey and White (2000) narrow this down to two inter-related communication systems.

Internal systems aim to enable the organisation to meet its goals by gathering and
interpreting data on expectations, attitudes and conditions from the external environ-
ment via external communication channels.

External systems aim to present information about the internal processes of the organ-
isation to the external environment in an attempt to influence the behaviour of various
publics.
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General Publjjc

Company

Impersonal
Presentation

Figure 4.6 Bernstein’s wheel

Source: Bernstein 1984: 118. Used by permission of Continuum Publishers

Two questions therefore need to be asked: ‘Who are these “publics”?’ and “What are
the communication channels?” The Esman categorisation referred to earlier in this
chapter answers the first question. The second question would require a list covering
several pages and that would be inappropriate here. Many of the channels used are
described later in this book, but some of the most commonly used in public relations
are the media, conferences and exhibitions, direct literature, sponsorship, in-house
journals, corporate identity programmes, special events, corporate advertising and the
internet.

Bernstein (1989) has devised a wheel to illustrate the link between an organisation
(the hub), its publics (the rim) and the channels (the spokes) it uses to communicate
with these audiences (Figure 4.6). He suggests that each channel be borne in mind when
an organisation considers communicating with its publics. His wheel shows that the
communicator has 9 X 9 = 81 combinations of channel and audience — a formidable
array of choices. Added to these are the intra-channel choices, for example the channel
‘public relations’ provides numerous tactical options. This model provides a clear
demonstration of the scope and complexity of the public relations role.
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Influences on public relations priorities in
organisations

Public relations practice varies from organisation to organisation. There is no single
blueprint for either the structure or the range of activities that should be undertaken,
and priorities will differ in every organisation. There are a number of influences that
will establish priorities for public relations programmes in an organisation and deter-
mine the way it is practised. Some of the most significant are given here.

Sector

Working in a well-established, stable sector will be more conducive to planned and
sustained public relations programmes. New, fast-growing and turbulent sectors such as
the dot.com environment will require fast-moving, reactive as well as proactive
programmes. Neither type of environment requires the public relations effort to be more
or less strategic, but the speed of development and the in-built capability to change
direction quickly will be more of a prerequisite in the latter.

Working in different sectors requires different emphases too. A manufacturer or
retailer of fast-moving consumer goods could well require a heavier marketing com-
munication focus whereas working for a trade or professional body may mean that
membership communication or lobbying are the primary public relations activities.

Public relations for the public or not-for-profit sector, where public accountability is
critical, generates one way of working, whereas working in the private sector, where
shareholder accountability and profits are key, generates a different set of priorities.

Size

Small organisations will have a small multi-skilled public relations department, indeed
public relations may be subsumed into another department, typically marketing, or be
a part of a single individual’s job. It may even be outsourced to an individual or consult-
ancy. The range of activities may well be restricted and undertaken by a public relations
generalist. However, their input may have significant importance because the role of
every individual is central to the operation of the whole organisation. Large organisa-
tions will have larger public relations departments. Within those departments the
public relations remit will be broken down into task or functional areas with individual
specialists taking on specific roles (see Chapter 1).

Publics

The range of public relations activities can be influenced significantly by the types of
public involved. A number of factors need to be considered.

* Range, that is, the breadth of publics involved. Some organisations, for example niche
manufacturers of space components, may have a limited range of publics. Others,
for example the Department of Health, have an extended range of publics.

* Numbers and location. Some organisations have publics that form fairly discrete
blocks, for example car dealers have groups of customers, suppliers and employees.
Others, for example public relations consultants, will have a range of publics attached
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to each project. Some organisations have publics in a wide geographical area or
several socio-economic bandings. Others focus on concentrated areas.

Influence and power. There are publics which, although small, can gain a great deal
of influence and power, for example pressure groups, especially if they enlist public
support. The UK government slowed down its development of genetically modified
food trials after activists took positive action and turned public opinion against this
technology.

Connection with organisation. Employees are an example of a public intimately
connected with an organisation. Other publics will have a more remote connection
— again pressure groups are an example.

All these factors dictate the range and nature of the public relations programme that
needs to be planned and implemented.

Development stage

Public relations activities are often dictated by the stage of development that the organ-
isation has reached.

Start-up. Usually organisations start small. The owners know suppliers, customers
and employees. The public relations effort will often be one-to-one and the emphasis
is often on growth, thus marketing communication will be a priority.

Growth. More employees, customers and suppliers mean that one-to-one communi-
cation becomes difficult. At this stage a generalist public relations professional may
be engaged to raise awareness of the company, its products and services. Internally,
the formal communication programme may begin. Activities such as community rela-
tions and government and financial public relations are likely to be low priority if
done at all.

Maturity. Now the organisation is likely to be well established. The range of public
relations activities will be expanding and could include financial public relations if
a floatation is being considered. Employee communication is likely to be well devel-
oped, community relations will be a part of the agenda as the organisation takes on
a corporate social responsibility agenda and developing and maintaining a cohesive
corporate identity will be a priority. The in-house department of several staff, usually
with specialisms, could well be complemented by engaging public relations consult-
ancies to work in such areas as government affairs and investor relations.

Decline. Open organisations usually avoid decline by adjusting their activities or
moving into new areas. However, organisations do move into periods of temporary
or permanent decline, for example through takeover, legislative change or bad
management. Here public relations has a key role to play in identifying issues in the
environment in order to avert crises. Ultimately, there is nothing public relations can
do if a business is non-viable. However, it is possible to exit with dignity and with
reputation intact, and public relations has a key role to play. Furthermore, if an organ-
isation has been unsuccessful in defending itself against a hostile takeover bid, the
public relations teams in the acquired and acquiring company have a critical role in
re-building the confidence and commitment of the acquired company’s stakeholders
and in building a new and successful corporate culture and identity.
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Public relations and links to other functions

To complete this chapter on the role of public relations in organisations it is important
to look briefly at links to other functions. There are three areas where there are clear
links and overlaps and occasionally conflicts.

Public relations and marketing departments

It is the relationship between public relations and marketing that usually takes up most
space and generates most heat. There have been extended and at times unprofitable
debates about whether public relations is a part of marketing or marketing is a part of
public relations: just three themes are identified for discussion here.

Terminology

To public relations people, public relations means managing the total communication
of an organisation with all its publics. To most marketers public relations means
publicity, that is, obtaining (usually) media coverage in support of products and services.
To distinguish between public relations in its broad strategic sense and public relations
as a part of the marketing communications mix, the latter has been called marketing
public relations (MPR) (for example, Fill 1999).

Again, public relations professionals have tended to restrict the meaning of marketing
to the notion of a profit-based exchange between an organisation and its customers. This
is now an outmoded concept. Marketing has broadened its parameters to include rela-
tionships with internal customers (employees) and the broader external stakeholder
community. As organisations become more open, more porous and often smaller, the
justification for distinct functions is less and less clear. Furthermore, employees are
usually required to be multi-skilled and flexible. Even so, different professional outlooks
do maintain diverse perspectives which are of value to organisations.

The fact is that in modern organisations functions need to be integrated to be effec-
tive. A visitor to a website is not at all concerned if it is the marketing or the public
relations department who has designed it and put together its content, as long as informa-
tion needs are satisfied. What is obviously clear is that internally there needs to be a
clear understanding of the roles of each discipline and where the responsibilities lie.

Encroachment

Public relations professionals fear ‘encroachment’ or the taking over of the discipline
by non-specialists, especially marketers, but also management consultants. However,
there is rejoicing when a public relations professional is made a chief executive or
director of corporate communications (with marketing as a subservient partner). What
is good for public relations is that as many people as possible from as many disciplines
as possible are aware of the contribution that public relations can make in both strategic
and tactical ways.

Status

For some public relations professionals it is important that public relations is seen to be

a dominant and ascendant communication discipline. It is a sign that public relations

has come of age that its unique contribution in stakeholder relations is recognised.
Some go further and say that the internet age requires the sophistication and know-

ledge of public relations professionals to handle the very complex world of internet
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communication, and the power plays between internet groups and their interaction with
the organisation. It is true that the dialogue skills that public relations staff acquire with
a range of stakeholder groups will be invaluable, but organisations also need to sell or
obtain support for their products and services to survive. A good general reputation,
often maintained through sustained public relations activity, will attract customers and
users of services. Good service and products enhance reputation. Organisations need
both marketing and public relations.

Public relations and human resources departments

There are potential areas for co-operation and conflict between these domains:

 Structural re-organisation. The human resources department has a clear role vis-a-vis
contracts and liabilities in situations where there are mergers, lay-offs, acquisitions
and re-organisation. The communication aspects of these matters, including how to
communicate with employees and external stakeholders, would normally involve
public relations expertise.

* Internal communication. Control of employee communication and the division
between what is rightly communicated by human resources and public relations are
areas of potential debate.

*  Community relations. This might involve communication with employees who are
located within the local community and also with potential employees, and again
requires careful assignment of responsibility for communication.

Again, as with marketing, it is important that each area recognises the expertise and
contribution that they and their fellow professionals can make. It is also vital that, as
with all good public relations, a frequent, honest dialogue is maintained with willing-
ness on both sides to give ground in order for the organisation’s best interests to be
served.

Public relations and legal departments

When organisations are under threat or handling crises there is often a tendency to turn
to legal counsel. Legal concerns normally revolve around liability and risk and the natural
instinct in the past has been to close down communication with the legendary ‘no
comment’. Lawyers are concerned that what is said may rebound on the organisation
and often point out that there is no requirement to say anything.

However, there is an increasing recognition that corporate responsibility requires a
more helpful response and that public interest should be served by providing informa-
tion. ‘No comment’ implies something to hide, and will be seen as obstructive or
insensitive by many stakeholders.

Public relations professionals are aware that expressions and demonstrable actions of
sensitivity, concern and responsibility enhance reputation. They value openness and want
to maintain dialogue. They are also acutely aware of the need to respond quickly to
given situations — again the legal process usually takes time.

The recent trend has been for public relations professionals and legal advisers to work
together in difficult situations. Product recalls and libel cases usually include both a
public relations and a legal dimension and it is not uncommon for legal representatives
and public relations professionals to speak on the same issue for an organisation. Again,
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the touchstone is a clear understanding of roles and a recognition of the contribution of
each specialist, cemented by regular and open dialogue.

Conclusions

This chapter has argued that there is a major strategic role for public relations in organ-
isations. As expert boundary-spanners, public relations professionals can play a key role
in the dominant coalition by gathering and interpreting information from the external
and internal environments and presenting this as strategic intelligence. On the basis of
this, organisations can adapt and change or initiate a dialogue so that the continued
support of their key stakeholding publics can be assured.

It has also been demonstrated that public relations practitioners’ roles vary according
to the remit they are given in organisations. If restricted to the tactician role, they will
never provide the full benefits that an organisation can derive from public relations, that
is, intimate knowledge of key stakeholder attitudes and behaviour, issues management
and a proactive stance towards a changing environment.

The range of channels of communication has been briefly discussed and public rela-
tions activity contextualised by the type of organisation within which it is situated. This
has clearly demonstrated the variety of range and emphasis that public relations can
have and has indicated the panoply of skills the expert practitioner requires.

Finally, the link between public relations and other disciplines has been commented
on. The plea is for mutual understanding, recognition, respect and co-operation with
fellow professionals for the benefit of the organisation. In short there is a call for genuine
public relations within the management context.

Questions for discussion

1 How helpful is the systems approach in explaining public relations as a strategic activity?
What are its strengths and weaknesses? Are there other more appropriate approaches?

2 What research techniques might you use to find out what your target publics think of your
organisation?

3 What information resources might you use to enable you to undertake a comprehensive
EPISTLE analysis for your organisation?

4 Why do you think public relations is undervalued in some organisations?

5 What do you think is the most powerful contribution public relations can bring to an
organisation?



Professionalism
and regulation

Chapter aims

In this chapter we will examine some of the areas in which PR is addressing the question of
professionalism. Some definitions of what constitutes a profession are discussed, and a number
of prerequisites with regard to public relations are addressed: entry qualifications, research and
the body of knowledge; training and professional development; and codes of practice.

Professionalism

The Concise Oxford Dictionary definition of profession is ‘a vocation or calling,
especially one that involves some branch of advanced learning or science’. Some
practitioners, who see themselves as creative rather than scientific, have resisted

the general feeling that public relations is maturing into a profession. The growth of

degrees at both undergraduate and masters level and the development of vocational qual-

ifications have been greeted with suspicion rather than as evidence of professionalism

(see Chapter 19).

Originally, the professions were law and medicine, and were practised by the sons of
wealthy landowners after they had been to Oxford or Cambridge university. Private
income was necessary as the professions offered little pay. Later, specialised knowledge
became the basis for entry (Cutlip ez al. 1985). Elton (1993: 137) suggests the following
prerequisites for a profession:

+ an underlying discipline or cognitive base

* a body of practitioners

+ a disciplinary organisation

+ induction, training and licensing of members
* communication channels between members

» rewards and sanctions for members

» self-reflection, leading to improvement
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» corporate evaluation and feedback
» a code of ethics and accountability to the profession
* corporate accountability to society
» quality assurance of the profession
+ the ability to ensure high standards of remuneration.

Cutlip et al. (1985: 72) set out this list of related but differing conditions:

+ specialised educational preparation to acquire knowledge and skills based on a body
of theory developed through research

» provision of a unique and essential service that is recognised as such by the
community

* an emphasis on public service and social responsibility
+ autonomy and personal responsibility of members

» a self-governing association of colleagues to enforce codes of ethics and standards
of performance.

The establishment of professional bodies in the UK, Europe and the USA have led to
the introduction of codes of conduct, and calls for regulation of certain parts of the
industry such as lobbyists. The Institute of Public Relations in the UK is over 50 years
old, having been established in 1948 by a group of practitioners, with aims such as ‘to
provide a professional structure for the practice of public relations’ and ‘to enhance the
ability and status of our members as professional practitioners’. Grunig and Hunt (1984:
4) put forward the view that PR is a young profession, and only really started to approach
that status in the 1980s:

The profession has its roots in press agentry and propaganda, activities that society
generally holds in low esteem. Most of its practitioners have little training in the
social sciences. Few have been trained in public relations ... We must admit that
many people today who call themselves public relations practitioners still do not
measure up to professional standards.

They continue,

True professionals possess a body of knowledge and have mastered communication
techniques that are not known by the average citizen. They also have a set of values
and a code of ethics that discourage the use of their knowledge and technical skills
for antisocial purposes.

Kitchen (1997: 301) states ‘It is now evident that public relations is an exciting contem-
porary managerial discipline with many skills, techniques and strategies to offer to
business organisations in both a corporate and marketing communications domain.” The
growth of social responsibility in business has led to a feeling among practitioners that
they should be recognised as professionals, despite the origins of the industry in press
agentry. Indeed, Cutlip ef al. (1985: 17-19) suggest that ‘Many credit public relations
for heightened attention to social and public responsibilities amongst government admin-
istrators and business executives.” They also point out the role that public relations plays
in making organisations responsive to public interests. They go on to suggest that the
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latter contributes to making the democratic process more effective: ‘Social responsibility
drives development of the body of knowledge underpinning public relations practice
and continues the professionalisation of its practitioners.’

One of the first protocols agreed by the Global Alliance of public relations associa-
tions, founded in 2000, was a declaration of principles which stated that a profession’s
characteristics included:

» mastery of a particular intellectual skill through education and training
+ acceptance of duties to a broader society than merely one’s clients or employers
* objectivity

* high standards of conduct and performance.

The declaration also pledged the Alliance members to conduct themselves with
‘integrity, truth, accuracy, fairness and responsibility to our clients, our client publics
and to an informed society’. The Alliance currently comprises 30 member organisations,
representing more than 100,000 public relations practitioners. Its Global Protocol on
Ethics in Public Relations is discussed later in this chapter, along with other codes of
practice.

In January 2003 the IPR was awarded DTI funding to conduct a Best Practice
Overview of the UK PR industry. The objectives of the study were both to spotlight
best practice and to show how public relations contributed to the national economy and
the competitiveness of British industry internationally. The Chair of the IPR-DTI
Steering Group, Michael Murphy, stated, ‘Maintaining and improving the UK’s compet-
itive position demands an ethical, dynamic and strategic public relations industry that
works to promote transparent corporate governance and a full understanding of the
management of the relationships on which the “bottomline” success of every business
depends’ (IPR 2003: 1). Surveys were conducted both by post and online, and achieved
812 responses across public, not-for-profit and private organisations. Findings were then
explored with discussion groups and interviews. Final results were announced in
November 2003. The Steering Group made 21 recommendations in the areas of: public
relations’ impacts on business; public relations and social responsibility; government
and communications; and public relations management, training, motivation and devel-
opment. These recommendations will be referred to in the relevant sections in this
chapter.

Professionalism?

There are many who regard the drive of public relations towards the status of a pro-
fession with extreme cynicism. Corporate Watch (www.corporatewatch.org.uk/profiles/
pr_industry) in its profile of public relations and the lobbying industry states, ‘There is
a considerable body of evidence ... to suggest that modern public relations practices
are having a ... deleterious impact on the democratic process.” It goes on to list the
achievements of the industry as putting ‘a positive spin on disasters’, undermining
‘citizens’ campaigns’, gaining ‘public support for conducting warfare’, and changing
‘public perception of repressive regimes’. The PR department is said to provide ‘a line
of defence . .. to prevent information from slipping out’.

Another website which sets itself up as a resource for public relations professionals
criticises examples of poor standards of prominent practitioners which cast the whole
industry in a bad light. The Holmes Report (www.holmesreport.com) welcomed the
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resignation of George W. Bush’s Press Secretary, Ari Fleischer, stating that his perform-
ance had ‘surely contributed to the negative perception of public relations’. It dubbed
Fleischer ‘the most deceitful presidential press secretary since Ron Zielgler’ (Nixon’s
press aide). Criticisms included ‘a brazen and cavalier disregard for the facts’, ‘evasion
and obfuscation’, refusing to answer questions unless they were sufficiently specific and
even if they were, refusing to answer ‘on principle’, especially on the question of the
administration’s involvement in the corporate scandal of Enron in January 2002.

Hill & Knowlton’s representation of Citizens for a Free Kuwait, which drew the US
into the Gulf War in 1991, has been well documented (Newsom et al. 2000: 59-60). A
witness to the congressional hearing was found to have been the daughter of the Kuwaiti
ambassador rather than a disinterested party, as claimed, and stories of Iraqi soldiers
taking babies from incubators and leaving them to die was thus considered highly
suspect.

PR Watch (www.prwatch.org/prissues/1998Q2) is also scathing about the intentions
of practitioners to improve standards. ‘Watching the public relations industry discuss
ethics is a little like watching tourists from a foreign country attempting to speak a
language they barely understand. They seem enthusiastic and sincere, and many of the
right words come out of their mouths, but they just don’t quite manage to make sense.’

Cynicism about professional standards is not confined to the public relations industry.
Cortese (2002) relates that whilst more companies are starting to develop ‘sustainability
reporting’ on their environmental, health and safety and social performance, this lacks
credibility and is viewed as ‘greenwash’. Rising expectations of stakeholders and how
corporations and governments are responding recur in several chapters of this book.

Entry qualifications

One element of a claim to a professional status is an emphasis on well-qualified prac-
titioners. Years of training are necessary to become a doctor, lawyer or accountant,
followed by more years of on-the-job training.

Public relations education is more developed in the USA, where university-level
courses date from 1920, with early courses in publicity being offered at the University
of Illinois and Indiana University. The first PR course was offered in the journalism
department of the New York University School of Commerce, Accounts and Finance,
taught by Edward Bernays. Courses tended to be part of journalism qualifications, with
students able to specialise in PR through taking options. The 1981 Commission on Public
Relations Education recommended that the content of undergraduate and postgraduate
courses should include mass communications, PR theories, media relations techniques,
research methodology, case studies, work placements and PR management (Cutlip et al.
1985). A further commission in 1987 added ethics, law and evaluation to the list (IPRA
1990). This was updated by the work of the Public Relations Education Commission
set up by the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA) in 1999, which looked at
the knowledge and skills which should be included in undergraduate and postgraduate
courses. Business context, finance, communication theory and a supervised work
placement in practice were felt important at degree stage, with the emphasis shifting
to management science and research design at postgraduate level (Commission of
PR Education 1999).

The International Public Relations Association (IPRA) published guidelines for PR
education in 1990. They stated that
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public relations courses should be taught by individuals with a sound experience and
understanding of both the academic and professional aspects of the field . . . We also
strongly recommend [teachers] to continue to develop their professional experience
while they hold teaching appointments.

(TIPRA 1990)

The IPRA wheel of education is shown in Figure 5.1.

Some trades have achieved chartered status, such as the Chartered Institute of
Marketing. This necessitates having a majority of practitioners with a relevant voca-
tional qualification, as well as an emphasis on continuous professional development.

A number of years ago, the Institute of Public Relations (IPR) expressed its inten-
tion to achieve chartered status. It was felt that this would raise the status of the
profession in general, as well as that of the Institute. The IPR moved towards tightening
its entry requirements. From 1992, if they had less than ten years’ experience in public
relations, all full members had to have a relevant vocational qualification or (since 2000)
give a commitment to participating in the IPR’s continuous development scheme.
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The Public Relations Education Trust (PRET), a joint body set up by the IPR and
the Public Relations Consultants Association (PRCA), developed an education training
matrix, which set out the content necessary to give a good grounding for those in the
industry. Using this matrix as a base, the IPR approved six courses in 1989, including
vocational, undergraduate, postgraduate and masters programmes in the UK. The criteria
for approval have been revised and updated, and cover the content of the course, the
qualifications and experience of the teaching staff, links with industry, the inclusion
of some form of practical work experience and the employment record of those who
complete the course. Since then, the number of approved courses has risen to 22.
(A list of approved courses is available on the IPR website at www.ipr.org.uk.) On
completion of one of these, there is still a requirement for three years’ experience in
PR before full membership is awarded. In addition, in 1998, the IPR also introduced its
own qualifications, the IPR Advanced Certificate and Diploma, which provides a part-
time route to qualification for those who are already working in the profession and who
are unable to return to full-time education. On completion of the diploma, however, a
practitioner may progress directly to full membership without additional work experi-
ence. Mindful of the need to maintain standards in its delivery, these courses are only
available at a few venues (again, details on the IPR website). Applications to take the
diploma have shown an upward trend, so it seems that practitioners do wish to become
qualified in their discipline, which may be linked to a discernable rise in the number of
not-for-profit and public sector employers asking for formal PR qualifications.

There are still many in the industry who do not have a relevant qualification, although
with the numbers of graduate entrants rising, there are few who do not have any quali-
fications at all. Although it is still possible to enter the profession without a degree, the
increasing numbers of graduates who are applying to work in PR mean that this route
is becoming more difficult. The IPR’s membership survey in 1998 showed that 36 per
cent had a first degree and that 20 per cent had a further degree as well. IPR research
carried out in 1999 found that 98 per cent of senior managers in the industry expected
entrants to have a degree (IPR 1999). Consultancy employers continue to moan about
the quality of graduate applicants, without addressing the need to invest their time and
expertise in the many public relations degree courses.

Few consultancies or in-house departments have a specifically designed graduate
training scheme in public relations, but this may have to change as graduates begin to
demand more thorough training. At the moment, where training does occur it often tends
to be ad hoc. The IPR and the PRCA took part in several debates on the question of
training, organised by the trade journal PR Week as part of its Best Practice campaign.
This led to an agreement by the IPR and PRCA Joint Industry Committee to work
together to improve the commitment to training within the industry. Whilst the two
member organisations did not agree to merge, it was agreed that the PRCA would have
a role in the course approvals process mentioned above, and that the IPR would be
involved in the PRCA’s Consultancy Management Diploma. The IPR was recognised
as ‘the major supplier of training to the profession’ by providing training itself and
through the benchmarking of the provision of commercial training organisations with
its Approved Training Provider kitemark.

The IPR-DTI report mentioned above concluded that the IPR ‘should recommend work
placements on all its managed and approved public relations undergraduate courses’. In
addition, a work placement charter should be developed setting out the requirements and
expectations on both sides for all organisations offering such placements. The IPR was
tasked with setting up a ‘road show’ to approved undergraduate courses to engage stu-
dents (IPR 2003: 7). The IPR has also reiterated its intention to apply for chartered status.
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There has been a rather uneasy link between academic research, PR theory and prac-
tice in the UK, with many practitioners resistant to the idea that PR could be taught
(see Chapter 19). Cutlip et al. (1985: 467) suggest that ‘Public relations education has
advanced faster than the body of knowledge supporting the practice.” The US
Commission on Public Relations Education reported

Most public relations educators — not having attained PhD level — have not been
required to do research . . . most are teaching skills courses that have little relationship
to basic research. Public relations practitioners . . . have generally been too busy at their
jobs to engage in basic research, not connected with specific public relations tasks.
(IPRA 1990: 21)

There are signs that the body of knowledge in PR is growing, and that academics and
practitioners are more willing to enter into a dialogue, but progress, as discussed in
Chapter 19, is slow. The professional associations are also taking upon themselves the
role of assembling case studies and links to research on their websites. Members of
the IPR, PRCA and PRSA in the US can all search databases of best practice. Whilst
the majority of the information is practice based, in April 2003, the IPR held an aca-
demic conference at Bournemouth University on Current Debates and Issues in Public
Relations Research and Practice. Teachers from the IPR-approved courses and from
Europe and practitioners presented scholarly papers on matters of public relations
theory and practice. These papers were then assembled into a special section of the
IPR website, with a small number included in an edition of the Journal of Communica-
tion Management. In 1998, the European Public Relations Education and Research
Association (EUPRERA), an association which brings together European academics in
the field, initiated the European Public Relations Body of Knowledge (EBOK) project,
to be available in several languages (www.viewebok.org).

Training and professional development

Bines and Watson (1992) suggest three models of professional education. The first is
apprenticeship or pre-technocratic, where professional education takes place mainly on
the job, with some associated learning through day release at a relevant institution. The
emphasis is on practical techniques. The technocratic model is more associated with
professions, and consists of a systematic knowledge base founded on academic disci-
plines, the application of that base to practice, and supervised placements in practice.
This most closely reflects the systems of [PR-approved courses mentioned above. The
third model, or post-technocratic, emphasises professional competence and bridges the
gap between education and employment. There is still a debate on what constitutes
competence, and difficulties in identifying the competences needed. The development
of National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) in PR had limited success. Although the
qualifications were initially adopted, they were discontinued by the Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority due to poor take-up.

To address the issue of lifelong learning, in April 2000 the IPR introduced Develop-
ing Excellence, a continuous professional development (CPD) scheme. This scheme,
whilst initially voluntary, aims to encourage members to continue their development by
undergoing vocational training, achieving subsequent academic qualifications, partici-
pating in the work of the IPR and contributing expertise to public relations students.
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By ensuring that its members are properly qualified and engaged in current training,
the IPR aims to ensure that they will be professional in their business conduct, and that
clients and employers will be able to use the standard of membership as an indicator
that they are employing a competent practitioner.

A substantial amount of background research was done to inform the scheme, giving
rise to four suggested levels of development:

Level 1 PR executive
Level 2 account manager or PR officer
Level 3 account director or head of department

Level 4 board member, managing director, chief executive

Particular skills are included at each level, from basic media training at level 1 to strategic
issues management and board skills at level 4. All IPR workshops now carry an indi-
cation of their level, and the overall structure can be used by both individuals and
companies when planning their training requirements. Courses of the Approved Training
Providers are also linked to level and subject. The framework has been constantly
updated, and contains an indication of the skills needed to ensure that PR practitioners
can use new technology (see later discussions on the implications of new technology in
Chapters 10, 18, and 19).

Crispin Manners, chair of the PRCA Professional Practices Committee, feels that the
quality of people coming into PR is higher than ten years ago.

It is now a challenge to make sure that they stay. Five years ago, PRCA members
were spending only %% of their payroll on training, whereas management consult-
ants recommend about 8 per cent. The criteria for the government’s Investors in
People (IP) emphasise developing employees. The PR sector has seen consistent
growth. In 1999, there was 17% growth in the fee income of the top 50 consultan-
cies, the year before that 10%. However, the industry has not been able to tool up
fast enough to satisfy demand. This will need to change.!

However, despite these efforts, the area of training and development was one which was
highlighted in the IPR-DTI study. Less than half of consultancies and in-house depart-
ments had formal training and development programmes, and it was felt that there was
a ‘need for public relations practitioners to be more capable across a wide range of
competency areas’ (IPR 2003: 4). There was a need for a ‘more rigorous approach to
training and skill acquisition, particularly management skills at middle and senior levels’
(ibid.: 7). There was a lack of appreciation of the need for planning, research and eval-
uation (PRE) skills, which it was felt was holding the profession back from being seen
as a strategic rather than tactical discipline. This need for training was not confined to
public relations practitioners, as it was also discovered that the quality of brief setting
by clients was poor, indicating that business managers needed help in the areas of
objective setting and public relations procurement.

Professional bodies and representation

The PRCA is the trade body for consultancies in the UK, and members are companies
rather than individuals. It has strict criteria for membership, and has developed a Diploma
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in Consultancy Management. While the IPR has a Code of Conduct, the PRCA has a
Professional Charter and Consultancy Management Standard which its members are
obliged to follow. We will look at the content of these codes below. One problem with
the raising of standards within PR is that these organisations do not represent all of
those working in PR in the UK. The IPR has over 7,500 members, of which around
1,000 are students on the approved courses. The PRCA has 120 members, who repre-
sent around 6,500 staff, some of whom will also be individual IPR members. The size
of the PR industry is subject to debate, with various figures being used. The size of the
circulation of the trade publication PR Week is often used as a guide, and this is currently
17,500. Many people may work in a public relations capacity for an organisation, but
may not be called a public relations practitioner. Some estimates of the numbers in PR
are as high as 40,000, but around 20,000 would probably be more accurate. Despite the
numbers game, it can be seen that the two associations account for a maximum of two-
thirds of the industry. The requirements for qualification and professional and ethical
behaviours can only apply to their own members. Likewise with the requirements on
members who engage in lobbying or investor relations activity — only those in member-
ship can be held responsible.

Other influential professional bodies include the Public Relations Society of America
(PRSA), which with 20,000 members is the largest association of individual practitioners
in the world. It was founded in 1948 by the merger of the National Association of Public
Relations Counsel and the American Council on Public Relations. In 1966, the PRSA
merged with the American Public Relations Association to form a strong national asso-
ciation. The PRSA signed an agreement with the IPR in April 2000 which stated the
intention of both bodies to co-operate in the fields of professional practice, training and
education.

IPRA was founded in 1955 with only 15 members in five countries. Although still
small by national association criteria, the organisation represents around 700 members
in over 70 countries, although there has been talk of it merging with the IPR as the
latter adopts a more global outlook.

The IPR is a member of the Confédération Européenne de Relations Publiques (CERP)
and of the Global Alliance, mentioned above, which currently comprises 30 member
organisations, representing more than 100,000 public relations practitioners. The PRCA
is also a member of the International Communications Consultants Association which
has 200 member companies in 24 countries.

Codes of practice

The IPR Code of Conduct, which was updated after a major consultation in 2000, covers
members’ practice of PR, how the practitioner deals with the media, the public,
employers, clients and colleagues. The Code emphasises ‘honest and proper regard for
the public interest, reliable and accurate information’. The member is required to ‘main-
tain the highest standards of professional endeavour, integrity, confidentiality, financial
propriety and personal conduct’ and to bring neither the Institute nor the profession into
disrepute. Professional activities must be conducted with ‘honest and responsible regard
for the public interest’, and any conflict of interest must be declared to clients as soon
as they arise. The clause in the old Code which stated that members ‘have a positive
duty at all times to respect the truth and shall not disseminate false or misleading
information knowingly or recklessly, and take proper care to check all information
prior to its dissemination’ is now reflected in a principle to ‘deal honestly and fairly in
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business’ and ‘never knowingly misleading clients, employers, colleagues and fellow
professionals about the nature of representation’.

Members are expected to ‘take all reasonable care to ensure employment best
practice’, which includes ‘giving no cause for complaint of unfair discrimination’,
and safeguard confidences. Members must also be aware of legislation and regulation
in all countries where they practice. Maintaining professional standards specifically
encourages members to undertake the Institute’s Continuous Professional Develop-
ment programme and to encourage employees and colleagues to become members
also. The new Code sets out a highly detailed process governing complaints relating to
professional conduct.

The PRCA’s Professional Charter covers similar ground, and indeed many of the
clauses are identical. Of course, the Charter is written with the members in mind, and
these are consultancies rather than individuals. Terms can be negotia